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Chapter One



Since Saturday, I’ve fried Sergio like catfish, mashed him like potatoes, and creamed his corn in ten straight games of bowling. And it’s just the middle of the week. People call Wednesday “hump day,” but for Sergio it’s “kicked-in-the-rump day.” I’m his daddy now, the maddest, baddest, most spectacular bowler ever.

Sergio hates to lose. He’s always got some lame excuse for biting the dust. Now I’m on the phone, listening to him bump his gums about how he’s going to beat me tomorrow. I’ve heard enough, so I break him off a dose of reality.


“You couldn’t outbowl me if there were two of you and I had the flu.”

Sergio whines worse than a busted violin. “What do you expect? Look how long you’ve been bowling!”

I pretend to cry. “Hold on, let me get a tissue so I can wipe the Sergio sap leaking from my eyes. If you’d bowled with me for three years instead of playing Little League football, you’d be as good as I am at rolling the rock. Maybe I need better competition.”

“I can beat you, Lamar. Better competition? You’re just scared to face me again.”

I pull the phone away and stare at it in disbelief before pressing it back to my ear. “Scared to face you? First, if I had your face, I’d sue my parents.”

Sergio chuckles but immediately comes back. “Really? Well, sue this. You’re going down. Eleven is my lucky number.”

“You’re going to need lucky numbers, tarot cards, rabbits’ feet, four-leaf clovers—every good-luck charm you can find to beat me.”

Sergio’s my boy. We’ve been tighter than the lid on a new jar of pickles since second grade. He’s good at a bunch of stuff, especially math, and he’s really good at attracting girls. But when Sergio says bowl, he might as well grab one out of the kitchen cabinet and fill it with cereal.


“I’m serious, Lamar. Your streak dies at ten.”

I take a deep breath and let it out so Sergio can hear it. “Let’s just turn the page on this conversation and talk about something you might be good at. What’s going on with you and Tasha? Have you mixed spit yet?”

“Timing is everything with Tasha. She’s classy and I need to take it slow.”

A big glob of laugh-out-loud threatens to explode in my throat. “Why don’t you just say, ‘No, I haven’t handled my business yet’?”

Sergio’s frustration speaks up. “I just can’t find the right time to kiss her.”

I fall across my bed laughing. “Are you serious? You and Tasha haven’t done the Latin lip lock, the Tijuana tongue tango? I thought you Spanish dudes had it going on. What are you, scared? Just do it.”

I knew that would get him. Sergio guards his reputation as if one day it’s going to get inducted into the Smithsonian Institution.

“At least I’ve got a girlfriend,” he says. “Anyway it’s not about Tasha; it’s about my birthday in six days. That’s what’s up. I wonder what my parents bought me.”

There’s no way I’m letting him off that easy. I dog him again. “If Tasha were my girl, I’d put these luscious lips of love on her every day.”


Sergio fakes a sneeze. “Oh excuse me, I’m allergic to bull. See you tomorrow.”

“All right,” I say. “Be there at noon and don’t forget to grab us a lane. Get some sleep. Maybe Tasha will visit you in your dreams wearing a sexy Mexican dress. Oh, and maybe she’ll do that tap dance and snap her fingers with a long-stemmed red rose in her mouth and—”

“Shut up, Lamar. And get my girl out of your head.”

“Yeah, I guess I did get carried away there. My bad. Later, Sergio.”

I’m spacing out at the ceiling, wishing I had Sergio’s problem. I’ve asked eight girls to be mine, but they all thought I was joking or had some prank waiting on ’em. Maybe I did take things a bit too far a few weeks ago when I asked four different girls to be mine on the same day. I figured one would say yes. Nobody told me girls talk to each other about stuff like that. When the final bell rang, I found out they do talk, and boy, it got ugly.

All four of ’em corralled me at my locker, put my business on blast, told God and everybody about how my rap is sap and my game is lame. That’s when I parted my lips and said the worst thing ever.

“You took me seriously? I was just kidding around.”


I waited a whole week to let things blow over before trying again. And for my own safety, I asked one girl at a time. But it didn’t matter. The word was out. He’s not serious.

They’re wrong. I’m ready to hook up with somebody, and that’s no joke. And when I find her, I’ll handle my business, put these luscious lips of love on her—and she’ll know she just got hooked up to the L-Train.

 

I’m up early Thursday morning. My older brother and I take turns cleaning the bathrooms, vacuuming, bustin’ suds, and taking out the trash. Dad won’t let us leave the house until we’re done, and I’m not about to let some chump chores stop me from bowling.

All I want to do is hang out at Striker’s Bowling Paradise. On the first day of summer I took my report card to Striker’s and showed the manager I’d gotten the job done. In return, he gave me the only thing I wanted from him: a bowling pass.

I get two free games every day, plus rental shoes, thanks to my grades. It’s a sweet deal and worth the extra effort in school. At Striker’s, I dance to hip-hop, girl watch, get my bowl on, and eat all in one place. My bowling skills are ridiculous, and I prove it to anyone who wants to challenge me. On the street, I’m just Lamar, but on the lanes, they call me the King of Striker’s.

Even though I’m an awesome bowler, Sergio tries to chump me about being thirteen years old and still girlfriendless. Every day I stare in the mirror, groom my fro, and proclaim today as the end of my dry spell. I point my comb at the mirror.

“You’re a superfine, hot-blooded power line, and today, one lucky girl will win the Lamar lottery. Now go find your winner!”

A hard finger snap, a quick wink, and a finger point at my reflection put the finishing touches on a closed deal. I shove my comb into my back pocket, close my eyes, and clear my head.

I hate this part of my morning, but I have to do it, so I take a deep breath in through my nose. I hold that air for ten seconds before releasing it out through my mouth. I fill my lungs with big air again, hold it, and release it slowly. After ten inhales and exhales, I reach to hit the light switch and notice my fake black spider chillin’ behind the soap dish. I snatch it up and shove it in my pocket. Maybe I’ll find a sucker at Striker’s.

In the living room, Dad’s reorganizing my brother’s basketball trophies on the fireplace mantel. He’s usually asleep by now, because he’s the night-shift security guard at the hospital.

“Hey, Dad, have you been asleep yet?”

Dad yawns. “No, not yet. Xavier got another trophy last night: Basketball Star of the Future. I’m glad he chose to play in the YMCA league this summer. It’s sure sharpened his skills.”

My brother has six trophies on the mantel. Each one has a miniature gold guy at the top, posing like a real basketball stud.

I just want to snap off their tiny, shiny heads.

Right now, all I have on the mantel is promised space, but it’s untouchable. Mom taped a yellow Post-it above the fireplace for all the world to read:



This spot reserved for Lamar’s first trophy. You’ll always be my little superstar.

Love,
 Mom




I’ll never forget how Xavier blew a fuse when he read it. He stood on the other side of Mom, cut his eyes to me, and squeezed his basketball between his huge hands.

“Superstar? Everybody knows who the real superstar is in this family.”


I shot back, “Then how’s it feel being the family chump?”

Xavier went dead-red angry, and by the twisted frown on his face, he was ready to fight. When he shoved his basketball between his elbow and his armpit, I moved closer to Mom. She extended her arms to keep us apart.

With outstretched hands, she gently pulled us toward her by our shirtsleeves. With one arm around Xavier and the other around me, she held us close. Xavier’s basketball fell to the floor. I exhaled. Something about her touch always calmed us. And then, in a loving voice, she killed us with kindness.

“How lucky am I? I’ve got two superstar sons. And best of all, they show love to their mother by showing love to each other. It just doesn’t get any better than that.”

Xavier broke away first, picked up his basketball, then nodded at me.

“Let’s just man up and move on.”

I nodded back. “Fine.”

Mom was magic in motion. Just straight-up cool like that. Whether it was hugs or a quick, off-the-chain delicious meal, she knew how to shut us up and make us love each other whether we wanted to or not.

She didn’t tell us she was sick until it became obvious. Her hair fell out, she wouldn’t eat, and sometimes she was so weak, Dad had to carry her from the couch to the bed.

Mom died of cancer last year, but that Post-it still hangs on. It’s my piece of her, and that space is totally, hands-down, no-questions-asked, off-limits to Xavier, and he knows it.

I grab the doorknob and face Dad. “I finished my chores. I’m going to Striker’s.”

“Have fun.”

“Do you need me to do anything before I go?”

“Nope.” He blows something off the wood at the bottom of X’s newest trophy.

The door whines when I open it, and Dad spins around. He rubs his eyes again.

“Did you do your breathing exercises?”

“Yes, sir. And before you ask, I have my inhaler with me.”

“Good. Do you think the trophies look better this way, or…this way?”

“Dad, I mean, they’re just stupid trophies.”

His back stiffens. “Do you know what they represent?”

Yeah, a guy so stupid his brain would fit in a teaspoon. But I say what Dad expects.

“No, sir, I don’t know.”

“They represent achievements and possibilities. Your brother could get a full scholarship to Indiana University or Purdue, or some other really good college.”

I want to warn Dad not to hold his breath, because Xavier’s grades are below sea level. He’ll be lucky to get a scholarship anywhere besides Punk ’n’ Chump University. But Dad seems wide-awake now that we’re talking about scholarships. I decide to get in the game.

“Do colleges give out bowling scholarships?”

Dad stares at the ceiling like the answer’s written up there.

“I don’t know. They didn’t have them when I was in school. We need to check that out. As good as you are at bowling, you’d get a full ride somewhere.”

As if on cue, X strolls in with an algebra book in one hand and his basketball under the other arm. He ducks his head to avoid the archway leading from the hall. School has always been year-round for X because he’s forever sitting in a summer class. His first session is algebra. The second one will be algebra again because he won’t pass the first session.

Xavier’s seventeen, and in August, when school starts, he’ll be a senior. If he bombs algebra this summer, he could also sink his chance of playing college ball.

He bumps me on his way to the kitchen. “I know you didn’t ask about bowling scholarships. Get real. Basketball and football, baby. That’s a straight ticket to the NCAA.”

X looks at Mom’s Post-it and pushes my head.

“Thought you knew that, superstar.”

Dad interrupts, “Okay, that’s enough. Xavier, keep your hands off your brother. And stop the sarcasm about your mother’s note. How would she feel about your smart mouth?”

All three of us glance up at the mantel. Dad stands between us, but he doesn’t pull us close like Mom did. He just clears his throat.

“X, get to class. Lamar, don’t be out too late.”

Xavier and I turn in different directions but respond the same way.

“Yes, sir.”

Everybody calls Xavier “X.” Sometimes they call him “Xavier the Basketball Savior,” a name Dad came up with. I call him X because to me he’s a mistake for which my parents owe me a long overdue “Our bad, Lamar.”

I turn the doorknob and burn off. That scholarship conversation circles my brain. Who are these people who decide which sports are the good ones? I bet none of them are bowlers.

And it doesn’t help much that bowling isn’t big here in Coffin, Indiana. We’ve never hosted a professional bowling tournament or even had a pro bowler visit our lanes. We just don’t get many out-of-towners here. From the interstate, people take the Coffin exit because they need gas or directions, or because they’re jerks who think we’ve got some Guinness book graveyard on display.

Our town is named after Levi Coffin, the Underground Railroad conductor from Indiana. My teachers say he helped more than two thousand slaves to freedom. What makes that really cool is that Levi Coffin was a white dude. To me, that took guts. He deserves megaprops for what he did, and I let people know when they laugh at our town’s name. They don’t laugh long.

This obsession with basketball isn’t just a Coffin thing. It’s statewide. You can’t live or die in Indiana without some kind of hoops connection. Newborns leave the hospital and dead folk leave this world dressed in Hoosier basketball gear.

That’s why a lousy YMCA game in Coffin can end up with a standing-room-only crowd. I bet somebody older than sausage started this basketball madness. I’m going to end it. As King of Striker’s, it’s my job to announce that hoops has fouled out and bowling is now the maddest, baddest, most spectacular game in town.








Chapter Two



Since Mom died, every woman in Coffin’s been trying to raise me. They put me on blast, asking embarrassing questions in front of God and everybody. I’m strutting down the street when Mrs. Ledbetter waves from the side of her driveway, where she’s planting flowers. She’s a big woman with a butt so wide, it wipes all the dirt off the side of her car when she stands to greet me.

“Hi Lamar. Aren’t you hot? You’ve got to be burning up with that enormous crop of hair on your scalp. You’re making me hot just looking at you.”


“No, ma’am. I’m not hot.”

“Even though my husband’s a retired barber, he still sees well enough to give you a haircut.”

“I like my hair, Mrs. Ledbetter. But when I’m ready for a haircut, I’ll come see Mr. Ledbetter, okay? See you later.”

She waves again. “Okay, baby. You get back home before dark.”

I nod and keep walking. Farther down the street, four-hundred-year-old Ms. Gibson screams at me from her rocker. Sometimes her words are slurred, so I have to listen very closely.

“Good mo’nin’, Xavier. How’d you do in school?”

She can’t see, either. Ms. Gibson always gets me and my brother confused. And we just had this school conversation yesterday and the day before. Her memory’s bad, but her hearing is worse.

I scream back to her. “Made the honor roll again. And I’m Lamar.”

“Oh that’s won-ner-ful, just won-ner-ful! Your momma woulda been so happy. Are you eating enough fiber? You walk like you’re constipated. I’ve got something special in the house for that if you need some assistance. Want me to go get it, Xavier?”

Two guys I go to school with pass me and chuckle. I give up just so I can leave.

“No, ma’am. I’m good. But thanks anyway. I’ll see you later, Ms. Gibson.”

She didn’t hear me. I can’t walk fast enough. If there was another route to Striker’s, I’d be all over it. I bet X doesn’t get the third degree from Mrs. Ledbetter or Ms. Gibson. No way. He probably gets homemade pies brought to him with a fork and a cold glass of milk. But me, I get questions about haircuts from blind barbers and old remedies for clogged shooters. Geez. I need to bowl.

Striker’s is up ahead, and I can’t wait to get inside. As I cross the parking lot, I see a flyer taped to the door. Hmm. That wasn’t there yesterday. Maybe it’s about a new summer league.

I step up to the glass door and cup my hands to the sides of my face to block the sun’s glare. As I lean in and read, my forehead wrinkles. My eyebrows almost touch.

What? Is this some kind of joke?

I back away and look for a prankster waiting to yell “Boo-ya!” or “Gotcha!” but it doesn’t happen. I’m alone. So I step up to the glass one more time, cup my hands, and eyeball every word.

Goose bumps ripple across my skin. I begin to wheeze. Without taking my eyes off the flyer, I find my inhaler in my pocket, wrap my lips around the mouthpiece, and squish a mist down my throat. It can’t be a joke! Holy guacamole!





MEET PRO BOWLER

BUBBA SANDERS!


6:00 P.M., JULY 4th


AT STRIKER’S BOWLING PARADISE


FUN! FIREWORKS! FREE STUFF!


YOU COULD WIN PRO THUNDER BOWLING GEAR!


HERE’S HOW:


Write an essay of 500 words or less on why you should win.


Send your essay to Bubba Sanders, P.O. Box 12912, Indianapolis, IN 46228


All entries must be postmarked by midnight, June 30th.


Four winners will be announced at Striker’s, by Bubba Sanders, on July 4th.





I yank the front door open and step inside. Striker’s is packed. Every lane is occupied. Hip-hop music blares from the speakers and rumbles through me. The hypnotic smells of hot buttered popcorn, pepperoni pizza, and burgers own the air. A bowler on lane fifteen lets go of a tight, silent spinner. His body curves as his ball turns toward the headpin.

POW!

Bowlers on the left and right give him props. He pumps his fist and celebrates. The music, the smells, the bowling—they’re calling me because every day is party day at Striker’s. I’m ready to join the fun, but first I’ve got to find Sergio.

“Lamar!”

I whip around. Sergio is sitting in the snack bar area with Tasha. He points toward the door. “I know you saw the flyer!”

I rush and greet him with a double fist bump. I even nod at his stuck-up girlfriend, who never speaks to me. Just to make her mad, I pull up a seat and squeeze it in between them.

“Yo, Sergio, this is crazy! I can’t believe Bubba’s coming to Coffin. I’ve got a ton of things to ask him. Do you think he’ll talk to me? I’ve got to meet him, Sergio. You know he’s my number one.”

Bubba should be every bowler’s number one, because he is the biggest, baddest bowler on the planet. Bowler’s Magazine said he’s the youngest dude on the Professional Bowlers Association tour to earn a million bucks. When he’s rolling and ESPN covers the tournament, I’m superglued to the television. Other professional bowlers never talk trash about beating him. That’s because Bubba is shut-yo’-mouth-and-sit-down good.

After he punks his competitors, kids swarm him because he hands out strawberry-flavored Bubba Gumballs to celebrate his victories. He signs autographs, shakes hands, and then, before he leaves, crosses his arms.

“What’s Bubba’s rule?”

“Stay in school!” they yell.

He flashes a peace sign. “Ya’ll be cool.”

Bubba is 6'4", with the fattest afro I’ve ever seen. His fro and his bowling ball are round mounds of perfection. I’m trying to grow a Bubba-sized fro. Mine’s not a tower of power yet, and nobody else at school is sporting one, but I don’t care.

Sergio raises a brow. “You’re going to enter the contest, aren’t you?”

I deadeye him. “Is water wet? Heck, yeah! But what’s up with this essay thing? Doesn’t Bubba know school’s out? And June thirtieth isn’t that far away.”

Sergio pats me on the back. “I’m starting my essay tonight. You need to get started. You’re turtle slow at writing essays. It takes you a whole year to write one sentence.”

Tasha giggles. “Dang, Lamar.”

I cut my eyes toward her. This conversation is between me and Sergio. She’s all in my Kool-Aid and doesn’t know the flavor. I’m about to say something to her when she rolls her eyes and turns her head toward the snack bar. I think, I’ve just found my sucker.

With tight lips and squinting eyes, I lift the black spider from my pocket and place it on the table in front of her. Sergio chuckles, and that makes her turn back to us. Her eyes hit high beam before she releases a table-shaking scream.

“Aaaaaaaargh!”

After she burns off toward a group of girls, I put my prize spider back in my pocket, work my eyeballs back to my boy, and drag out my words.

“An-y-way, Bubba should have given us a choice, maybe write an essay or—oh, I know—answer Bubba trivia questions to see who knows the most about him.”

Sergio’s still chuckling. “Tasha’s going to be hot about that spider thing, Lamar.”

“She needs to get in line with everybody else who’s been spider-ized by the L-Train. And I’m just trying to keep up with you. Your fake tarantula is off the chain.”


A disc-sized beeper flashes red and vibrates on the table. Sergio picks it up and grins.

“Our lane is ready. That’s what’s up.”

I push back and stand. “No, my bowling average against yours, that’s what’s up.”

Sergio gets in my face. “After I win, we can have a moment of silence in memory of your streak. I feel a Sergio Reyes upset in the making.”

I rub my belly. “The only thing that’s going to be upset is your stomach. I’ll get my stuff. While you’re up, loan me a couple bucks for snacks after we roll. I’ll pay you back.”

Sergio opens his wallet and hands me a five. “Dude, you need a job. And I know I’m never going to see this again.”

I take the five. “Thanks, but you’re wrong, bro. One day I’m gonna pay you back.”

I pocket the money and stroll to the ball racks. Rolling with a house ball and rental shoes is “ghetto rolling” for serious bowlers. I hate bowling with house gear. Bubba would never roll with it. But I don’t have a choice. Dad won’t fork out the funds. “Things are tight right now, Lamar,” he always says.

I find a ball and place it on the ball return on lane eleven. Sergio types our names into the automatic scorekeeper, then tries to rattle me.

“Check it out. This is our eleventh game, on lane eleven, and eleven is my lucky number. Coincidence? I think not.”

I lace up my ugly brown bowling shoes and ignore him. It’s time to mentally prepare for my game. That’s what Bubba says in his Bowling with Bubba book. If it’s not in his book, it’s a jacked-up lie. Sergio nudges my shoulder.

“Five more days until my birthday. I can’t wait.”

I break my concentration and grin. “Have your parents dropped any hints?”

“Nope, but I did. I asked for a motorcycle. Probably won’t get it.”

I tilt my head. “Didn’t you fall off your BMX last week? Training wheels is what you should have asked for. You’re going to be fourteen, Sergio. Don’t waste a wish on something you know you’re not going to get.”

He shrugs. “I just want something awesome.”

I cross my arms. “Last year you got that Trickster BMX. The year before that, you got a five-hundred-dollar shopping spree at All Toys for Boys. Your parents are bankin’ and you know they’re going to get you something awesome. Let’s just bowl.”

Tasha rejoins us, clapping for Sergio like a battery-operated seal. I clap too, and make seal noises. “Arr, arr, arr!”

She stops. Sergio frowns at me.


“Cut it out, Lamar. Let’s roll. I haven’t got all day.”

“Dang, don’t get mad. I was just having some fun.”

I step on the lane and lift my ball from the ball return. My middle and fourth fingers and my thumb slide into the holes and hold on. I lean forward and momentum takes over as my arm swings back and I power it forward, releasing the ball at the perfect angle. No question about it.

POW!

The score screen lights up. The word STRIKE flashes in glittery letters.

I cross my arms to form an X. “All day, baby, all day.”

Sergio takes his steps and rolls a straight ball toward the center pin. I turn to Tasha.

“Did you bring bananas and ice cream? Your boy just rolled a split.”

The two farthest corner pins at the back of the triangular setup are left standing. Sergio grins and shrugs. I do the same, because we both know he can’t make that spare. By the tenth frame, Sergio has no possible way of catching up. So I do what Bubba would do. I shut him up and sit him down with a spare and a strike.

He grins at me. “You’re really not that good, Lamar. You’re just lucky.”


I take the comb from my back pocket, groom my fro, and announce the score. “One-ninety-four to one-forty-two. You call it luck. I call it eleven in a row, baby, and I am still the King of Striker’s.”

Sergio bumps fists with me. “How do you enter the zone like that? I mean, dude, you don’t even hear me when I’m talking to you. You transform into some kind of bowling zombie.”

I put my comb away. “It’s all in Bubba’s book.”

Sergio dismisses that. “I read Bubba’s book twice. It’s got to be something else.”

“I’ve got one focus.” I point at Tasha. “You’ve got one distraction.”

Tasha rolls her neck from side to side and snaps her fingers. “You wish you had a distraction.”

Sergio gives Tasha a five-dollar bill and whispers to her. She storms off toward the snack bar, but not before rolling her neck at me once more. Sergio jabs me on the shoulder.

“Lamar, you need to freeze all that hate you keep throwing at my girl.” I’m speechless. As I rub my shoulder, he keeps laying it on. “That’s why you’ll always be a table for one. You don’t know how to talk to women.”

“Yes I do. Of course I do. I talk to girls all the time.” I puff out my chest, but Sergio calls my bluff.

“I bet you’ve never held a girl’s hand.”

I come back hard and strong. “I’m not a hand-holder. I’m a lip-locker. But you wouldn’t know anything about lockin’ lips, would you?”

Sergio leans back and grins, because he knows I busted him. “I’m working on it.”

We laugh, but then my boy gets serious.

“Listen up, Lamar. Girls want superstars, smooth dudes, or bad boys. Pick one and be one. I chose smooth and look what it got me.”

I push him on the shoulder. “You’re not smooth.”

Sergio winks. “I’m smoother than a baby’s butt with lotion on it. You know it’s true.”

According to the hot/not polls at school, Sergio’s hotter than Atomic Fireballs. No doubt about his girl mojo. Honeys call him the Spanish fly guy. I call him the luckiest dude in Coffin.

Dark hair, tan skin, cool walk, rich parents. My boy’s got it going on. He drowns his curls in mousse to make them lie flat and shine. But around two o’clock those curls droop and dangle as if Sergio’s growing black noodles on his forehead. It’s a whole new afternoon look, and girls love that, too.

Once, I tried some of that mousse stuff in my afro. I squirted a pile of that extrahold foam in my hand and rubbed it through my hair. For ten minutes, I waited for black noodles to dangle on my forehead. Instead, my fro held an old-school slant as if me and Frederick Douglass had the same barber.

I need to flip the switch, do something to catch a girl’s eye. I’m tired of being the third wheel with Sergio and Tasha. I hate sitting with them at the movies or tagging along at the mall.

If Sergio can have a fine girl, I can, too. I’ll do anything to get a honey. If girls want superstars, smoothies, or bad boys, I’ll be the most athletic, smoothest, baddest dude in Coffin.
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