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1. The Deal

The teddy bear was floating faceup in the toilet. Harris Harper shoved back his curtain of bangs, trying to control his breathing. Just wait until he got his hands on that rotten Jamey Benya. 

The voice of Bert Lester, Harris's best friend, floated upstairs. "What you doing up there?"

"I'm eating bonbons," Harris shouted, pinching a spongy foot between thumb and forefinger, "and doing my NAILS!" He flung the sopping bear into the tub. It landed with a pflunk.

"Well, hurry up," came Bert's voice.

Harris mopped up the trail of water that snaked across the marble floor. He rolled the teddy in a towel that was as plush and big as a blanket, then treaded on it like a peasant crushing grapes for wine, aware of his soft belly slightly jiggling. Neatly, he hung both bear and towel on the rack by the tub. He finished by spraying the bathroom into a Lysol fog. The toilet, thank goodness, had been clean. 

Harris jogged downstairs to the den, still coughing from the Lysol fumes. "Jamey, what'd you do that for?"

Jamey Benya, on the floor, stopped playing with his G.I. Joe and tucked his head against a thin shoulder. Though he was four years old, an empty baby bottle hung from his mouth. "I don't know," he said around the nipple.

Over in Mr. Benya's leather recliner, Bert took off his taped-together black glasses and wiped them on his T-shirt. "What'd he do now?" he asked, holding his glasses up to the light. Without them, Bert appeared to be half of his regular, already scrawny size.

"He threw his bear in the john."

"Uh-oh. Dangerous waters."

Harris pushed his hair out of his eyes. "You could have watched him while I hunted for Peaches, you know."

"Can I help it if the kid's hamster is a professional escape artist?" Bert put on his glasses, two portholes cleared in the smeared lenses. "And it's not my fault that the kid has a thing for the pot. Watching the kid is your job, man."

Harris groaned. "Don't remind me."


When Mrs. Benya had asked him to sit for the summer, Harris had thought it was a lucky break. He'd actually been glad that his fourteen-year-old sister, Jennifer, couldn't take the job and had recommended him. He'd baby-sat his little sister, Ruthie, enough to know that sitting was no big deal. It was easier and steadier than mowing lawns, and, better yet, it was cleaner. Harris liked things clean. 

Now, after two weeks of watching Jamey, Harris realized that baby-sitting was a bomb in the easy and clean departments. Jamey did crazy stuff like carving stick figures on the wall with a pen, pouring Kool-Aid down the air-conditioning vents, and picking every last pansy from the pots outside on the deck. He made tornadoes seem tidy, and this wasn't even taking into account all the stuffed animals he pitched into the toilet.

The job was steady. From eight in the morning, when he was dropped off by his dad, until Mrs. Benya drove him home at noon, Harris stayed in a constant sweat whipping the house into shape for Mrs. Benya.

The recliner extended with a loud thwang. Bert kicked his Converses—huge slabs of canvas and rubber extending from wiry legs—onto the footrest. "Know what we need right now, big guy?" 

Harris eyed the dirt sifting down from Bert's shoes. "What?"

"To get some babes over here."

"Babes!" Harris exclaimed, horrified.

Jamey pulled the empty baby bottle out of his mouth with a pop. "Babies?"

Bert chuckled. "I don't think I'd call Ellie Johnson and Caitlin Armstrong 'babies,' would you, big guy?"

Harris couldn't speak.

Bert waggled his eyebrows over his taped-up black glasses. "Let's call 'em."

"Call them!" Harris cried.

Bert scratched under his chin. "You know, use that funny little machine that goes ring, ring, ring?"

"We can't call them!" Harris protested. "Mrs. Benya said no unnecessary phone calls."

"You going to let Mrs. Benya run your life?"

Harris breathed in as if smelling sweet perfume. "Yes."

"You're sick. But okay, we won't call them this second. When are we going to call them?"

"Later."

"When later?"


"Later later." 

Bert shook his head. "You're going to poop out on me again, I can tell. Just like on that time on the bus."

Harris groaned. When was Bert going to forget the seventh grade field trip to Jekyll Island this past spring? Bert had gotten Harris and a couple of the other guys to agree to aim spitballs at the back of their science teacher's head. When Bert gave the signal, Bert, Peter, and Niko shot their spitballs, but somehow Harris's hands drifted to his lap. The burden of shame weighed heavily on Harris still.

"I'm not going to poop out on you," Harris mumbled.

"Good. Then the second we blow this dive, we call the babes. Deal?"

Harris reluctantly offered his hand. "Deal."

As they shook, Harris glimpsed something small and dark under Mr. Benya's recliner. "It's a cockroach!" He grabbed a Working Mother magazine and started smacking.

Bert fell off the recliner laughing. "Kill it, big guy!"

Harris stopped pounding. The roach had flipped over on its back but otherwise looked no worse for wear. "It's fake."


"Man, I didn't think you'd fall for it," said Bert, chortling as he climbed back into the recliner. "You were really into it!" 

Jamey crept forward, bottle dangling from his mouth. Gingerly, he picked up the rubber insect by a leg.

"Like it?" Bert lifted his glasses to wipe away tears.

Jamey nodded, bottle bouncing.

"Then keep it."

Jamey glanced at Harris.

Harris crossed his arms over his chest. "I'd better never see that thing again, you hear me?"

Jamey smiled slowly, revealing one baby tooth at a time. "Okay."

***

A few hours later, after lunch, Mrs. Benya's Mercedes purred away from the curb, leaving Harris standing in front of his house with Bert.

Bert reached up with his elbow and nudged him in the ribs. "You do remember our deal, don't you?"

"I remember." Harris glared at Ruthie, who was cartwheeling around the yard to music blaring from a tape player.

"Good. Who's going to be first? Me or you?"


"We hardly know Caitlin and Ellie." Harris raked back his hair, searching his brain for someone he felt comfortable with. "Why don't we just call Annie?" 

"Annie!" Bert exclaimed. "Annie's a friend. She's been beating us at basketball since we were babies. Calling her's like calling your own mother."

"Not my mother," Harris muttered under his breath.

"Besides, Annie's at some sports camp for the summer."

"Oh, yeah," Harris said regretfully.

Jennifer burst out of the house, the screen door banging behind her. She was blond-haired and pink-nosed. Like an albino rabbit, Harris thought.

"Take off my T-shirt!" Jennifer screamed at Ruthie. "Take it off, or I'll rip it off!"

Ruthie, who was dark like Harris but, unlike Harris, was bone skinny, crossed her arms over her scrawny chest. "You want me to be naked?"

"Yes!" Jennifer leaped off the porch, hair flying.

Ruthie ran.

"Think she'll really strip her?" asked Bert, wrinkling his nose.


"Not if we're lucky." Harris kicked the curb. Why couldn't they have gone to Bert's? 

"You should be dying to call them," said Bert, heading for the house.

Harris followed. "Who?"

"Caitlin and Ellie, dope."

"Oh."

"If you have to know the truth," Bert said smugly, "I've got the hots for Ellie, and Caitlin's got the hots for me."

Harris stopped. "How do you know that?"

"'Cause in school," said Bert, walking backward, "I was always staring at Ellie, and Caitlin was always staring at me."

Harris stayed where he was. "Then you ought to call Caitlin."

"Uh-uh. You."

"Why me? I don't even know her. She was in a couple of my classes and she ignored me."

How could Harris call girls? He knew no girl wanted to talk to him. He had stupid brown hair that was always slipping into his eyes. He had a waist roll of baby fat that refused to go away. And no matter what sport he tried out for—soccer, football, basketball—he was always made team manager. What girl wanted to talk to the team manager? 

"It's more practical for you to call, big guy," said Bert, taking baby steps backward. "See, I already know Ellie's number by heart."

"How does that make it practical for me?"

Bert ignored the question. "I call up Ellie a couple times a night."

"You do?" Harris jogged forward. "What do you guys talk—"

An earsplitting scream cut Harris's question short.

"OW!" Ruthie twisted like a hooked worm in Jennifer's grip. "I'm taking it off! Just let me go in the house."

Harris's sisters stormed inside. The screen door, bowed and shedding brown paint, was still rocking when Harris and Bert reached it.

"Why you stopping?" asked Bert, flinging open the door. Fritzie, the Harpers' fat striped cat, streaked outside. "You chickening out on me? You're chickening out on me, aren't you?"

"No." Actually, Harris was terrified, but that wasn't what had frozen him. In about one second, Bert was going to see Harris's mother.



2. Just Flow

Bert loped into the house, not seeming to notice the dirty dishes on the table, the open cereal boxes and dirty pots on the counter, the piles of newspapers on the floor. "What I'm thinking, big guy," he said, scratching behind his ear, "is that you ought to call both of them. To get experience." 

Harris heard Bert talking, but all he could think about was his mother at the table, pounding the keys of her typewriter.

Bert shot Harris a sidelong look. "So who you calling first, Ellie or Caitlin?"

Harris hesistated. From where he stood, he could read the printed heading on the piece of stationery in the typewriter: Patricia Harper, Director, THE CHRISTOPHER HOUSE.

"Maybe you ought to call Caitlin," Bert continued. "That way if you mess up, you can do it right when you call Ellie. Oh, hi, Mrs. Harper. How's the shelter?" 

Harris held his breath. Mom stopped typing and sat back in her chair. "Well—"

Harris closed his eyes. Please don't let her stand up.

"—fine, Bert, but it'd be more fine if I could drum up some more donors." Mom tucked back a wisp of grayed blond hair that had strayed from her long braid. "You boys know of anybody willing to give six hundred seventy-two dollars to help some homeless families? That's how short we were this month." She rubbed her nose, which was a delicate pink, as were the rims of her eyes. Bert had told Harris once that he thought Harris's mom was pretty, like a fairy princess. She sure didn't look like a fairy now.

Harris tugged at Bert's sleeve. "Come on."

"How many kids do you have at the shelter these days?" asked Bert, not taking Harris's hint.

"Well, right now we have twelve families with a total of twenty-nine residents. A woman and her two-year-old daughter just joined us yesterday. She's nine months pregnant, so when she delivers within the next couple weeks—" Mom put her hands on the table and heaved upward.


Harris wheeled around. "Bert, I'm calling Caitlin!" 

"—that'll make thirty residents. I wish I could say I was delivering that soon." Mom placed the heel of her hand low on her spine, making her rounded stomach protrude even farther. Harris saw the outline of her belly button through her shirt.

He stumbled toward the hallway. "Bert, I've got the phone in my hand!"

"I wanted to ask your mom about her baby," said Bert, catching up. "When's it due again?"

It was due in September, but Harris wasn't saying so. If he had to think about pregnant people one more second, he'd puke.

He picked up the school directory lying on the hall table. The phone receiver propped under his chin, he ran his finger down a column of names from the seventh grade. Slowly, his embarrassment over his mother melted into the realization of what he was doing. His finger trembled on ARMSTRONG, CAITLIN.

Bert peered over his shoulder. "Well ... call."

"Maybe she's not home," said Harris, shoving his hair out of his eyes.

Wearing only a black dance leotard, Ruthie erupted from the room she shared with Jennifer. She darted into the bathroom and slammed the door. 

"Just call her," said Bert.

"Maybe she's sick or something."

"Call her."

"What if her mother or somebody answers the phone?"

Bert held out his hand for the directory. "Let me make it easy on you, big guy. I'll dial, you talk."

Harris gulped. If only he had Bert's confidence. Bert had no fear of girls whatsoever. Of course, Bert was first string on the soccer team. No wonder Caitlin liked him. First-string guys had it made.

Bert dialed the phone and handed it to Harris.

"Okay, buddy. It's all yours."

A girl's voice answered. "Hello?"

Harris' voice broke the word in two: "Cait-LIN?" Harris closed his eyes in sheer humiliation. Why did his voice always have to crack when he needed it most?

"No, this is her sister, Megan."

"Oh. Okay. Thank you." He moved to hang up.

"Wait a minute," came the tinny voice from the phone. "She's right here."

Reluctantly, Harris put the phone back to his ear. There was a muffled suctionlike noise on the other end of the line, and then a bright voice said, "Hello?" 

"Caitlin? This is Harris. Harris HAR-per."

"Oh, I know you. The team manager in basketball."

Harris winced.

"Well, did you ... um ... want something?"

Bert nudged Harris on the arm. "Ask her to come over."
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