
y name's Theo, and I live in Franklinville, Kansas. It is the
exact center of the continental U.S., and our hotels and
tourist shops will tell you that. It is also a small farming
town of predominantly white Protestants, and the centers of

life are Main Street and the Grange Club. Franklinville is about the only
place in the U.S. where you can still get a Coke for five cents. We've got
a population of about 600 people. We live about twenty miles from
Topeka. A lot of people commute to Topeka every day, and whenever
someone new comes into town, everyone knows about it. It's probably
the only town where everyone still has rotary phones, and the crime rate
is as low as Greenland's.

Main Street is one of the two major points of life here in Franklin­
ville. Main Street consists of a gas station, a grocery store, a hardware
store, a bank, a police station/fire station (the policemen are also the fire­
men), a barber shop, a small restaurant, and a dilapidated pet shop.

The pet shop was a source of curiosity in the town until last year.
Town gossip had it that the pet shop had a tank of piranhas in the far
reaches of the store. This tank was said to have as many as twenty blood­
thirsty piranhas in it. Supposedly, the owner's brother lost his arm when
the owner, Mr. Wong, forced it into the tank during a drunken fight.
Nobody went near the pet shop because they were afraid. In fact, there
was quite a bit of speculation as to how the shop stayed open.

Billy Arbuckle (nicknamed Fatty because he's 250 lbs. and only
twelve-no relation to Fatty Arbuckle, actor and murderer) swore he saw
a hand in the Dumpster behind the pet store and formed a theory that
Mr. Wong's pet shop stays open because the Mob gives him money. In

exchange, he processes dead bodies by feeding them to the piranhas. We
all questioned Fatty as to why Mr. Wong would throw out the hand, and
Fatty said the piranhas didn't like all the little bones so they spat it out.

Well, we all had a good laugh that day, but as for that theory, it didn't
rest easy in my mind. For a week after Fatty's great theory was proposed,
I still couldn't get over it. I questioned my father twice, but he said the
Mob was only in places like the East Coast. I asked about the West
Coast, but he said the only things on the West Coast are knife-wielding
celebrity murderers.

A couple of days after that, Fatty, Willy (Fatty's twin brother, who is
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ately began making plans so I could blow town in the
middle of the night.

"What, are you freakin' crazy?" exclaimed Jack
politely.

"Yes, but I'm a maniac with twenty more dollars
than you."

It was beginning to sink in that I was going to
have to do it, or at least catch some terminal disease
which would kill me-quickly.

"Do it. Go on in there and see the piranhas," said
Jean.

I thought quickly and said, "No. Tomorrow I'll
do it. Something this big needs some preparation."

One night of worrying made me wish I had done
it in the afternoon and gotten it over with, but no,
my feeble brain had once again deceived me. Then at
about 3: 00 A.M. I had my first decent thought in the
past twenty-four hours. Why not just go in there and
fake it? I figured I would go in there, dip my hand in
the water of some goldfish tank, and go outside pre­
tending I had dipped my hand in the piranha tank.

We all met behind the store at 9:30 A.M., and I
was about to go inside when Willy said something for
which I will always hate him: "Wait! Someone should
go in there and be a witness."

When he said that, my hopes of pulling a fast one
on my friends shattered. I began to get nervous until I
realized I could bribe whomever I went in with, ex­
cept Jean, to go along with my plan. So I said, "OK,
let's shoot to see who is going to be my companion."

"OK," agreed everyone. They all did their routine
of rocks-scissors-paper-shoot, and it ended up that
Fatty was going with me.

"Looks like it's just you and me, Fatty," I said,
and he punched me. I recovered and was about to
punch him back when Jean slapped both
Fatty and me on the backs of our
heads.

"Break it up, you losers,
and go see the piranhas," she
commanded.

Fatty and I started toward
the storefront, me sweating
bullets. I looked over and

saw that Fatty was sweating
too, but I realized the slightest
movement for people of Fatty's
size made them sweat.

At the storefront where the kids

couldn't see us, I considered pulling Fatty away to­
ward the train station where we could hitch a train to

Topeka and live the rest of our lives as street bums,
but instead I pushed him toward the door. I was re­
lieved when Fatty pulled open the door, and I didn't

tall and skinny), Jack, Jean, and I were sitting in the
aile behind the pet store. Jean was the only girl
whom we allowed to hang around with us because
she ould beat all of us up, except for me. I was our
ringleader because I was the oldest. It was a Saturday
morning, and the mercury had just passed 100 and
kept on going. It was definitely a scorcher.

We were all sitting under the shade of the Dump­
ster in which Fatty claimed to have seen the hand. We
were just sitting there thinking of things to do, when
Fatty got his second brainstorm-which was probably
a big fuse-blower for his simple, single-digit-IQ brain.

Fatty was being sort of quiet, but then he sat up
and said to me, "Theo, I got a challenge for you, and
if you don't accept you'll be branded as a chicken and
probably hide in your house for the rest of your life!"

Everyone sat up and eyed me. I knew I had better
accept because being called a chicken was a serious
insult in Franklinville, considering that our town had
only grain farms and that the neighboring town of
Despinville was a poultry farming town, and they
were the real chickens-not to mention our town's
dire enemies.

So I responded, "OK, Fatty, what has your brain
ell boiled up this time?"

"I dare you to go into the pet shop and stick your
hand in the piranha tank!"

At that moment I really loathed Fatty because, if
our roles were reversed, he sure as heck wouldn't go
in there and stick his hand in the tank. The only rea-
on he dared me was so he could prove me a chicken.

You see, Fatty wanted to get even with me for the
time I yelled, "All-you-can-eat buffet at the Coffee
Shack!" and he broke his ankle rushing down the lad­
der of our tree house to get to the Coffee Shack.

"What's in it for me?" I asked.

I knew perfectly well that he realized his perfect
plan for revenge had a big hole in it. We all knew
Fatty didn't have much to offer except for his prized
ollection of 132 uneaten Twinkies.

"I'll give you, uh, uh ... a ... " he stammered,
and then Jean broke in.

"He won't give you anything, but I'll give you
twenty dollars."

Everyone's mouth dropped open. Twenty dollars
was a lot in Franklinville, considering gas was only
fifty-eight cents a gallon and Cokes were only five
ents.

Without thinking at all about the fact that the
h value of my limbs was more than twenty dollars,

I said one word which I will regret all my life:
'" I"ure.

"There, that's settled then," she said calmly.
When I realized what I had agreed to, I immedi-
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