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For Christopher


January 1st
Hope,
I guess your move wasn’t a sign of the Y2K teen angst apocalypse after all. I’m still here. You’re still there. Fortunately, I’ve been way too busy basking in the golden glow of adolescent adulation to be the least bit depressed about your departure.…
I’m kidding. Sort of. 
The pathetic truth is this: I have become somewhat of a Pineville High celebrity in the eighteen hours since our good-bye. Everyone is paying more attention to me. Of course, I still lack the Oscar-caliber star power that would win me instant acceptance into the Upper Crust or make Paul Parlipiano worship and adore me. No, mine is a Z-level celebrity, comparable to an actress who makes her mark in Lifetime made-for-TV movies with titles like Daddy, May I Dance with Danger?
The real reason I’m writing this letter is because I want it to get to your new zip code before you do. I figure you’d want something other than your grandmother’s Shalimar-soaked hug to greet you upon your arrival at your new Home Sweet Home. Plus, there’s no better way to ring in this oh-so-Happy New Year than by exercising my right to make good on the first of our Totally Guilt-Free Guidelines for Keeping in Touch:
1. Snail-mail once a month.
2. Call once a week.
3. E-mail/IM once a day.
Remember: ONLY IF YOU WANT TO. The minute our correspondence becomes obligatory, there’s no point in keeping touch at all. I miss you. Already.
Quasi-famously yours, J.


january
the second
Tonight I’ve been thinking about the mosaic Hope gave me the night she U-hauled ass out of Pineville. I wasn’t supposed to open it until my birthday, but I couldn’t wait. I tore off the wrapping paper and finally had an explanation for the mysterious slivers of shredded magazine pages all over her carpet. For months, Hope had been tearing out pictures of school buses and pumpkins to capture the color of her curls. Hershey bars and beer bottles for my bob.
I hung it on the wall next to my bed. I’ve been staring at it, trying to figure out how she glued all those tiny pieces of paper so they would come together to re-create my favorite photo: Hope and me at four A.M.—wide awake and laughing, waiting to sneak out to watch the sunrise.
I remember that summer sleepover at Hope’s house two and a half years ago more vividly than anything I did today. 
We watched the video of her Little Miss Superstar dance recital. She was the most coordinated of the dozen or so yellowbikini-clad four-year-olds shuffle-ball-changing to a Beach Boys medley. (Hope’s review: Hello, JonBenét Ramsey!) 
We tried to outdo each other in round after round of "Would You Rather" Eat nothing but fish sticks OR wear head-to-toe *NSYNC paraphernalia for the rest of your life? French kiss your dog, Dalí, OR have sex with the Chaka, the Special Ed. King? Be zit free forever OR fill a D-cup bra?
We flipped through our eighth-grade yearbook and decided that being voted Class Brainiac (me) and Class Artist (her) just about guaranteed geekdom in high school. We thought that Brainiac Who Will Actually Make Something of Her Life and Not End Up Managing a 7-Eleven and Artist Who Will Contribute More to This World Than Misspelled Graffiti sounded so much better. Then we literally rolled on the rug laughing as we stripped other Class Characters of their titles and gave them what they really deserved …
 
Scotty Glazer: from Most Athletic to Most Middle-Aged Yet Totally Immature 
Bridget Milhokovich: from Best Looking to Best Bet She’ll Peak Too Soon
Manda Powers: from Biggest Flirt to Most Likely to End Up on Jerry Springer
Sara D’Abruzzi: from Class Motormouth to Future Double Agent Who Would Betray Her Country for Liposuction.
 
Mrs. Weaver made German pancakes with lemon juice and confectioners’ sugar for breakfast. Hope’s then-sixteen-year-old brother, Heath, snorted the powdery sugar up his nose and imitated some crazy seventies comedian all hopped up on coke. This made me laugh so hard I thought my stomach was going to come out my ears. I felt bad when Hope later explained to me why she and her mom weren’t so amused by his antics. And when Heath died of a heroin overdose six months ago, I felt even worse.
My brother would’ve been in the same grade as Heath. Hope and I always thought that was a really freaky coincidence. I never knew him, though. Matthew Michael Darling died when he was only two weeks old. Sudden Infant Death Syndrome. No one in my family talks about him. Ever.
Mr. and Mrs. Weaver made countless excuses for the sudden move back to their tiny hometown (Wellgoode, Tennessee: Population 6,345, uh, make that 6,348). They hadto get Hope down there in time to start the third marking period. They had to move in with Hope’s grandmother so they could afford to pay for college. But Hope and I saw through the lies. We knew the truth—even if we never said it out loud. The Weavers wanted to get Hope out of Pineville, New Jersey (pop. 32,000, give or take three people), so she wouldn’t end up like her brother. Dead at eighteen.
Now I—I mean, we, Hope and me—have to pay for his mistakes. It’s not fair. I know this may sound a little selfish, but couldn’t they have waited another seventeen days? Couldn’t they have waited until after my birthday?
I told my parents not to even dare throwing me a Sweet Sixteen party. The very thought of ice-cream cake and pink crepe paper makes me want to hurl. Not to mention the fact that I can’t even imagine who would be on the guest list since I hate all my other friends. I know my parents think I’m being ridiculous. But if the one person I want to be there can’t be there, I’d rather just stay home. And mope. Or sleep.
Besides, I have never been sweet. Maybe not never, but definitely not after the age of three. That’s when my baby blond hair suddenly darkened—and my attitude went with it. (Which is why my dad’s nickname for me is "Notso," as in Jessica Not-So-Darling.) Whenever anyone tried to talk to me I’d yell BOR-ING and run away. I probably picked it up from my sister, Bethany, who was fourteen at the time and spent hours in front of the mirror rolling her eyes and practicing pissy looks to advertise her so-called angst. Of course, the difference between Bethany and me is that I’ve never had to practice.
the fifth
When I was a kid, I loved playing with the Charlie’s Angels dolls I inherited from Bethany. I’m talking the old-school Angels: Sabrina, Kelly, Jill—even Kris. (They never made dolls for Tanya Roberts or Shelley Hack.) They all wore a navy blue scarf and matching go-go boots but their polyester jumpsuits came in different colors: Sabrina’s in red, Kelly’s in yellow, Jill’s in white, and Kris’s in green. I thought they were so cool, even though everyone else I knew played with Barbie and the Rockers.
This was back when I wanted to be my pretty, popular older sister more than anything, back when I was young and impressionable and stupid. I loved everything she loved. Anything she thought was cool, I thought was cool. Though my Bethany-worship was short-lived—thank God—her pop cultural impact lives on. She is directly responsible for my freakish lack of interest in nearly all forms of entertainment targeted at my own generation (Gen Y? Gen i? Gen What-ever?) in favor of all things anachronistic.
The irony does not escape me.
One day when I was brushing the Angels’ hair, getting them ready for their next bad-guy-whupping adventure, I noticed that Sabrina didn’t have eyelashes. All the Angels had painted-on eyelashes but Sabrina. First I thought it was a mistake—like I’d gotten a messed-up doll. But then I asked Bethany if her friends’ Sabrinas had eyelashes and she said she didn’t think so. I tried to figure out what it was about Sabrina that would make her undeserving of eyelashes. I never did.
Until last night. I caught a rerun on TV Land in which Kelly and Jill went undercover as hot-pants-wearing hookers while Sabrina—in a turtleneck, no less—gathered case-cracking clues with Bosley. Suddenly, her eyelashlessness made sense. Sabrina was the brainy Angel. Yet another example of how every girl had to be one or the other: Pretty or smart. Guess which one I got. You’ll see where it’s gotten me.
By the way, this is the type of thing that Hope and I talk about. But I won’t rehash our convos here. I’ll show and tell on a need-to-know basis. The rest is off-limits. Private.
I know it’s bizarre that I don’t gush on and on about someone who means so much to me. But that’s exactly why I won’t. When you say too much about anything important, it always ends up sounding more trivial than it is. Words trash it. Plus, my conversations with Hope are like Farsi or some other foreign language. It sounds like blah-diddy-blah-blah to everyone except those who speak it. If you read a word-for-word transcript of our last conversation, you’d come to the conclusion that Hope and I were total morons.
I wanted to talk about Charlie’s Angels with Hope in person today, which I obviously couldn’t do. Even though my dad used his network administrator clout to hook Hope and me up with the most state-of-the-art Web cams, it doesn’t help much when Hope’s computer isn’t as jacked-to-the-max as mine. We spend the artificial face time griping about how we can’t see or hear each other. I might as well use an abacus.
Truth be told, this is fine by me. My dad would love it if I were a computer wonk—it would give us something to talk about besides running—but I’m not. Firewalls be damned. I just don’t trust technology, especially since a PHS hacker E-mailed the contents of a freshman’s E-journal to every student in school. (He transferred out, so harsh was his humiliation.) Hope has no problem spilling her guts all over the information superhighway, but she’s a far less suspicious person than I am. The point is, if I can’t talk to her or see her, I prefer handwriting a letter instead of venting over E-mail, or scribbling in this journal instead of cyberchatting with total strangers with screen names like 2kewlchick or buffyrulz04. I’m all too aware of the fact that I’m not Y2K compliant. It’s nothing short of a miracle that my brain didn’t blow up on January first.
In lieu of Hope, I settled for asking Bridget if she remembered playing with the Charlie’s Angels dolls when we were kids. Bridget is my age and lives across the street. For the first twelve years of my life, these qualifications were all I needed in a best friend. But that was before Bridget’s braces came off and her boyfriend, Burke, got on, before Hope and I met in our seventh-grade honors classes.
"Hey. Do you remember when we used to play with the Charlie’s Angels dolls?"
Bridget shook her golden ponytail and stared like I’d just grown horns out of my forehead.
Bridget is pretty. Very. Actually, she’s beautiful. She’s usually compared to Grace Kelly or Gwyneth—depending on the age of the eye of the beholder.
Her looks are directly responsible for the demise of our friendship.
One afternoon in August, before we entered seventh grade, Bridget and I went shopping for back-to-school clothes with my mom and my sister. More than one salesperson commented on the trio’s classically beautiful, high-quality genes. They all had straight, flaxen hair. (Me, a frizzy brunette.) Their eyes were as large and blue as swimming pools. (Mine were as small and brown as mud puddles.) Their skin, lightly tanned and unblemished. (Mine, sunburnt and zitty.) They were petite, yet curvy in all the right places. (I was long-limbed and skinny with orangutan arms.) Who wouldn’t have assumed that I was the neighbor’s daughter? They thought it was hilarious. I laughed along, hiding my humiliation.
Our friendship was never quite the same after that. But it was okay. A month later, I met Hope and Bridget met Burke Roy (an eighth-grader, no less) and we didn’t need each other anymore anyway. My mom still clings to the idea that Bridget is my bestest bud, an assumption based on the fact that I’ve known Bridget since the crib, versus the paltry three and a half years I’ve known Hope. This is one reason why my mother can’t comprehend why one weekly sixty-minute long-distance phone call to Hope is not enough. Another one of those reasons is that my mom knows nothing about me.
Seconds after Bridget’s Angels dis, Manda and Sara joined us at the table. "Honors" is a relative term in our school district, so I met them in my seventh-grade classes, too, through Hope. Or Hope through them. See, Hope, Manda, and Sara had been quite the clique in their own elementary school. This is as unfathomable as me being friends with Bridget back in the day. Once Hope and I discovered that we were of like minds, we christened Bridget, Manda, and Sara the Clueless Crew. Now they’re still here and Hope is gone. My luck sucks.
Once all three members of the Clueless Crew were assembled, they commenced their daily ritual of not eating and alternately trashing/worshipping the models and actresses in a teen mag.
"How could they have put her on the cover? Her ass is like, totally huge," cried Bridget.
Bridget is always zeroing in on the hugeness of models’ asses. That’s because Bridget herself is an aspiring model who is convinced she has a huge ass. This is the burden of being beautiful, apparently. In Psych class I learned that the hotter you are, the more paranoid you are about the way you look. That’s because born beauties get so much pretty-girl praise that their appearance becomes crucial to their oh-so-delicate self-worth.
Boo-freaking-hoo.
Anyway, Bridget has been modeling for about a year but has yet to make it in the pages of any of the major teen publications. She’s one of those anonymous, magalog models. But that’s goddamn glamorous for PHS.
"Omigod! My dad’s photographer friend said she has cellulite," said Sara.
"Ewwww!" said Manda and Bridget in unison.
"Yeah, he said they call her quote Stucco Butt unquote behind her back."
Sara all too frequently utters the phrases "Omigod!" and "quote, unquote." To her credit, Sara has stopped making the double-finger-bending gesture that traditionally accompanies the latter. She loves the sound of her own voice, one of dulled consonants and nasal vowels, as though her whole cranium is clogged with a bizillion pounds or gallons or whatever unit measures mucus. Her father, Wally D’Abruzzi, owns Winning Wally’s Arcade, Wally D’s Sweet Treat Shoppe, and other boardwalk gold mines, so she is also the most moneyed chick at Pineville High. This isn’t such a feat in our middle-/working-class district. She could go to some pricey private school, but she begged her parents to let her go public. Here, her family’s extra buckage gives her some social leverage. At a super chi-chi school full of bizillionaires, she knows she’d be a scrub.
I glanced at the covercow in question. She wasn’t skinny, but she definitely wasn’t fat. She looked curvy. Sexy. Strong. I thought about Sabrina, without eyelashes, in a turtleneck. I decided to come to the model’s defense.
"I bet the editors put her on the cover to make us feel good about ourselves. To show that you don’t have to be perfect to be pretty …"
"Puh-leeze, Jess," Manda said, pushing her glasses past the bridge of her nose so she could look down at me over the rims. "Stop being so Naomi Wolf, already."
Manda thinks that reading feminist manifestos makes up for her borderline ho-bag behavior. I’m pretty sure that’s why she wears Poindexter glasses instead of contacts, so she seems less sexual and more intellectual. She’s not fooling anyone, though. Hope and I called her The Kissing Slut because she’d made out with thirty-one different guys by her fifteenth birthday. That’s when she decided it was time to move on to manual stimulation, so we christened her Lend-A-Hand-A-Manda. And when she turned sixteen, well, let’s just say she earned the title The Headmaster.
Manda calls herself an "extreme" virgin and intends on keeping it that way until she finds someone who meets all her criteria: six feet tall; drives a Jeep; lean and cut, but not meathead muscular; blond; surfs in summer, skis in winter; flosses daily. She knows this is a tall order—especially at Pineville—so she settles for messing with one Mr. Wrong after another until Mr. Right comes along.
The Clueless Crew continued flipping through the magazine, taking swigs from their Diet Cokes and passing one-word judgments on the images on each page.
"Nasty."
"Foul."
"Hideola."
Suddenly, Bridget slapped her hand down on a page.
"Now that girl has like, a totally kickin’ bod!"
"Totally!" agreed Manda and Sara.
She was a stick figure with balloon boobs—a body that rarely, if ever, occurs in nature.
They complained about how they could do toning exercises until Y3K and they would never, ever look like she did. They discussed their so-called flaws with enthusiasm. Bridget has a covergirl face, but her "huge ass" is holding back her career. (I’d kill for a less bony butt.) Manda "hates" her infamous DD-cup rack. (Yet she continues to show it off in tiny tees and tight sweaters, much to the delight of Pineville’s male population.) And let’s not forget Sara, whose self-deprecation stems from her belief that she looks like "a butchy softball player instead of a ballerina," an image reinforced by her nickname, "Bruiser." (Her self-esteem has been permanently trashed since her stepmom sent her to fat camp for her fourteenth birthday.)
Finally, Manda said, "Well, Jess would look like that if she got a boob job." And they all looked me up and down.
I would never get a boob job. It’s a disgusting procedure—I saw one performed on The Learning Channel. The surgeon went in through the belly button. The belly button! He stretched her skin like it was a wad of Bubble Yum and just pushed and shoved them into place. Ka-Boom: Va-va-va-voom.
"All we’re saying is that your abs, ass, and legs are like, totally perfect," Bridget said. "You should take it as a compliment."
I knew where this was headed: a calorie–fat analysis of my lunch followed by a How-can-you-eat-so-much-and-stay-so-skinny? interrogation.
"That pepperoni pizza has at least five hundred calories.…"
"And twenty-five grams of fat.…"
"Not to mention like, two hundred fifty calories’ worth of non-diet soda.…"
I have pointed out numerous times that while they are doing whatever it is they do after school once cheerleading season is over, I am at track practice. And there, I spend two and a half hours not sitting on my ass, daydreaming about how perfect it looks in my bun-hugger uniform, but hauling it around the track. But they refuse to see how all the food I pack in makes it possible for me to do that. So instead of repeating that useless argument, I made a false confession.
"All right. You got me. I’m bulimic."
Manda was unfazed. "Puh-leeze. You’re no bulimic. Binge-and-purgers are usually on the chunky side," she paused. "Right, Bruiser?" Manda winked. Sara winced—almost imperceptibly—before flipping Manda the bird.
These are supposed to be my friends. But more often than not, I can’t stand them.
Well, if I’m not bulimic, why do I have the urge to puke right now?
That’s what I should have said. But I didn’t. Instead, I just grabbed my backpack and left, without saying a word.
I stood alone in the bathroom until the bell rang. I pressed my forehead against the cool mirror, fogging it up with bursts of hot breath. I drew a smiley face on the mirror with my finger, then wiped it away. Finally, I looked at my reflection and thought, If Hope had been there, I wouldn’t be here.
the tenth
Earlier tonight Scotty came over to snap me out of my pissy mood at the request of the Clueless Crew. An interwenchion, so to speak. It had taken less than two weeks for them to come to the conclusion that I’m (in their words, via Scotty) "milking the whole Hope-is-gone misery for way too long." This was hilarious, considering how much I’ve been holding back. They had no idea how much worse I could be.
"They think you need to stop acting like a gee dee bee and get over it."
Scotty is the most self-censoring foulmouth I know. Like every other Jock, he worships Opie and Anthony—the afternoon talk-radio duo and misogynistic masterminds behind "Whip ’Em Out Wednesdays" (female motorists are encouraged to titty-flash any male driver with a Wowsign on his car) and "Guess What’s In My Pants" (a female caller rubs a phone against her most private of areas, and male contestants try to guess whether she’s sporting a "Brillo," a "Triangle," a "Hitler," or a "Wood Floor"). Like O and A, Scotty has gotten into the habit of substituting curses with initials. So "a gee dee bee" means "a goddamn bitch." It’s kind of endearing in a way, when I’m not in a foul mood. And I’ve been in a particularly foul mood lately for the obvious reasons, plus a protracted case of PMS that’s two weeks in the works.
"What do you think?" I asked.
He hesitated for a second, rubbing his jaw before answering. His jaw is strong and square, like a comic-book hero’s.
"I don’t think it’s a bad idea …"
That pissed me off. So I went off on how Hope is not so easily forgotten because I’d have more fun with her pinkie toe than with anyone else because it alone had more kick-ass qualities than the whole school put together …
This made no sense.
But I was too upset to think straight, and even though I knew I was sounding psycho, I resented the idea of having to explain myself. And with Scotty, I always have to explain myself.
My tears came all of a sudden, catching us both off guard. Scotty stood there watching me for a few moments with a panicked look on his face.
"Muther effer," he said to himself.
But then he sat next to me until I calmed down. This was better than screwing up the moment by saying something corny.
Despite my antisocial tendencies, I don’t want to be the sophomore class pariah. While I’m feeling less than warm and fuzzy about the Clueless Crew, I promise to make an effort. After all, you can only be in a bad mood for so long before you have to face up to the fact that it isn’t a bad mood at all. It’s just your sucky personality.
I’m grateful to Scotty for helping me come to this conclusion. He means well. I just wish he hadn’t told Hope about his feelings for me before she left. He knew she would tell me. And it was so classic Scotty for him to be so serious about it, all, Now that you’re gone, Jess and I will grow closer and she will finally realize that we’re meant to be together. Ack. So every time he does something nice—like come over to my house for the sake of preserving my social status at Pineville High—I think, You’re only doing this because you like me. That pretty much trashes it.
I have no idea why Scotty insists on carrying a torch for me. I got to know him much too well in middle school for anything to happen between us now. He was my first and only boyfriend. We went out for exactly eleven days in eighth grade. If I had ignored him back then, I might be able to see the bulging biceps of a stud in bloom. But I just see Scotty. I see the chronic bed head that made his black hair branch off his head like a bunch of twigs. And how he would blow his nose and point out all the colors in the tissue. And the hard-ons (!) that used to poke through his sweatpants whenever he saw me in my track-and-field uniform. Jesus Christ!
And then there’s the infamous Frenching incident. I can still feel that. We were in the parking lot right before the buses were about to pull away and Scotty totally tried to ram-jam his tongue down my throat during an "innocent" good-bye kiss. Thank God the bus driver slid the door shut on me before Scotty swallowed me whole. Up to that point, we had simply pecked good-bye. But without any warning, he decided to put an end to the hassling the basketball team was giving him to "slip me the tongue." I had no idea he was going to do it until I suddenly felt this wet thing flip-flopping around my mouth like a landlocked fish. So saliva-sloppy. And—goddamnthisisgrosserthangross—the scratch of his smudgy, prepubescent mustache on my upper lip. Ew! It was as prickly as a daddy longlegs. I can’t imagine kissing him again. No way. Never.
The thing is, I don’t want to go out with Scotty just to guarantee that I’ll have something to do on Saturday nights now that Hope is gone. Of course, everyone—my mom, my sister, the Clueless Crew, to name a few—thinks I’m insane for not jumping at the chance to become the girlfriend of the future captain of the football, basketball, and baseball teams. He’s already made varsity as a sophomore. (Well, baseball season hasn’t begun yet, but the varsity coach is already bodychecking Scotty into lockers whenever they meet in the halls. I’m told this is a good sign.) It’s a given that when he’s a senior he’ll be the PHS role model for strength, spirit, and sportsmanlike conduct. And like his predecessors, Scotty is sure to make empty promises about persuading the administration to get rid of our "embarrassing" mascot: The Seagull. (I’m apparently the only athlete who thinks it’s hilarious that our founding fathers chose a rat with wings as our school symbol.)
Personally, I find it a bit scary that Scotty is following in the Nike-clad footsteps of Rob Driscoll, his close personal friend and this year’s captain of the überjock triumvirate. Rob’s recent claim to fame is that he celebrated an away-game victory by persuading a freshman cheerleader to hide under his Seagulls varsity jacket and suck him off in the backseat of the bus. Go team, go.
But the biggest reason why I can’t go out with Scotty is because I’m way too busy being obsessed with a senior who doesn’t know I exist.
Paul Parlipiano and I have spoken exactly once. (He bumped into me on the buffet line at last year’s indoor track banquet. He said he was sorry. I giggled like an idiot, then dropped my plate of macaroni and cheese on the floor—too long after for the fumble to be the result of the collision.) Yet, I know he is the only one worthy of my virginity. He’s been accepted by early decision to Columbia University, so he’s supersmart. And when I see him without a shirt at track practice I’m overwhelmed by the urge to lick the sweat off his six-pack. Yum-yum.
Lately, I’ve been having a special Sweet Sixteen variation on my standard Paul-Parlipiano-and-I-get-stuck-in-an-enclosed-space-together-and-the-trauma-bonds-us-sexually-and-otherwise daydream. In this one, it’s my birthday and Paul Parlipiano and I have gotten locked inside the gym closet. (As always, how we got trapped is inconsequential.) At first, he’s none too happy to be in there with me of all people. And though I’m secretly thrilled, I pretend to be totally bummed out because it’s my Sweet Sixteen and who would want to spend a Sweet Sixteen trapped in a closet full of athletic equipment?
Eventually, he talks to me because we’ve been trapped in there for hours, and he’s already juggled the soccer ball long enough and there’s nothing more for him to do. Paul Parlipiano and I end up having what is the most fun, enlightening, intelligent, and all-around awesome conversation of both of our lives. Then, after a brief silence, he says,
"So is this still the worst birthday you’ve ever had?"
And I say, "No, not anymore."
And he says, "I can think of one way to make it even better."
And then he slowly walks over to me, cups my (totally zit-free) face in his hands and ever so gently kisses me on the lips. We break away for a brief moment, look each other in the eyes, and smile. We start kissing again, but with more passion. Then we tumble onto the gymnastic mat that is conveniently lying on the floor and have the sweetest sexual experience ever to occur within the hallowed halls of Pineville High.
What’s even more twisted is that I believe if I pray, acknowledging that I know it will never happen, it will somehow up the odds that this dream will come to fruition.
I am hopeless. (Ha. In more ways than one.)
But I don’t need demented daydreams to tell me that my obsession with Paul Parlipiano has gotten out of control. Today at track practice, I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He was jumping over hurdles. He was all smoothness and grace. He made it look easy—a sign of pure genius. OneTwoThreeAIR … OneTwoThreeAIR. I got so distracted by his poetry in motion that I wasn’t ready when my track teammate Carrie P. came at me in a full-on sprint to hand off the baton. She crashed into me and I dropped it. Coach Kiley was pissed. Thank God Kiley thinks he can’t scream at girls, otherwise Paul Parlipiano would have heard his embarrassingStop gawking at the guys! lecture.
Later, in the locker room, Carrie P. brought me back to reality in the straight-talking way that only she can.
"Jess, if you keep torturing yourself, I’m gonna kick your fucking ass."
I think maybe she should. Kick my fucking ass, that is. I am hopelessly in love with a guy I barely know. If this doesn’t qualify me for an ass-kicking, nothing does. As a senior, Carrie P. has seen this kind of lame behavior a bizillion times before. I suspect that she’s figured out how I feel about him even though I’ve never said a word about it to anyone but Hope. In accordance with alphabetical destiny, Paul Parlipiano and Carrie P. have sat by each other in nearly every class since seventh grade, so I can’t ever confirm her suspicions.
"I have no idea what you’re talking about," I said.
the eighteenth
I got in trouble today (technically, yesterday—but until I fall asleep, my day isn’t done). This was a big deal. I can remember every time I’ve been so much as reprimanded by a teacher.
1. First grade. I’m running back to Miss Moore’s class from my accelerated reading group. I’m in a hurry because it’s Thanksgiving and we’re making mini-turkeys out of apples, toothpicks, marshmallows, and gumdrops. I’m about halfway there when I’m stopped by Mr. Buxton, whose villainous handlebar mustache automatically makes him the meanest teacher in school. He tells me that running isn’t allowed and asks for my name. I can barely say it because the snickering sixth-graders are so grown-up and intimidating. He writes my name down on his calendar and tells me that if he stops me again before he turns the page, I will have to take the late bus home. (The late bus is a pretty hefty threat because it’s for bad kids.)
I cry all the way back to my classroom, where all the kids are making mini-turkeys and singing songs about Pilgrims and Indians. Miss Moore asks me what’s wrong and I tell her that I don’t like books anymore. For a while after that, I pretend to forget how to read so I won’t have to walk all the way to Mrs. Steinbeck’s third-grade class and miss out on all the fun my first-grade friends have with Miss Moore.
2. Fifth grade. Someone has written Jess D. Is A Bitch in pencil on the door to the middle stall in the girls’ bathroom. This really upsets me. Bridget—who at this point in time is still my best friend and a very reliable source—tells me that it was written by Lisa Caputo. Lisa has been holding a grudge against me ever since I said that I don’t like sleeping over at her house because her father doesn’t wear any underwear underneath his bathrobe and sits with his legs spread wide apart at breakfast.
So it’s recess and my friends and I are hanging out by the backstop, playing the fortune-telling game MASH like we always do. I’ve just found out that I’m destined to marry Screech from Saved by the Bell, have six kids, drive an olive-green golf cart, and live in a shack when Bridget suddenly grabs Lisa by the arms and says, Here’s your chance to get back at her! Kick her! I kick her. Lisa screams and then cries, which catches the attention of our teacher, Mrs. Cahill, who tries to get Lisa to tell her who kicked her. She tells her. Then I explain it was because she wrote the "B" word about me in the bathroom. Mrs. Cahill makes us both take the late bus. (The threat finally put into effect.)
My dad is still reconfiguring a network, or whatever he does with computers when he isn’t riding his bike. My mom is showing a newly minted Wall Street millionaire a wildly overpriced beachfront property that will bring her a sweet commission. I know I’ll get home before either one of them, so I don’t worry about their reaction. They never find out about it.
3. Eighth grade. Although I was pissed that we got caught, I never felt bad about anything Hope and I wrote in our Brutal Book. Thank God our English teacher only lectured us about using our hyperobservant brainpower for good, not evil. Whoo-boy! Imagine the shit that would’ve gone down if she’d read our character assassinations to the class.
I tended to exaggerate for effect. On Bridget: Did the orthodontist remove half her brain along with her braces? On Sara: She kisses up to Manda and Bridget so much they’re crapping strawberry LipSmacker. But Hope only spoke the ugly truth. On Manda: If Manda keeps thrusting her ta-tas in Mr. Cole’s face, she just might ace Algebra after all. Observations like that made it clear to me that Bridget ditching me for Burke was the best thing that could have happened to me. Hope was the friend I’d always wanted, but never had.

To add to this list, today’s misdemeanor. When I get bored in class, I write sad song lyrics all over my book covers. I’m currently in an eighties phase—no surprise there. My current favorite is featured in Pretty in Pink, the third installment of the Molly Ringwald teen-queen trilogy (all of which I’ve enjoyed over and over again thanks to the programming execs at TNT, who seem to agree with my assertion that any John Hughes flick should be classified as a "new classic"):
Please, please, please … let me, let me, let me …
Let me get what I want this time.
The Smiths’ ode to yearning didn’t get me in trouble. In a less musical bad mood, I guess I scribbled: Life Sucks, Then You Dieon the cover of my Chemistry book. I don’t even remember doing it. But it raised the unibrow of Mr. Scherzer, who quickly informed my guidance counselor, Mrs. Glick, who called me out of Trig to meet Brandi, the school’s pseudo shrink. Her nameplate says "Professional Counselor," which I figure means she’s a few credits short of a legit Ph.D. She probably couldn’t find enough evidence for her doctoral thesis to prove that hugs are indeed better than drugs.
Brandi is mean skinny, the kind that doesn’t come naturally and makes her face look all hollow and scary. She tries to make up for this with a bug-eyed bubble and gush that I know better than to trust. She—like me—is a fan of the eighties, but her devotion has tragic consequences: Kentucky-fried bangs and suntan panty hose.
Every inch of space on the counseling office walls is covered with posters that are supposed to stop us from driving drunk, doing drugs, having sex, and sticking our fingers down our throats. Most of them are totally corny: There once was a girl named Lydia, who had sex and got chlamydia …
Others aim to depress the hell out of you. The best/worst one had a blowup of a girl’s yearbook picture. Her name was Lindsey Greenbush and she was pretty in an unimaginative JC Penney catalog sort of way, like Bridget. Underneath her pic is a list of her activities: National Honor Society, Field Hockey, Soccer, Homecoming Committee, French Club. Then underneath that it says in bold print: Two weeks before her yearbook came out, Lindsey was killed when she got into a car with a drunk driver.
I have to admit that it made me think about what would happen if I got killed by a drunk driver. I can understand why the Weavers won’t fly Hope in for my Bitter Sixteen, but I assume they’d pay for a flight for my funeral. Who else would make sure that my mom buried me in my denim halter dress—especially if I died in winter? I could see my mom arguing that it isn’t warm enough for me to wear something sleeveless, you know, because it’s very important for dead people not to catch cold.
Plus, I’d want Hope to make the show-stopping speech, "The Jessica You Never Knew." She gave a similar speech at Heath’s Mass, so I know she can handle it.
I don’t know how she handled it, to tell you the truth. Heath’s death went so  public. The Weavers found themselves smack-dab in the middle of a local media feeding frenzy. Teen’s Death Exposes Town’s Secret Shame screamed the headlines of the Ocean County Observer. Youth Overdoses, Shocked Locals Call For Crackdown shouted the Asbury Park Press. In death, Heath became emblematic of the "atypical" heroin user, which sparked a McCarthy-esque paranoia that Your Child Could Be Next. See, Heath didn’t come from a "bad family." Mrs. Weaver was a nurse. Mr. Weaver was an elementary-school teacher and a eucharistic minister at Saint Bernadette’s, the Catholic church they attended as a family every Sunday. Both parents were active in the PTA and never missed a back-to-school night or ignored a bad report card. How could such a tragedy happen to such good people? Everyone wanted answers. And the only person who had one was dead.
Quite frankly, I think the reason Heath got high was because he was bored out of his mind. He was a really smart guy, and really smart people in Pineville have it rough. There’s nothing to do here. His death really made me sad (still does) and not only because it ripped me apart to see Hope cry and wonder Why? like everyone else. I had always fantasized that when we got older, Heath would see me as more than his little sister’s playmate. Not that I had a crush on him or anything. He seemed like someone who would understand me. I was looking forward to being his equal. His friend.
However, I can’t seem to get out of the anger stage of my grief. I can’t help but feel like Heath ruined everything, not just between us, but between Hope and me.
It was kind of ironic that I was thinking about all this when Brandi told me about what Scherzer saw on my book cover and asked me if I’ve thought about suicide.
Deep down, I wanted to tell her that I’ve considered killing myself no more than the average almost-sixteen-year-old honor student with no best friend or boyfriend and bigger bumps on her face than in her bra. But there’s no way that Brandi would understand.
Brandi graduated from PHS about fifteen years ago—a fact unearthed by Sara via an uncle who used to "bang" her. (Sara’s verb choice.) We found the yearbook from that year in the library and saw firsthand that our Professional Counselor had swept the most crucial Class Character categories: Best Dressed, Best Looking, and Most Popular. She was Upper Crust all the way—or whatever they called the U.C. then.
I wasn’t about to confide in her because there’s nothing more annoying than an adult who tells me that I will look back on all this and laugh—especially when it comes from an adult who heartily tee-heed all along. This is why I also refuse advice from my mother and my sister.
So I told her that this was all a misunderstanding. "Life Sucks, Then You Die" is not my personal philosophy, no, no, no. Life Sucks, Then You Die (L.S.T.Y.D.) is the name of an indie funk band that I just love, love, love. She not only totally bought it, but started acting like she’s heard of them because she couldn’t stand the idea of not being clued in anymore.
"They had one song that got some airplay," I said.
"Right! They did, didn’t they? What was the name again?" Her peepers were popping right out of her head at this point.
"‘Tongue-Kissing Cousins.’"
"Right!" Brandi starts nearly every sentence with that exclamation. It’s a method of positively affirming her mixed-up counselees, something she learned in one of her Professional Counselor classes no doubt. "‘Tongue-Kissing Cousins.’ That song rocks."
"It’s a slow jam."
"That’s right! A slow jam."
And so continued our bonding for a minute or two until she deemed me stable enough to let me go with nary a mark on my permanent record.
Then a kind of weird thing happened.
I walked out of her office and nearly tripped over two bare legs covered in scars and scabs. Marcus Flutie was slumped in a chair, stretching his long limbs right in front of the door. Marcus is what we at PHS categorize as a "Dreg." I think he was waiting to meet with his parole officer. Last spring, he got busted for buying or selling or using—I don’t know for sure—as part of the town’s War on Drugs effort that followed Heath’s death. Marcus was four years younger than Heath and his burnout buds, so they made him their marijuana-smoking mascot. (He’s a year older than Hope and me, but he’s on our grade level because he got left back in elementary school for doing God only knows what.) Of course, marijuana being the gateway drug and all, they moved on to bigger and better mind-altering substances: acid, E, ’shrooms, Special K, heroin, etc.
The other thing about Marcus is that crackheaded girls who don’t know any better think he’s sexy. I don’t see it. He’s got dusty reddish dreads that a girl could never run her hands through. His eyes are always half-shut. His lips are usually curled into a semi-smile, like he’s in on a big joke that’s being played on you but you don’t know it yet. He always has a girlfriend and he always cheats on her. Thus, Marcus is widely known by the moniker "Krispy Kreme" because he’s always "burnt to a crisp" and is rumored to have "bought three boxes of donuts." (In PHS lingo, that means he’s slept with at least thirty-six girls. A dozen donuts per box—get it?)
In short, Marcus Flutie is precisely the type of "unsavory character" that the Weavers wanted to get Hope away from. This really wasn’t necessary because Hope hates Marcus and the rest of Heath’s former friends almost as much as she hates drugs and alcohol. She would be profoundly disappointed if I associated with him or his vices, so I walked right past him. My hand was on the doorknob when he called out to me.
"Hey, Tongue-Kissing Cousin!"
Though I used to see him sometimes at Hope’s house, Marcus and I had never, ever acknowledged each other’s existence before. So I froze, not knowing whether I should (a) laugh, (b) say something, or (c) ignore him and keep on walking. I chose a brilliant combo of (a) and (b).
"Uh, yeah. Ha. Ha. Ha."
I turned around and saw that Marcus was smiling at me. It freaked me out. I mean, it wasn’t an unfamiliar smile. He smiled like he knew me and was used to looking at me full in the face even though I don’t remember him ever giving me so much as a lazy I’m-too-stoned-to-avert-my-eyes look when I walked past his desk in homeroom.
"I almost pissed myself out here," he said.
"Uh, thanks, I guess."
"You’re a natural con artist."
He was still looking right at me. I giggled. I always giggle like a girlie-girl when I get nervous. It’s my most annoying habit.
"What other secrets are you hiding?"
I chewed on my lip (my second most annoying habit) and flew through the door.
The thing is, he’s right. I get going on a lie and I can’t stop. This is a largely untapped talent. I could probably talk my way out of a bizillion sticky situations—if I only got myself into them. It was just weird hearing it from someone who doesn’t even know me.
the twentieth
My insomnia kicked in three months ago, right after Hope told me she was crossing the Mason-Dixon Line. Since then, I’ve learned to hate every inch of my body.
I’ll be lying here in the dark urging myself to sleep, when I’ll suddenly become excruciatingly aware of how sweaty my thighs get when stuck together in the fetal position. So I have to shift them. Then my thighs are okay, but a lock of hair falls across my forehead and I can’t stand the weight of it on my brow. So I brush it aside. Then my forehead is okay, but the toes of my right foot get all cramped up. So I have to crack them. Then my toes are okay, but I get an itch on my butt. So I have to scratch it …
This goes on for hours with every conceivable combination of body parts and complaints. I’ve tried warm milk, counting sheep, even the I-dare-myself-to-stay-awake reverse-psychology trick. Nothing works. I’ve stopped short of Tylenol PM because I don’t want to be a person who requires drugs to get in and out of bed. As if Heath weren’t enough of a warning, I’ve seen too many Behind the Musics to let that happen.
There is only one good thing about my middle-of-the-night restlessness. I have some crazy-ass dreams that are really easy to remember when I wake up. Take last night’s, for example:
I show up at a student council meeting wearing nothing but a pair of polka-dot panties. My nipples are doing a full-on, friendly How do you do? to everyone in the room. No one minds, as though I always show up for after-school activities nearly au naturel.
The meeting is just about to get under way when Scotty comes up to me all outraged and yells, "Jess! Why are you showing everyone your tits? Today isn’t Whip ’Em Out Wednesday!"
And then Bridget says, "And it’s not like she has much to show off."
And then Marcus Flutie says, "But she has a lot to hide on the inside."
Then I announce to them and everyone at the student council meeting that I’m conducting an experiment. I’m testing how comfortable everyone is with the sight of my breasts. The auditorium, which is now standing-room-only because the entire student body is there, bursts into applause.
Then Paul Parlipiano whispers in my ear, "I thought you were being a tease. But now that I know it was an experiment, I admire you."
I could lie and say that’s when we have hot-buttered sex right there on the stage in front of 800 screaming students. But unfortunately for me, that’s when I woke up. Christ, I can’t even touch him in my dreams.
Dreams are so weird, aren’t they? I mean, you can’t control who shows up in them. Like when I saw Marcus Flutie in homeroom today, my stomach bungeed down to my toes, then sprang up into to my throat. I was actually worried that he somehow knew that he was in my dream last night. Of course, he didn’t even look up from the notebook he’s always scribbling in. He’ll never know. But it makes me wonder if I was in anyone’s dreams last night.
(No, Scotty’s masturbation fantasies don’t count.)
February 1st
Hope,
Okay. My Bitter Sixteen is officially over. I’ve opened up all my birthday presents and your mosaic is still by far the best one. Thankyouthankyouthankyouthankyouthankyou.
My love for your present above all others isn’t a coincidence. Did you ever notice that how much you dig a gift all depends on the giver? For example, Paul Parlipiano could’ve given me a filthy wad of gum scraped off the bottom of his shoe and it would’ve rocked my world. OH MY GOD! YOU SHOULDN’T HAVE GONE TO ALL THIS TROUBLE FOR LITTLE OL’ ME. DID THIS GUM COME FROM YOUR VERY OWN MOUTH?
On the other end of the spectrum is Scotty. He gave me a rose before homeroom. Though this was a nice gesture, I didn’t feel like carrying it around all day. But I couldn’t just stuff it in my locker, so I was forced to field questions from the Clueless Crew all damn day. Who bought you the flower? Why would he buy you a flower if he didn’t want to go out? Are you going out? Why aren’t you going out?
Maybe I’d be more psyched about the flower if Scotty weren’t currently going by the name "Mike Ockenballz." Referring to each other with double-entendred nicknames has replaced Purple Nurple Pursuit as the latest diversion of choice for Scotty and his friends.
Burke Roy is now "Hugh G. Reckshun."
Rob Driscoll is now "Heywood Jablomie."
P. J. Carvello is now "Adolf Oliver Bush."
I’m the only girl who doesn’t think this is the cutest thing ever.
As for the rest of my birthday, it came and went, and Paul Parlipiano did not come within 100 yards, let alone share a sweaty 5x5 closet with me. And there was nary a sign of the Breast Fairy. Maybe she’s holding out for next year, when the combo of mondo boobage and a driver’s license will make me a major man-killer. Figuratively speaking.
No party, either, which was only slightly less depressing than having one would’ve been. My mom bought a carrot cake from a bakery that made the criminal mistake of using plain-vanilla frosting instead of the cream-cheese kind. I wanted to go off on how it would be nice if even the smallest thing went right for me. Cream-cheese frosting could have easily met that need. That isn’t too much to ask for, is it?
But then I saw the way my mom was looking at me. She was feeling sorry for me. I was her lame-ass, loser daughter, whose birthday would never be as sweet as her own sixteenth, or Bethany’s—both of which were celebrated with a huge catered party for a few dozen of their nearest and dearest friends. What can be more pathetic than that?
I lost the nerve to say something snotty. She and my dad sang "Happy Birthday" and I blew out my candles. I opened up my presents (some CDs, a girlie-girl dress I’m returning, and a new pair of running shoes from Dad). I ate a big piece of that cake and pretended to enjoy it. Then I went to my room and cried as quietly as I could.
By the way, the Clueless Crew gave me a silver charm bracelet. A "16" dangles from one of the links. I guess the idea is that I’ll look down at my wrist and always remember this as the time of my life. That is, unless Brandi was right and I slit it first.
I’m kidding …
Long Duck Dongly Yours, J.


february
the fifth
If Bethany had gone to high school with me, I would’ve hated her, and to her, I would’ve been the dweeby sibling she was too cool to acknowledge in the halls. Thus, our eleven-year age gap is a blessing.
I spent the whole day at the dress shop trying on this satin monstrosity for her wedding. Brides are evil. They are so hell-bent on looking better than everyone else that they pick out bridesmaids’ dresses that no one could possibly look good in. The one I have to wear is yellow ("Maize!" as my sister and mother corrected me at least a bizillion times), strapless, and straight to the floor. I look like a banana in it. Bridesmaid bonus: Once the alterations are done, I’ll have enough leftover material from the bust to make not only a matching handbag, but a whole set of luggage!
So I’m standing in the shop in all my Chiquita splendor when Bethany starts telling me that she doesn’t want me to get my hair cut before the wedding because she wants it to be long enough to put up in some elaborate whoop-de ’do.
"But I never wear my hair up," I protested.
"You will for the wedding," Bethany said.
"But I don’t look good with my hair up."
"Well, that’s too bad because all the bridesmaids are wearing their hair up."
"Why do we all have to wear our hair the same way?"
She sighed heavily. "Because it will look better in the pictures."
"But why do we all have to look the same to look good?"
At this point she did the sigh-and-eye-rolling double whammy.
"Mother?!"
So my mom intervened.
"When it’s your big day you can tell your bridesmaids to wear their hair however you want. But since it’s not, listen to your sister."
I said that considering I couldn’t even get a date to the wedding, I doubted I’d be planning my own any time soon. Bad move on my part.
That’s when my mom and Bethany tag teamed me about Scotty—how I’m so stupid not to invite him to the wedding because he’s good-looking and sweet, and how I’m really going to regret it when he gets another girlfriend. Then they stopped talking at me and started talking about me like I wasn’t even there.
"I don’t understand her, Bethie. Your sister would rather mope away her teenage years than go out with such a catch."
"She likes to wallow, Mother. She needs to lighten up."
"You know what she really needs?"
"What, Mother?"
"She needs a little perspective."
"Yes, she does."
"I mean, when the worst thing in your life is trying to decide whether you should take a cute football player to your sister’s wedding …"
I realized long ago that my mom and Bethany have a blonde bond that I can’t bust into. I’m better off not even bothering to try.
"Jesus Christ! The wedding is four months away," I screeched. "Did you ever think that I might get a real boyfriend before then?"
Their identical icy-blue glares told me that they hadn’t.
The ancient woman doing the alterations kept right on pulling and pinning the fabric around my body. I bet she’s heard far worse in this dressing room: a bride in for her first fitting, tearfully confessing that she’s pregnant with the best man’s baby; bitchy bridesmaids betting how long it will be before the divorce; a mother-of-the-groom who suspects her son may be gay.
Am I the only creature with a vagina who thinks that weddings are ridiculous? I’m going to elope. Just me, my hubby, and a minister on a beach in Jamaica. That’s better than Bethany asking a church full of people to pretend that she’s a virgin and having my father "give her away" like she’s a garbage bag of Goodwill clothes. As the Maid of Dubious Honor, I can’t just be bored in the background. I’m there front and center for the entire spectacle.
Honestly, I don’t get what Bethany and her fiancé, Grant, see in each other. Big whoop: They’re virtually indistinguishable from a Barbie and Ken wedding-cake topper. And he turned new money into even newer money with some Wall Street wheeling-dealing. (Hence his nickname, G-Money.) He’s jetted between Silicon Valley, California, and Silicon Alley, New York, for a few years. After the wedding, the happy couple will follow the Techie gold rush and settle for good in the Bay area, ground zero for venture capitalists.
I guess there are worse reasons to get married. After all, my parents have been together twenty-eight years simply because Dad was "Dar the Star," All-County point guard for the basketball team, and Mom was the captain of the rah-rah squad. Ack.
What Bethany and G-Money really lack is oomph. I see zero passion. I don’t mean that they should have their tongues down each others’ throats 24-7. But as a couple, they don’t add anything when they enter a room. I’ve never heard them have anything other than a mind-numbingly inane conversation.
 
Bethany: I hope this beautiful weather lasts all day.
G-Money: Me, too.
Bethany: I don’t want it to get too hot.
G-Money: Me either.
 
And since they got engaged two and a half years ago, they don’t even discuss current events anymore. All they talk about is the wedding.
 
Bethany: I hope we have beautiful weather on our wedding day.
G-Money: Me, too.
Bethany: I don’t want it to get too hot.
G-Money: Me either.
 
If I get a husband—hell, if I get a boyfriend—I never want to have a conversation like this. This is why I will never date Scotty. I need my boyfriend to be the male equivalent of Hope. My best friend. If I could have the same relationship with my boyfriend that I have with Hope and  have deep, meaningful sex—well, that would be perfect. Whether it’s possible, I have no idea.
"Regardless of who you invite," Bethany said, breaking the silence, "You should be more concerned about the part in your hair than you are about wearing it up."
"What do you mean? My part is just fine," I said, immediately looking in the mirror for a confirmation. My hair was tucked back, curling just under my earlobes, with a silver barrette clipped to the right side of my head to keep my bangs from falling into my eyes. Same as always.
"Well, sure, it looks fine in the mirror."
"And that’s fine because that’s what I look like."
"No it isn’t," she laughed.
Then she sprung the bit of big sister torture she’s probably been saving for years.
I knew that numbers and letters were backward in the mirror, but I never thought the same principle could apply to faces. I never realized that what I see in the mirror is my reverse image. Bethany positioned me in front of a set of mirrors that bounced off each other in a way that let me see the reverse of my reverse image—which is what I really look like.
What a shock. Bethany was right. I do part my hair on the wrong side. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Suddenly, the unevenness of my nostrils jumped out at me: The left one kind of comes from the front, while the right one sort of comes from the side. I always thought that I didn’t photograph well, but it turns out that’s how I appear to others.
I tried holding my hand mirror up to the bathroom mirror so I can get ready for school with my real face in mind. There’s nothing I can do about my nostrils. But I’ve been trying to use styling goop, a paddle brush, and a hair-dryer to train my part to hang a left instead of a right, but it’s just not working. The part is already sixteen years in the making.
the eighth
We have a new girl in the honors track. Her name is Hyacinth Wallace. She told us to call her "Hy." Every teacher thought it was positively hysterical when he or she said, "Well, hi, Hy!"
Everyone is all freaked out about her. First, she’s from New York City, which is about as exotic as you can get at PHS. Second, she is gorgeous in a dark-eyed, olive-skinned, nonsuburban way that intimidates males and females alike. Third, she seems older than us, an image enhanced by her raspy, two-pack-a-day alto. Fourth, and most significant, everyone thinks it’s too X-Files that a girl with the initials "H.W." moves in just over a month after a girl with the initials "H.W." moved out. Naturally, everyone thinks that she is destined to be my new best friend.
Scotty believes this is a great opportunity for me to try out my new-and-improved attitude. He resorted to pimping.
"Hy seems really cool."
"Yeah, I guess," I said.
"She seems really nice."
"Yeah, I guess."
"You should go out of your way to be nice to her."
"Well, I won’t go out of my way to be mean to her."
"Maybe you should invite her over to your house or something."
I don’t invite my so-called friends over to my house, let alone perfect strangers. I told Scotty I would get to know her before I extended any invitations.
Besides, the Clueless Crew had already taken Hy under their collective wing—she didn’t need any extra-special-wecial attention from me. Hy’s short black hair is chopped in complicated chunks and streaked with spicy shades of red: ginger, cinnamon, chili. Add that to a deconstructed Run-DMC T-shirt that’s been cropped and covered with sequins, an ankle-length patchwork denim skirt with a generous front slit, and knee-high lace-up jack boots, and Hy was clearly a beauty and fashion force to be reckoned with. One the Clueless Crew, who are identical from their plastic mini-butterfly clips down to their platform Mary Janes, transparently wanted to tap into.
"You’d better sit with us, since you don’t know like, the safe areas of the cafeteria," urged Bridget.
"What safe areas?" asked Hy. An obvious question for the uninitiated.
While we got on line for our food (she eats—good sign), I explained Pineville High’s social zoning laws and their origins:
The Upper Crusters are at long tables by the windows because, well, it’s the best spot in the cafeteria and why the hell shouldn’t they be there? They’re surrounded on all sides by the Hangers-On, the popular juniors who will sit at the U.C. table when they rule the school as seniors. Jocks (separated by sport) sit front and center, symbolic of their importance in the minds of 99.9 percent of the student body, flanked by Groupies (the Jocks’ girlfriends or, more often, those who are dying to be). Dregs are way in the back by the emergency exit, so they can sneak out to get high. 404s (an ironic twist on the techie put-down for idiot users, derived from the Web error message "404 Not Found") are in the back on the opposite side, hovered over their laptops, hoping to avoid humiliation at the hands of the Jocks or the occasional mean-spirited Upper Cruster. IQs sit up front and close to the doors so they can make it to their next class on time. Over by the vending machines, Double As (ebony) and Wiggaz (ivory) live together in hip-hop harmony, the former outnumbered by the latter five to one. (Which isn’t bad, considering whites outnumber blacks thirty to one in the PHS population at large. Latino and Asian communities consist of a token representative or two in each grade. "Hey, Alice," I said to Hy, "welcome to Wonderbreadland.") Finally, because most of their counterparts leave PHS before lunch to take beauty culture or mechanics classes at the vocational school, Hoochies and Hicks are in small clusters throughout the cafeteria.
"These are just the main categories," I said. "There are too many subdivisions to mention."
"Where do you sit?"
"We’re on the boundary between the Hangers-On and the IQs. It’s decent real estate for sophomores."
"So what happens to border-jumpers?" Hy asked. Again, a good question.
"Well, the IQs wouldn’t care. But if you had the nerve to take a Hangers-On table, you’d be pelted with the more aerodynamic components of the vegetable medley."
"That would be ironic," she said.
"What?"
"Girl, I left the city to get away from real gangs," she said. "Then I come to New Jersey and get caught up in a turf war."
I thought that was pretty funny.
That was the high point of lunch. I had wanted to ask Hy if she was serious about the gangs, but when we got back to the table, the Clueless Crew hounded her with questions for the next sixteen minutes and I couldn’t get a word in edgewise. Here’s the gist:
 
Q. Where did you get your T-shirt? (A. A friend attending the Fashion Institute of Technology made it for her.)
Q. Where did you get your skirt? (A. At a vintage clothing store in the Village—that’s Greenwich Village to you and me.)
Q. Where did you get your boots? (A. From "the world’s best" Salvation Army.)
 
By the end of the interrogation, Bridget, Manda, and Sara were swearing off the Ocean County Mall.
Oh. There was one crucial non-wardrobe-related question:
 
Q. Do you have a boyfriend?
 
I must admit that I too breathed a sigh of relief when the answer was "Yes." No competition. He’s a nineteen-year-old DJ she met at a rave. His name is—get this—Fly. Fly and Hy. I think this is hilarious.
I doubt I’ll ask Hy over to my house. Don’t get me wrong, I think she’s cool. But Hy is way too happening to cozy up to a suburban loser like me. I’d constantly be looking over my shoulder for the cooler friends she’d ditch me for.
the tenth
Tonight was the indoor track awards dinner. Girls’ team only. The boys decided to have a separate banquet, so I didn’t have the pleasure of having my second mortifying "conversation" with Paul Parlipiano.
I got the Scholar Athlete Award. My GPA has risen to 99.66. The crazy thing is, the higher my GPA gets, the more I realize that high school is useless. I’m serious. I forget everything I’m supposed to have learned immediately after the test. For example, I got back a Chemistry quiz I took last week. I nailed a 95. But when I looked over the formulas today, they meant nothing to me.
All subjects are the same. I memorize notes for a test, spew it, ace it, then forget it. What makes this scary for the future of our country is that I’m in the tip-top percentile on every standardized test. I’m a model student with a very crappy attitude about learning.
It’s a good thing I’m smart. My parents won’t let me know just how smart I am, though. I had my IQ tested in first grade but they would never tell me what the number was. I assume it’s because they found out I was smarter than they were. I know this because I overheard my mom saying to my dad, "How are we supposed to feel knowing our kid is smarter than we are?" (I knew they weren’t talking about Bethany—a straight B-minus student who only applied to bantamweight state schools and had the good fortune of getting hit on by G-Money at the Bamboo Bar in the summer of 1993, an event that guaranteed she’d never work a steady job in her life.)
My parents aren’t dumb. My dad is a high-school network administrator (not at PHS, thank God), so he knows a ton of I.T. mumbo jumbo. And my mom was the top broker associate at Century 21 last year. But still I wonder where I inherited my overactive brain. They think about things waaaaaay less than I do. Their boring suburbanness doesn’t cause them any existential angst that keeps them awake at night. Nope, they do their jobs, come home, eat dinner, drink a few glasses of wine, watch whatever is on TV from eight P.M. until midnight, go to sleep, and wake up at six A.M. to do it all over again. The most exciting things going on in their lives aren’t even going on in their  lives. My mom lives for Bethany’s wedding appointments. My dad lives for my meets. And that seems to be okey-dokey to them.
I can’t settle for such a lackluster life. Which is why it bothers me that this award was no big deal. Or that the whole indoor track season was no big deal. Maybe I feel this way because I’m naturally good at it. I work hard at practice and all, but I don’t put in any superhuman effort to be the top distance runner on the team. I just am. Scotty has told me that he isn’t a natural athlete. But he’s gotten so good because he puts his mind, body, and spirit into every workout. There’s a history of hard work behind every touchdown, every basket, every run, and that’s why sports give him a rush.
But I can’t think of anything (track, student council, Key Club, and so on) that gets me as psyched as that. Or as giddy as the Clueless Crew gets from organizing a pep rally or decorating the Jocks’ lockers before a big game. I wish I were artistic, like Hope. That’s passion. That’s something to get excited about. I do everything I do because it will look good on my college applications. Depressing, isn’t it?
the fourteenth
Valentine’s Day. Excruciating.
The torture started at lunch. It took every ounce of my energy to restrain myself from throttling Bridget and Manda. (This is part of my ongoing effort to avoid turning into a social outcast.) All they did was complain about how their boyfriends didn’t put as much effort into this mushy, Blue Mountain Arts watercolor holiday as they did. They made the classic mistake that all cupid-stupid girlfriends make: They assumed guys give a damn about V-Day.
"I bought Burke a card. And a teddy bear. And a bag of Hershey’s Kisses," Bridget said, seething. "All he bought me was a cruddy carnation that’s like, sold by the Key Club."
"Well, at least Burke bought you something. I got squat," Manda whined. Then she paused for effect. "After this weekend, Bernie should’ve gotten me something really nice. If you know what I mean."
The Headmaster’s wink-wink, nudge-nudge aside was totally unnecessary. Even Hy is hip to Manda’s reputation, and she’s only been here for a little over a week. A few days ago Manda was wearing what Hope and I call the "infamous booty skirt." This inspired Burke and P.J. to whisper about how hypocritical it was that Manda wouldn’t hook up with the coolest sophomores or juniors but would happily do total dorks just because they’re seniors.
Hy overheard this convo and pulled me aside in between classes.
"Is Manda a skank or what?"
Hy can be pretty blunt.
"What’s your definition of skank?" I asked.
Hy didn’t hesitate. "A skank fucks skeezas she barely knows."
"Well, then Manda isn’t a skank."
Then I explained Manda’s Clintonian philosophy: 100 percent pure until penetration.
Hy thought about this for a moment.
"She may not be a skank," she said. "But girl, she’s skanky for real."
I had to agree.
Manda’s latest conquest is Bernie Hufnagel. I remember the day she decided Bernie was cute. She spotted him across the crowded cafeteria, putting one of his fellow wrestlers in a headlock, and said, "Bernie Hufnagel is cute." Less than a week later, they were swapping spit outside the boys’ locker room before his wrestling match.
I’ve got to give that girl props. Manda is only okay-looking: Her full lips and lush lashes are the best features on an otherwise flat face. Yet she makes the most of what she’s got. She starts pouting and fluttering—not to mention flaunting her huge hooters—and she can get anyone she wants. If she wanted to, she’d be in Paul Parlipiano’s pants by the end of the day. And that’s a power I can’t help but envy.
She’s only been "dating" Bernie for a week and it’s highly unlikely he’ll make it to March. (Although they do have something in common: He’s always trying to make weight, so he never eats either.) So it was incredibly annoying to have to listen to her gripe about his insensitivity on this, a day devoted to all things lovey-dovey.
What was worse, however, was hearing Hy go on about how she and Fly don’t celebrate V-Day because they think it’s more important to show love for each other every day, and not get all artificially mushy on February fourteenth.
"That’s deep," said Manda.
"Yeah," said Bridget.
Sara, who celebrates this holiday by quadrupling the number of Omigod!-I’m-so-fat-I’ll-never-get-a-boyfriends, just sighed into her Diet Coke.
Jesus Christ. I hate Valentine’s Day. It goes back to that elementary-school tradition of collecting all the valentines in one big cardboard box o’love and the teacher handing them out one by one in front of the entire class. This was fine and dandy in first and second grade when Valentine’s Day was an equal-opportunity holiday and everyone gave valentines to everyone else. This lovely little practice made the sentiment completely meaningless because it didn’t discriminate.
By third grade, Pineville Elementary School’s reigning prepubescent bitch realized that Valentine’s Day could serve as a sadistic competition. Nadine LaDieu declared that she was only giving Valentines to boys. Not just any boys, mind you, but only the ones she considered cute and/or cool enough to be part of the elementary-school elite. All the girls agreed to do the same, my Smuckers-spined self included. Then she made all the boys promise that they would only give valentines to the girls they thought were cute and/or cool enough.
I gave one to Len Levy. This is when he was still fairly popular, before he developed a case of socially crippling purple-all-over acne.
I went home empty-handed. And brokenhearted.
It’s gotten worse as we’ve gotten older. On no other day does the world find as much delight in reminding those of us not fortunate enough to be getting down with a significant other on a regular basis just how pathetic and undesirable we really are.
I thought Scotty might give me an ironic V-Day gift, like those chalky candies with messages like Hot Stuffand Sweet Lips on them. He could have given them to me as a friend, for laughs. But deep down I would’ve known that the effort involved meant it wasn’t a joke at all. But he didn’t. And I can’t blame him. Especially after my lukewarm reaction to the birthday rose. Not to mention that most boyfriends fail to deliver what girls want on V-Day. And Scotty is not my boyfriend.
The only person who showed any romantic interest in me was this tiny black kid who sits in front of me in French class. Even I outweigh him—he wrestles in the 103-pound weight class. For the past few weeks he’s been giving me these goofy, googly-eyed grins or turning around at random intervals to say, Bonjour, mon amie. Today he asked me a bizillion times if I had a Valentine. Conclusion: He has a huge Pepe Le Pew–like crush on me. I don’t know how this is possible because he’s one of those freshmen who looks too young to have a working set of nads. (Though, with my menstrual cycle MIA, I’m one to talk.)
Of course, I bitched and moaned about my bad luck. Why would this half-pint choose me as the object of his affection? The only info he has on me is what he’s found out via our forced French I Q&A sessions: Je m’appelle Jessica. J’ai seize ans. J’aime courir. (My name is Jessica. I’m sixteen years old. I like to run.) That’s what I get for wanting to be trilingual and taking an academic elective with freshmen.
By the time eighth period rolled around, I was more depressed about my loser love life than ever. I decided to cheer myself up by watching Paul Parlipiano leave his AP Physics class. As he glided out of the lab, I thought about how perfect he looked in his khakis and plaid button-down shirt. He was laughing, so I wondered what he thought was so funny. I saw ink scrawled all over his book covers and wanted to read what it said. I fantasized about what it would feel like if I wrapped one of his sandy blond curls around my pinky finger. At that moment, what I wanted most in the world—more than world peace, more than a cure for cancer, even more than Hope moving back to Pineville—was for Paul Parlipiano to smile at me and say, Hey, Jessica. What’s up?
Then it hit me: I’m Paul Parlipiano’s Pepe Le Pew.
That was my Valentine’s Day epiphany.
the twenty-fifth
I’m pretty sure I’m losing my mind.
I forgot my locker combination today. This wouldn’t be so weird if I had just returned from vacation. But today is Friday. I opened my locker twenty times this week with no problem. However, when I got to my locker this morning before homeroom, my hand had no clue what to do. My mind was blank. Left nothing, right nothing, left nothing.
I turned the knob, hoping that my subconscious would kick in and instinctively stop on the correct numbers. It didn’t. Then I furiously tugged on the lock, hoping that it would miraculously pop open. It didn’t. I got all panicky when the warning bell rang and I wasn’t any closer to getting it open. My ears got red-hot and I could feel the sweat trickling into my bra crevice. In desperation, I started spinning out random combinations that seemed like they could work: left 38, right 13, left 9 … left 42, right 23, left 2 … I stopped only when Mr. "Rico Suave" Ricardo popped his head out the door and asked, "Well, Miss Darling, are you going to join the rest of the Ds-through-the-Fs for homeroom this morning?"
I went to homeroom and proceeded to have a quiet conniption. The only other person who knows my combination is Hope. Not much help.
So I tried to visualize then analyze the particular situation I was in each time I opened my locker. Was there a pattern? Did I usually carry on a conversation while I turned the knob? Or did I open it in silent concentration? Was my backpack on my shoulders or off?
By the time homeroom was over, I was out of my head. Not because I couldn’t get my books, but because it was my very own brain malfunction that was preventing me from doing so. We learned in Psych that the "breakdown in selective attention" is one of the first signs of schizophrenia. Does this qualify?
Then again, menopausal women are known to go a little wacko, so maybe the fact that I haven’t menstruated in almost two months is having a similarly psychotic effect. I’m waaaay late. However, there’s no possible way that I’m pregnant unless (a) I got knocked up by daydreaming about a very naked Paul Parlipiano while I was sitting on the toilet or (b) I’ve been chosen for the Immaculate Conception Part Two: Electric Boog-a-loo.
Ha. Ha. Ha. Funny.
This is my attempt at being blasé. I can’t get too freaked about my non-period because stress is probably responsible for it’s tardiness to begin with. But every time I go to the bathroom, I silently pray for a smudge of blood on my skivvies, only to be let down. I feel like I’m in ninth grade again, when I was the last girl I knew waiting for menarche to open the door to the wonderful world of womanhood. Ack.
Still, if I keep getting more and more bizarre, I don’t think I can blame it all on PMS. I’ll have to persuade my parents to take me to a doc who can give me the get-right-in-the-head meds I need.
Schizophrenia or no, I needed my books. I had to go down to the office and have the secretary look up the number for me. No way would I admit that I’d forgotten it, though. Not seven months into the school year. On a Friday. I’d rather lie. I’d say that I hadn’t used my locker in ages because it was so far away from all my classes and I hated being tardy. Scotty (it’s always good to name-drop a fellow scholar/athlete in these situations) was nice enough to share his with me, even though it was technically against school rules. But now I needed to get a pair of running shoes (again, evoking the scholar/ athlete thing) that I’d stuffed in there during cross-country season …
I had the lie set up by the time I got to the office.
"Well if it isn’t Jess Darling!" chirped Mrs. Newman. "We don’t see your face around here very often."
School secretaries are always thrilled to see me. It’s the last-name thing. They assume I’m way nicer than I really am.
"Hi, Mrs. Newman."
"What can I do you for?"
Is hokeyness a prerequisite for high-school secretaries?
"Well, it’s a long story, but I need my locker combination …"
"Jess, say no more." She started clicking away at the nearest computer.
"Uh, you don’t need to know why?" I asked. I was a little disappointed. I had my faux facts in order.
She just kept right on smiling. "Not from you I don’t."
Even though I didn’t have to, I gave her the whole bogus story anyway. Her only response? "That Scotty Glazer is a nice boy, isn’t he?"
She wrote the numbers down on a slip of paper and handed them to me. (For future reference: left 45, right 17, left 5.) Then I turned to leave without looking up from the paper and crashed right into … Marcus Flutie! He had just gotten up from the bench behind me. He had been there the whole time. Again. 
"Ain’t you Jess Darlin’?" Marcus drawled, mocking Mrs. Newman. But it came out sounding like a Bible-belting, Ritz-cracker-casserole-making housewife’s comment about a poodle wearing a crocheted sweater: Ain’t you jus’ darlin’!
Mrs. Newman’s smile disappeared. Marcus ignored her.
"I know where your locker is, Miss Darlin’," he singsonged, which was true because his is located only about a half-dozen or so away from mine. He knew I had lied. He gave me the two-fingered tsk-tsk. I froze.
"Leave her alone. Don’t you have enough problems of your own?"
While Mrs. Newman lectured, Marcus brushed my hair back with his hand, leaned in, and whispered, "I won’t narc on you, Cuz."
He smelled sweet and woodsy, like cedar shavings. I felt his hand on my neck and his breath on my cheek. Suddenly, I was rubbery and red.
I stumbled out of there. And when I did, I found myself face-to-face with the last person I wanted to see after something like this happens: Sara. Oh, she would just love to be the one to tell everyone about me and Marcus. Not that there is a Me and Marcus, mind you. But whatever almost-nonexistent thing that exists between us would be too much for Pineville High to handle. That’s exactly why this next scene was so painful:
 
Me: [Trying to sound cool.] Oh, hey, Bruiser. What’s up?
Sara: I’m fine. But what’s up with you? Are you feeling okay? Omigod! You’re bright red. And sweating. And you’re out of breath.
[She’s viciously suspicious. She searches for clues.]
Me:Oh, no. I’m fine. I just ran down here to get … uh … something. I … uh … got a little winded.
Sara: The track star got winded running to the office?
[Sara shakes her head and purses her lips. She’s onto me.]
Me: Uh … I … uh …
[Marcus strolls out of the office and stands between Sara and me.]
Marcus: Let’s hear you sling the bullshit.
Me: Uh … I …
[Marcus crosses his arms, covering up the five smiling faces of the Backstreet Boys, whose images and silver-glitter BSB logo are emblazoned across his chest. He risks ridicule whenever he wears this teenybopper T-shirt, which is quite often. Most people don’t get the joke. I do. In a world where Marilyn Manson can’t shock anyone anymore, Marcus knows that wearing the Backstreet Boys T-shirt is one of the most subversive things that he—being "Krispy Kreme," after all—can do. He thinks it’s funny. It is.]
Sara: [Shoots Marcus a withering glance.] Omigod! Ugh. Stop bothering us.
Marcus: [Looking at me.] I’m not bothering you, am I?
[The T-shirt cotton is thin. The ink-black Chinese character band tattooed around Marcus’s bicep shows through, needing translation, needing to be understood.]
Me: Uh …
[Marcus walks away, laughing.]
Sara: Omigod! What was that all about?
Me: That freak? I have no idea. He must be high.
 
Fortunately, when Sara recounts this strange story—this isolated, unprovoked incident—to everyone we know, she puts herself in a role that is equal to mine.
"Can you believe that quote Krispy Kreme unquote came up to us all high to spout off some weird-ass shit?" she asks. "Like we care."
Us. We. Both innocent.
The thing is, I do care. I don’t know why. But with the Marcus–Heath history and all, I simply can’t tell Hope about what happened today. Not the truth anyway. And that makes me a horrible friend.
March 1st
Hope,
Sorry you always have to go through my mom or dad to get to me. I’m phone phobic since you left. I never pick it up anymore. The reason I don’t pick it up is because the very idea of having a conversation sucks all the life right out of me. It really does. Besides you, I resent everyone who barges in on the few precious hours of downtime I have between track practice and tossing and turning all night.
Well, tonight that person was none other than Hy. I shouldn’t have been so shocked. I was the one who gave her my phone number.
To be honest, I was thinking more about you than her when I did it. See, I was thinking about you at your new school and how hard it’s been for you to make new friends. And how you said you were grateful whenever anyone went out of her way to be nice to you.
So we talked. She told me all about the circumstances that got her exiled to Pineville. Apparently, Hy used to go to some hoity-toity private school in Manhattan. ("You needed mad bank or mad brains to get in—I had the brains," said Hy.) Midway through her fall term the dean sent a letter saying that the school no longer had funding to continue her scholarship. ("They had to bounce the riffraff to make way for more trustafarians," Hy said.) Her mom couldn’t afford the tuition for the spring term. ("I never knew my dad," said Hy.) But there was no way she was going to put Hy in New York City’s public school system. ("With the chickenheads and thugs," Hy said.) So until her mom transfers to her company’s Jersey branch, Hy is living with her aunt and enrolled at PHS. ("With the Hoochies, Wiggaz, and Hicks," I said.)
Our convo wasn’t bad or anything. Hy’s history was fairly interesting. But the whole time I was talking to her, I was thinking about how sweet it would be when the clock read 9:27 P.M., which meant twenty minutes were up and I could end the conversation without seeming rude and I could try to get some sleep.
This is my new hobby. I watch my life depart minute by minute. I anticipate the end of everything and anything—a conversation, a class, track practice, darkness—only to be left with more clock-watching to take its place. I’m continually waiting for something better that never comes. Maybe it would help if I knew what I wanted.
Until I figure that out, I guess I’m waiting for the end of my sophomore year so summer can start, so I can wait for that to end so I can go back to school and do the waiting game for another two years until I graduate and finally escape to college, where I’m hoping to begin my "real life." Whatever that is.
I didn’t do this as much when you were here.
I really missed you tonight. I miss talking to you. Knowing that you get me. And every time I talk to someone else it just reminds me how much they don’t.
Tick-tockingly yours, J.


march
the fourth
My first spring track meet isn’t for another four weeks and already I wish the whole goddamn season were over.
Today I snuck out of the house so I could do my four-mile loop around the neighborhood all alone. When I’m out running by myself, without Kiley yelling out splits, or Paul Parlipiano distracting me with his God-like grace, my mind quiets. Clears.
Forgetting my locker combination was unsettling, sure. And I’m more than a little freaked about my non-period. But the whole Marcus incident had messed with my mind royally. I couldn’t stop thinking about him and what would happen if Sara started making her famous insinuations. You know, I think there’s something going on between—omigod!—Krispy Kreme and the Class Brainiac …
I really needed a half hour of not thinking about anything.
My father must have planted a homing device in the soles of my Sauconys because I was no farther than a half-mile from the house when I heard the whizzing wheels of his ten-speed. I should have known. My dad is always in one of two places: In front of his computer or on his bike. And when he’s not off on his solo Lance Armstrong adventures, he’s tailing me.
"Pick up the pace, Notso!" he yelled. "You think Alexis Ford runs this slow?"
Alexis Ford goes to Eastland High School. She beat me by four-tenths of a second in the 1600 meters at the freshman championships last year. My father analyzes the video of that race more than the Feds did the Zapruder film when Kennedy was shot. I’m not kidding. It usually goes like this:
"You lost the race right there," he says.
"Dad, the gun just went off. We weren’t even twenty-five meters into it."
Dad rewinds and freezes the tape. "Look right there," he says, pointing at the screen. "See how you had to go all the way into the third lane to get around that girl from Lacey? That was a waste of energy. Energy you needed for the sprint in the final straightaway. That’s why Alexis Ford beat you by four-tenths of a second."
A few weeks ago Dad spliced together an entire tape of these race-breaking moments to create a video montage I like to call "Notso Darling’s Agony of Defeat, Volume One." I’m supposed to watch and learn and never let them happen again.
"Look right there," he says. "See how your arms are swinging all over the place? See how you got boxed in?"
All his coaching is lost on me. The way I see it, there’s only one racing strategy that matters. It’s the one I run by: Get in the lead and don’t let anyone pass you.
I know that my dad is just excited to have an athlete in the family. Bethany never broke a bead of sweat in her life. And he’s relieved I’m not one of those chunky girls who lumber around the track, hoping to break an eight-minute mile. I’m actually good. That almost makes up for the Little League games and Pee-Wee Basketball tournaments he thought he would attend but never got the chance to.
He sees these father–daughter jaunts as a way for us to bond, but I resent the interruption. As soon as he starts in, the blank-slate state of my brain gets all mucked up.
It got so bad today that I had this psycho fantasy: I wished he’d hit me with his bike. I imagined him losing control for a split second, the wheel clipping my leg hard enough to make me lose balance, and me smacking the asphalt. I’d roll into a ball of pain and fury, my hands and legs a mess of blood, skin, and gravel. I’d scream, "WHAT THE HELL WERE YOU THINKING RIDING SO CLOSE? THIS IS ALL YOUR FAULT! WHY CAN’T YOU JUST LEAVE ME ALONE?" Maybe I’d break a leg or arm. Maybe I’d be out the whole season and my dad would feel too bad to be mad.
I got so excited by the idea of getting injured that I decided I couldn’t wait for fate. I’d carefully orchestrate the crash. Yes. I’d fake the fall, confident that he wouldn’t ride right over my body, crushing and killing me. No, just a brush, a bump, enough to make him leave me alone. My adrenaline cranked up and I started running faster at the thought of it. And that’s when my dad said, "That’s more like it, Notso!" Instead of making me feel better, like I knew he wanted it to, his praise made me feel worse. And more than ever I wanted him to hit me and end my running career altogether. I knew there were bumpy tree roots up ahead bursting out of the asphalt, so I could logically trip over them and ("That’s it. Keep it up, Notso! You’re flying!") fall into his path and he would hit me. I wouldn’t have to run anymore and hear about Alexis Ford and swinging arms and the Agony of Defeat. I knew it was now or never so I stepped on the sticky-outiest root. My arms flailed and I felt like I was falling in slow motion, all the while anticipating the sting of rubber tire treading ("No!") on my ankle, my shin, my thigh. I was waiting to scream, to yell, to vent, to blame.
But my dad instinctively swerved out of the way.
Later, when I was applying hydrogen peroxide to my bloody, banged-up knee and shredded palm, my dad stood in the doorway and lectured me about being more careful.
"You could have ended the season right there," he said.
"Yes," I sighed. "But I didn’t."
My skin still stings.
the tenth
A bunch of us went to the annual PHS talent show tonight. We needed a break from the weekend-in-Pineville monotony of hitting the multiplex, chowing at Helga’s Diner, or vegging at Scotty’s. Plus, we needed to give Hy a tasty slice of Pineville culture.
"I dare you to find a better freak show for a five-dollar admission," I said.
"Girl, I’m from the city, where the freak shows are free," she said.
"Wait and see."
At the end of the night, Hy agreed with me. Neither one of us could understand what compelled these people to willingly humiliate themselves in front of their peers.
I’ll give you a brief review.
The show opened with a band rather narcissistically named The Len Levy Four. It was fronted by none other than Len Levy, the boy who broke my eight-year-old heart. He wore about six inches of pancake makeup, as though the audience would be tricked into thinking that somehow the spotlight, or perhaps the very aura of rap/metal greatness itself, had erased the purple lesions from his face. I say this with all bitterness aside, of course.
So The Len Levy Four launched into a Rage Against the Machine rip-off song. I have to admit that the band itself was pretty tight. But Len was frightening. He’s pretty stiff and robotic in everyday life. Well, jack that up on crack and you’ve got Len’s idea of stage presence. PHS’s answer to Zack de la Rocha marched around his cohorts like a short-circuited cyborg, so fast that the spotlight couldn’t keep up with him.
Len wasn’t even halfway through the first verse when he yelled, "Pineville!" and attempted a stage dive. Talk about premature ejaculation. Everyone was still sitting in their seats. There wasn’t anyone to catch him. He landed right on his feet and just kind of stood there, stunned that he was on the ground instead of surfing the crowd.
So then he went the audience-participation route.
"Pineville!" he yelled into the microphone.
Then he held it out for the audience to respond in kind. Silence.
"Pineville!" he yelled even louder.
This time he was met with howling laughter. The song ended not long thereafter with Len Levy throwing down the mike with a deafening squeal of feedback and storming out of the auditorium.
Rock and roll.
Next up was Dori Sipowitz, a die-hard Britney Spears fan if there ever was one. Much like the genuine Lolita diva, Dori’s act was heavy on the choreography and light on the singing, relying on prerecorded vocals and lip-synching. Dori’s mother was sitting right in front of us and screamed, "Sexy, baby! Sexy, sexy, sexy!" as her daughter writhed and gyrated in a pink, sequined catsuit with a belly-baring cutout.
I don’t even need to tell you how completely sick and inappropriate that is.
She was followed by a trio of Hoochie hip-hop dancers who should’ve known better than to wear white spandex. (They put the "boom" in boom-shaka-laka-shaka-laka-shaka-laka.) A posse of Wiggaz rapped about da thug life outfitted in the bangingest, bling-blingingest ghetto superstar gear available at the Ocean County Mall. There was also a juggler and a Grateful Dead cover band named Long Strange Trip.
There were a few more acts but I’ve blocked them out. No emotion is more squirmy than feeling embarrassed for someone else.
The final act was Percy Floyd, a Double-A Elvis impersonator. After thirty seconds of anticipation-building Vegas-style vamping and spotlight swirling, The Black Elvis took the stage like a tornado. Like all Elvis impersonators worth their Quaaludes and fried peanut butter and banana sandwiches, he chose to give homage to the jelly-bellied, sideburned, rhinestone-jumpsuited Elvis, the one who sadly lost the vote for the commemorative stamp.
The audience went nuts.
I was laughing and clapping and cheering along with the rest of the audience as The Black Elvis crooned his way through "Suspicious Minds." It was only when he whipped off his huge tinted sunglasses to wipe his brow with a red scarf that I discovered the shocking identity of The Black Elvis. I nearly fainted in the aisle—which would’ve been a nice dramatic touch.
"Holy shit!" I screamed. "I know that kid!"
"Who is he?" yelled Hy.
"He’s Pepe Le Pew!"
"Who?"
"Pepe. Pierre. This kid in my French class who has a crush on me."
Pepe must have stuffed his jumpsuit with about a dozen pillows. But fake fat aside, he was pure King. He did mock karate chops. He even had two burly "bodyguards" come out and throw a cape over him. The final touch? An announcement over the loudspeaker that Elvis had left the building.
I was so proud of him when he won.
I don’t know how I didn’t recognize him instantly. While a few hundred Wiggaz front like boyz and girlz in da hood, there are only twenty-five real black students at PHS. And there’s only one black kid in my French class who has a crush on me, for Christ’s sake. Maybe the reason I didn’t immediately recognize Pepe is because he’s such a gifted chameleon. I’ve been observing him lately. He’s one of the few kids at PHS who defies categorization. He wins the talent show and wrestling matches. He speaks English, French, and Ebonics. He hangs with Double-As and Wiggaz, 404s and Dregs, Jocks and I.Q.s. I wish I felt as comfy with one clique as he seems to be with them all.
the seventeenth
Things are getting really weird.
Greg Mahoney was shot at a kegger last night. Greg is a Dreg–Hick hybrid, a burnout who blasts country music and decorates his pickup truck with a Confederate flag and an I’m A Piney, From My Head Down To My Heiniebumper sticker. (Translation: I’m proud to live off a dirt road in the middle of the woods.) Anyway, this wasn’t another tragic teenage rampage. No one had a gun. Greg found some loose bullets in his truck that, for reasons that remain unclear, he drunkenly decided to throw into the bonfire. The bullets exploded and shot up Greg’s ass.
I heard about it in homeroom from Sara, who just loves sharing gossip like this.
"Omigod! Only a total idiot would try to, quote make fuckin’ fireworks unquote."
"That’s why he did it?"
"That’s what I heard."
"I bet there wasn’t any thinking involved at all," I said. "Greg did it because that’s what Dregs do. It’s his contribution to society."
Then I heard a voice say, "Excuse me, Miss Don’t-Get-High-and-Mighty …"
I didn’t have to look up to know who it was. And when I did look up and saw him zooming in on me from two rows over, I was proven right.
"What’s your contribution to society?" Marcus asked.
I giggled. Jesus Christ, that’s annoying.
"Omigod! Ugh. Mind your own fucking business," Sara said.
"Why don’t you mind your own fucking business?" Marcus countered. "You weren’t at the party, were you?"
And that’s when our homeroom teacher, Rico Suave, got involved.
"What’s my rule about foul language in this room?"
"Well, if you’re going to bust me, bust her, too," he said, pointing at Sara. "She said ’fucking’ before I did."
Before Sara even had a chance to protest, Rico Suave said, "I didn’t hear her. I only heard you. Out."
"You’ve got to be kidding me," laughed Marcus.
"Out!"
It wasn’t fair. It really wasn’t fair.
Marcus didn’t take his eyes off me as he gathered his stuff to go down to the principal’s office. That’s when I realized that Sara and I hadn’t been talking that loud. Marcus had been listening to our conversation on purpose. And he wanted me to know it.
Why? He had pretty much ignored me since the office incident. And I had done my best to ignore him, too. I don’t know what he’s doing with me, but he definitely did it again. Now I can’t stop thinking about it.
the nineteenth
Sara and Manda undoubtedly killed time on their flight to Mexico today by (a) analyzing Marcus’s outburst and (b) hypothesizing about my role in it. I’m telling myself that there’s nothing I can do to stop this, so there’s no point in getting all hung up on it. I’m doing an okay-to-sucky job.
Only two thirds of the Clueless Crew are spending spring break in Cancún. (All expenses paid for by Wally D.) Sara and Manda tried to keep it a secret from me via a half-assed hush-hush that I can only compare to a stage whisper. DON’T LET JESS FIND OUT ABOUT OUR TRIP. They thought I’d be crushed when I found out they were bonding without me.
Uh, no.
Ironically, once they found out that I had found out, they had no problem dishing about their trip in front of Bridget. Bridget masked her pain for thirty seconds before she lost it.
"How come I didn’t get invited?!"
"We assumed you wanted to spend all of your time with Burke," said Manda.
"Yeah!" said Sara.
"We can’t help it if you’re lucky enough to have a great boyfriend to spend spring break with and we don’t," said Manda, who conveniently dumped Bernie as soon as Sara offered her the trip.
"Yeah!" said Sara.
I guess Bridget decided that she was indeed the lucky one. So she forgave them and there were hugs all around. Typical Clueless Crew conflict resolution.
Spring break is stressful. All that freedom freaks me out. It’s like I’m expected to do something cool with all this free time. Maybe that’s why I slept in until 3:37 P.M., throwing my sleeping schedule even more out of whack. But no matter how bored I get, it’s better than being in school.
the twentieth
My mom came home from work last night and asked how my day was.
"Amaya is boiling bunnies over Colin …"
"Who? What?!"
"And Ruthie is an alkie in denial. And Justin …"
"Jessie! What are you talking about? Who are these people? Are they friends of yours?"
"Uh, not really," I said. "They’re from The Real World."
My mom sighed and said, "Jessie, I asked you how your day was."
That’s when I realized I had gotten too attached to the TV.
When Scotty invited me over to his house today, I thought,Okay. Here’s my chance to be social.  I rode my bike over. When I arrived, I rang the bell and waited for someone to come to the door. No one did. I could hear noises coming from inside, so I knew they were in there. I rang a few more times before I just let myself in.
Shouts led me to the basement. Besides Scotty, Bridget and Burke were there, and Scotty’s baseball buddy P.J. The guys were huddled around the TV, playing a wrestling videogame. Bridget was standing over Burke’s shoulder, watching intently. 
"Hey, guys!" I shouted.
"Waaaaazzzzzzuuuuup!" shouted Scotty.
"Smackdown!" shouted P.J.
"Three sixteen! Three sixteen!" shouted B. and B.
I tried talking to Bridget, thinking she might be grateful for the arrival of someone without a Y chromosome. But she gave me one-word answers, eyes superglued to the screen.
I can’t believe we used to be best friends.
The Royal Rumble went on for ten more minutes before Burke "Stone Cold" Roy was declared the winner. Only then did they acknowledge my presence.
"Hey Jess, did you see how I made Glazer my bitch?"
"Bee ess! Don’t believe that muther effing see sucker."
"You got spanked! You pussy!"
And then Scotty twisted P.J.’s arms around his neck and made him beg for mercy.
I was stupid to think that they would turn off the game and—I don’t know—talk or something. Instead, they just popped in another game. This one involved riding on skateboards and blowing each other up. I was used to this for an hour or two on Saturday nights. But I realized that they were going to do this all day. Girls will get together just to get together. Guys need an activity as an excuse. Otherwise it’s too homo for them to handle.
Just then, I heard a toilet flush—not with a whoosh, but with a long, labored belch. Rob emerged from the bathroom, zipping up his fly, Lysol in hand.
"Dude, I just destroyed your shitter," he said with scatological pride.
Rob’s assplosion was, literally, the final blow, so I said good-bye. Scotty handed his controller off to Bridget—who squealed "I can’t play this!"—and walked me out to the driveway.
"Sucked for you, huh?" he said.
"Not really."
"Yeah, right."
Pause.
"What are you gonna do now?"
I didn’t know. But I didn’t want to come right out and say I didn’t know.
"I think I might go over to Hy’s for a while," I lied.
"You two are becoming pretty good friends, huh?"
"I guess."
"Sorry it sucked for you."
"Yeah, me too."
And I meant it. Things would be a lot easier if it hadn’t.
the twenty-second
I made the mistake of promising my mom that I’d help her and Bethany prepare invitations for the big day. This is how desperate I was for things to do.
At first, my mom and my sister did what they do best: Torture me about Scotty.
"So are you taking Scotty to the wedding?" my sister asked.
"Uh, I don’t know yet."
Her nostrils flared with a sharp, annoyed exhalation of air. "You don’t know?" she asked. "Mother?!"
My mom intervened.
"Jessie, when are you planning to ask him?"
"I don’t know," I said. "The wedding is still three months away."
My sister was about to pop a blood vessel.
"What do you think we’re doing right now? We’re preparing invitations. How can I know whether to send him one if you haven’t decided if you’re taking him?"
"He won’t care if he doesn’t get an invitation," I said.
"I don’t care if he doesn’t care," snorted my sister. "It’s the proper thing to do."
I’m sure this would have gone on for hours if my sister hadn’t picked up an invitation to wave in my face. Before she put it back on the pile, she glanced at the writing. That’s when the blonde bond broke down and things got ugly. I mean really ugly, to the point where it wasn’t even fun to watch them go at each other.
"You call that calligraphy, Mother?"
"What do you mean?"
"The addresses are all running downhill!"
"No one is going to notice."
"Everyone is going to notice! I only let you do it because you promised it would look professional!"
"You think I enjoy doing this? If Grant didn’t insist on inviting three hundred people, we might have been able to afford professional calligraphy."
"Don’t blame Grant."
"Well, his family is twice as large and has ten times more money than we do. It would be nice if they helped out a little."
"That’s not the groom’s responsibility, Mother."
"This is the twenty-first century; it’s time for traditions to change. The bride’s family shouldn’t have to pay for everything anymore."
"Well it’s just too bad you don’t have a boy …"
Matthew Michael Darling. Born August 16. Died September 1.
I don’t know what fell faster, my sister’s face or my mom’s tears. Mom ran out of the room but my sister stayed put, knowing there wasn’t anything she could do or say that could take it back.
"You are such a bitch," I said in that quiet, calm way that makes vicious words sound even worse.
Bethany’s mouth went slack. She couldn’t believe what I had said.
I couldn’t believe it myself. I’d never said anything like that to anyone in my family before. I got up and went to my room before I found out what would happen. No way could I stay there, though, sticking Lovestamps on the envelopes.
About a half hour later, my mom came up and told me that what I had said to my sister was totally inappropriate. Her eyes were rimmed red.
"And like what she said wasn’t?"
"She’s got a lot on her mind," my mom said, running her finger along the dust on my dresser. "She didn’t mean what she said. You did. Which is why I want you to apologize."
"You’re right, I did mean it," I said, bitterly. "But I’m not going to apologize. No way. I’m not sorry. I wouldn’t expect you to understand."
"And why not?"
I wanted to say, Because you’re exactly like her.
"Because Hope is the only one who understands."
Then my mom did her combination There’s no use talking to you–Stop moping over Hope speech and told me I wasn’t allowed out for the rest of the night, which, of course, was a blessing in disguise.
the twenty-fifth
I had to get away from my mom. So today I gave hanging out with Hy a try.
"I’m amped that you called," she said. "I was supposed to chill with my girls, but my aunt is being a bizotch and won’t drive me to the bus station. So I’m stuck here."
"Sorry," I said. "I’ll be right over."
Hy’s aunt lives on the far side of Hope’s old neighborhood. Her house is the same model as Hope’s except all the rooms are on the opposite side: Hope’s kitchen is on the left, Hy’s kitchen is on the right; Hope’s living room is on the right, Hy’s is on the left.
You get the idea.
Anyway, I had such a feeling of topsy-turvy déjà-vu that I thought, Omigod! Maybe Hy is destined to be my best friend. Maybe she’s the Bizarro Hope. Then I started collecting supporting evidence:
 
Hope has natural red hair.
Hy has black hair with (currently) artificial blue streaks.
Hope is 5 feet 11 inches tall.
Hy is 5 feet 1 inch tall.
Hope used to play the baritone horn.
Hy used to play the flute.
 
I just about had myself convinced. But then, in a perfect example of how I can make the ludicrous legit, I thought, Wait—if she were Bizarro Hope, her initials would be W.H., not H.W.
And that ended that.
I kind of enjoy going over to someone’s house for the first time because I can check out her or his bedroom. A bedroom reveals a lot about what’s important to a person.
 
Bridget’s room: Highlighted newspaper clippings, mushy greeting cards (on the inside of every one: To B., Love Ya, B.), and dried carnations tacked to a bulletin board. Football practice jersey (Roy 33) hanging on the back of her door. Countless couple pics in frames, wedged in her mirror, loose and waiting to be put in a photo album, including: B. and B. at homecoming, B. and B. in front of a Christmas tree, and B. and B. in the black-and-white photo booth on the boardwalk.
Conclusion: We’re all in trouble when B. and B. break up.
Manda’s room: Millions of tiny holes in the walls, the only sign that they used to be covered with tons of kissable pics of hot hunks, gorgeous guys, and studly celebs torn out of Bop and Sixteen magazines. These fantasy photos have been replaced with wallet-size school pictures of all her past boyfriends. They look like mug shots. She’s not in any of them. Above her bed? A poster: Well-Behaved Women Rarely Make History.
Conclusion: Boys, boys, boys and Women’s Lib—perfect together.
Sara’s room: Crucial communication devices (cell phone, headset phone, two-way pager, Palm Pilot, laptop) within reach of her bed—a queen-size model with a white- and gold-flecked marble frame, scalloped seashell headboard, and a black velvet duvet. YM, Twist, Seventeen, CosmoGirl!, Cosmopolitan, Vogue, Entertainment Weekly, People, National Enquirer, and many other mags and rags sink into the ankle-deep crimson carpet. A professionally framed collage of skeletal models and actresses is the only wall hanging that doesn’t fit in with the die-hard faux-rococo décor favored by her stepmother, Shelly.
Conclusion: Poor little rich Eye-talian girl wants to be a size zero—and will gripe about that or gossip about anything else to anyone who will listen.
My room: Walls the color of a week-old bruise from when Hope and I tried to slap gray over the hot pink paint my parents picked when I was a baby. Dozens of dusty plaques, trophies, and ribbons unceremoniously toppling over each other on a shelf in the far corner. Several "new classics" movie posters (Sixteen Candles, Stand by Me, Say Anything). Mind-blowing mosaic of two smiling friends.
Conclusion: Obviously on the brink of schizophrenia.
Hope’s (old) room: Girlie flowered wallpaper covered up by dozens of paintings, sketches, and works in progress. Framed snapshot of a little boy with a crew cut, wearing overalls, struggling to carry a crying baby with flame-red hair, a funeral mass card for Heath Allen Weaver tucked into the corner. Small bookcase, packed with art books of Monet, Picasso, Warhol.
Conclusion: I’ll never know her new room as well as the old one.
 
I got only the briefest glimpse inside Hy’s psyche. She’s staying in her aunt’s guest bedroom until her mom’s transfer, so her room isn’t really her room. (Her aunt’s guest room: Page 12 from the Pottery Barn catalog—from the trundle bed to the brass curtain tiebacks, from the area rug to the arrangement of fresh lilies in the vase. Conclusion: She makes a decent amount of money, but doesn’t have a lot of time or imagination.)
The only personal items on display were a Sony VAIO laptop and a few pictures in silver frames. I picked up one of Hy hugging a wiry guy in phat pantz and a white sleeveless T-shirt with the words Why Too Kay? in all caps across his chest. His close-cropped hair was dyed yellow-bronze so it would glow under the strobes. Tattoo script crawled up his arm: P L U R. Peace Love Unity Respect. The Raver Mantra.
"That’s Fly," she said with an uncharacteristically giddy lift to her voice. "Raves are wack, but I love him anyway. You can see why my ’rents don’t."
I could see that. Then I thought about what she’d just said. Parents. Plural. She’d told me she never knew her father, so I assumed she lived alone with her mom. Maybe there’s a stepfather. I didn’t want to brave the tangled branches of her family tree, so I let it drop.
There was another photo of Hy wearing a slinky black dress lined up with six other girls in similar slinky black dresses. They were all hiking up their skirts to show off their legs. Hy’s hair had berry-colored tips that matched her lips.
If I’m using Hy as a Hope substitute, it’s clear that she’s subbing me for a whole clique. After spending the afternoon with her at her house, I now understand why Hy was so pissed about PHS’s anti-cell/pager legislation—she’s got a lot of friends to stay connected to. In three hours, Hy got no fewer than twelve pages. ("Beeps from my peeps," she said after every one.)
"Was it hard leaving your friends?" I asked after number eight.
"Not really," she said with a shrug. "It’s not like this is permanent."
She lost me there. And she must have realized it because she quickly spun around and explained that what she meant was that she’d be seeing a lot more of them once school got out.
I should have figured as much. She’s fortunate to still live close enough to her friends to be able to do that. If I could visit Hope, you can bet that I wouldn’t have been hanging out at Hy’s house.
"Wanna Red Bull?" she asked, changing the subject.
"Huh?"
"Red Bull. You’ve never heard of it?"
"Uh, no."
"No surprise. I just got a few cases from the city. I should’ve known they wouldn’t have it at the Pineville Super-Foodtown."
Those last words were oozing with a skull-and-crossbone toxicity that I resented. Openly expressing disgust for Pineville should be a privilege for people who’ve been stuck here their entire lives—not a measly two months.
"It’s an energy drink," she continued. "Like crank in your soda, but legal."
"I don’t think I need to be any more cranked that I am."
No, I need a drink that’s the liquid equivalent of one of Mr. "Bee Gee" Gleason’s boring-as-hell history lectures. As if I don’t have enough sources of paranoia, I’ve been extra edgy about my no-show menstrual cycle. What if there’s something seriously wrong with me? What if I picked up an as-of-yet undiscovered crazy cow virus by eating an undercooked cheeseburger? What if I’m a bizarro, Ripley’s Believe It or Not! girl–boy hybrid, mere moments away from popping a set of nads between my legs? What if I’m a genetically mutated by-product of an intergalactic liaison between my mother and an alien’s proboscis? (That would explain a lot, not just my wayward period.)
"Ain’t no thing," said Hy.
Most of the afternoon was spent answering questions about life at Pineville High and watching Hy search through stacks of CDs. She’s got more than 500: Everything from Acid House to Zydeco, in no order whatsoever. So it took a while to find the one she was looking for. It’s called Kind of Blue, and according to Hy it’s the essential jazz recording.
"Girl, you sweatin’ Scotty or what?" Hy asked.
"Me and Scotty? We’re just friends."
"But he’s so hunky … sobeefcake," said Hy, putting her hand over her heart and pretending to swoon. "Do you know how many chickenheads at school wanna piece of that?"
"I know," I admitted. "I just don’t see myself with him."
"Why not?"
I wasn’t comfy sharing my passion for Paul Parlipiano. I launched into excuse number two.
"Because I’m not Pineville’s typical Groupie. I’m not a cheerleader. I hate pep rallies. I don’t have fun at football games—or any games for that matter. And I’m bad at booting-and-rallying …"
She sighed. "Just because you date a Jock doesn’t mean you have to be a Groupie. Scotty’s been scopin’ you forever. Shouldn’t he know that you’re not Groupie material?"
Jesus Christ. Was this a conspiracy?
"Are you trying to get me to go out with Scotty?"
Hy laughed. "Girl, I’m not trying to get you to do anything. I’m just saying that you going with Scotty could be the thing that throws off Pineville High’s hierarchy."
Hy is the only person I know who could turn a routine question about Scotty into a rallying cry for the oppressed teen proletariat.
"You could be model girlfriend for 2G, setting the standard for the rest of the millennium," she said.
"Oh, yeah," I snorted. "Boobless, neurotic, PMS-y …"
"All I’m saying is that you could revolutionize the notion of popularity."
"Because I’m not the typical Groupie," I said.
"Word."
I got it. Me going out with Scotty was subversive in the same way that Marcus wearing the Backstreet Boys T-shirt was subversive: We messed with mainstream culture simply by embracing it. It was genius in theory, sure. But did it change the fact that I couldn’t imagine actually kissing Scotty and performing uh, other girlfriendly duties?
"But what if I totally immersed myself in the culture of football games and keggers and turned into a bubble-gum bimbo?" I asked.
"Hmmmm …"
"Hmmm … what?"
"If you wanna come correct, why are you slummin’ with Bridget, Manda, and Sara?"
"What do you mean?" I asked, even though I knew.
"You hate them."
Another one of Hy’s humdinger zingers.
I laughed. "It’s that obvious, huh?"
"You can’t play me," she said, shaking a Wu-Tang CD at me for emphasis. "You’re rollin’ with girls you hate because you’re afraid of being alone."
I started getting really sad. If Hope were still here, I wouldn’t have had to make that choice. Together, we would’ve broken free from the Clueless Crew. But without her …
"Is that it?"
There was only one answer to that. And if I’d said it out loud I swear I would’ve lost it right then and there. Hy didn’t make me.
"Girl, stop trippin’. You’re dope despite being born and raised here. You’d be down with me and my peeps."
I considered this for a moment, long enough to stop feeling sad and ensure that my words wouldn’t come out choked and teary.
"Bubble-gum bimbos," Hy said, laughing. "That’s the shiznit. You and I are better than that. And though I don’t know him, Scotty sees something in you, which might mean that he’s not an assembly-line meatballer."
"Maybe you’re right."
I had to say I found this conversation very encouraging and empowering. To hear Hy not only accepting me but aligning herself with me boosted my ego quite a bit. Maybe we will be friends after all. And I’m trying not to feel guilty about it. Being friends with her doesn’t make me any less of a friend to Hope, does it?
the twenty-eighth
I dreaded going back to school today, fearing Marcus Flutie fallout. But nothing happened. Marcus didn’t even sneeze in my direction. I’ve decided that his erratic attention means that he doesn’t have a malicious motive. His taunts didn’t have anything to do with me. He could’ve done it to anyone. I could’ve been anyone.
Anyway, Sara had more important things on her mind.
"Omigod!" she whispered with glee. "I had sex in Cancún!"
Marcus was a long-forgotten memory.
Hy and I got the lowdown at lunch. Apparently Sara and Manda spent the whole week lying about their age and getting inebriated college guys to buy them margaritas. I can’t go into all the dirty details of their seven-day ho-down because it’s too disturbing.
Here’s all I can say about our fair Sara’s deflowering: It took place on day six of their trip in Room 203 of La Casa de la Playa, an establishment that Sara’s and Manda’s frat-boy friends in a fit of cleverness renamed "La Casa de la Cucaracha." He was a Kappa Sigma at some school in Arizona and went by the last name of Bender. (Bruiser ’N’ Bender. Isn’t that precious?) He wore a condom. Upon climaxing, he paid homage to one of Mexico’s finest actors by yelling ¡Arriba! ¡Arriba! This tribute to Speedy Gonzalez was appropriate since the whole messy act took no more than two minutes.
Wait, it gets even more repulsive. Manda could corroborate Sara’s story because she was in the room throwing a freaky-deaky fiesta with Bender’s frat-boy buddy, Sherm "The Worm." (Insert tequila shot/oral sex joke here.)
They both think this is the coolest thing ever.
What’s truly pathetic is that Sara actually thinks that Bender is now her boyfriend or something. She knows he’s going to keep in touch with her. Manda isn’t helping matters by encouraging this fantasy.
"Why else would he have asked for Bruiser’s E-mail address?"
Hy and I couldn’t believe that they could be so oblivious to this, the most basic of post-one-night-stand face-savers. Then Hy decided to stir up some controversy by asking provocative questions. This is her most endearing quality.
"So does Bender know that you’re only sixteen?"
"Fifteen," corrected Sara.
"Fifteen," amended Hy.
"No," said Sara. "I figured I’d tell him the truth later."
"Hmmmm …"
"Hmmmm… what?" asked Sara.
"Well, technically, he raped you."
"WHAT?!"
"He was twenty-one. You were fifteen. That’s statutory rape."
"Omigod! No it’s not! I was drunk off my ass, but I wanted to do it."
"Doesn’t matter," said Hy. "The law’s the law."
I wondered about jurisdiction—whether he could be prosecuted in the United States for a crime that occurred south-of-the-border. (Ha. In more ways than one.) But Hy was so matter-of-fact about it that Sara’s face was turning all sorts of colors. It kind of reminded me of a Mexican sunset. Or a tequila sunrise.
"Well, I wouldn’t press charges anyway," said Sara.
"Oh, I didn’t think you would." Hy glanced at me as she casually sipped her Red Bull. For the first time, I read her mind.
"Your parents might," I said, picking up where Hy left off. "You know, if you got knocked up or diseased or something."
"Omigod! So now you’re going to start in on me too?"
"What about Fly?" attacked Manda. "He’s nineteen. Rape. Right?"
Sara smiled at Manda for coming to her defense, then shot Hy a So, there! look.
"Who says Fly and I are having sex?"
There was an awkward moment of silence. Then Sara turned her attention to Bridget.
"And what are you going to do when Burke turns eighteen, Bridge?"
Bridget had been sidelining this whole conversation. Her pretty face squished with annoyance for being dragged into it against her will.
"Who says Burke and I are like, having sex?"
I just about fell down with shock. Bridget’s devirginization was a foregone conclusion in my mind, and apparently everyone else’s. I figured Bridget had been giving Manda and Sara the passion play-by-play all along. I was wrong. Their suntans drained from their faces.
Unfortunately, La Aventura Mexicana de Manda y Sara was still open for discussion. As if the blow-by-blow (pun intended) account of their trip weren’t bad enough, our Spanish teacher was so eager to hear about their journey to her homeland that she let them take up class time to tell us all about it. Of course, Señora Vega got the censored version.
"The Mexican people are so welcoming of Americans," said Manda.
"Sí!" said Sara.
"And their culture is so rich with tradition," said Manda.
"Sí!" said Sara.
How they managed to keep a straight face is beyond me.
In the middle of all this, Scotty passed me a note saying: They party for a week and we have to sit here and listen to them talk about culture? B.S.! I turned and mouthed, "I know!"
This was a breakthrough for Scotty and me. He usually doesn’t stoop to my cynical level. Maybe I never paid enough attention before.
Still, no one missed me more than Pepe. I’ve forgiven him for that brief period when he was too busy basking in the post-talent-show glow to toss one Bonjour! my way. Today he couldn’t stop spinning around in his seat to smile at me. Madame Rogan got tired of shouting, "Tournez-vous, Pierre!" ("Turn around, Pierre!") and moved him a few rows away from me. He waved good-bye and dramatically said, "Je suis triste. Au revoir." ("I’m sad. Good-bye.") Everyone laughed, but not in a mean-spirited way because Pepe gets away with stuff like that. It was funny. But I felt like I was going to cry.
April 1st
Hope,
Just to reinforce the lessons learned in our last phone call: Sara is a skank. Bridget is still a virgin. Manda is too, but she might as well not be because—in my totally unsubstantiated opinion—oral is way more intimate than real sex.
Did I mention that Hy hasn’t done it either? It’s more than a little unbelievable, but why would she lie? I’ll take her word because knowing such a hip virgin makes me feel like less of a leper for being one too.
I like Hy. But she always refers to NYC as "the city," as if it were the only metropolis on earth. And to further show off her cosmopolitan superiority, she tries too hard to be both "street" and "elite." She doesn’t pull off either one. Hy was the poorest student at her private school, but she clearly picked up the POVs of her high-society schoolmates. She’s got an opinion on everything and she just has to share them.
Pineville doesn’t have Latin classes? How do they expect you to rock the SAT verbal section without Latin? There’s no girl’s lacrosse team here? It doesn’t matter if there’s zero interest. Two words: Title IX. This year’s school musical is South Pacific?Damn. That’s wack. Last year we put on an original musical written and directed by a senior who’s now at Juilliard. It was called Rotten Apple and was about Lilith, you know, the first woman bounced out of Eden. You’ve never heard of Lilith?! Where do you think the name for Lilith Fair came from? You’ve really got to wise up to feminist theory …
No fear. Hy and I will never be more than casual confidants.
While I’m off the subject of virginities and lack thereof, how do you feel about me getting together with Scotty? I’ll let you decide whether that’s an April Fools’ joke.
Cryptically yours, J.


april
the sixth
Prom fever has already hit PHS with a vengeance. I will lose it if I hear one more chirpy voice say, It’s pink, and it’s cut down to here, with a layer of chiffon that starts about here, and goes just a squinch above the knee …
As a sophomore, I shouldn’t be forced to listen to this talk about the junior–senior prom. I certainly shouldn’t be forced to feel bad about it. But enough girls in honors are going with upperclassmen that I feel like a loser because no junior or senior boy wants to get me drunk off Boone’s Strawberry Hill so he can cop easy sex off me in the backseat of his parents’ SUV.
Jesus Christ. What’s wrong with me?
Rob asked Hy. She said yes, then took it back when she found out from Sara that he was suspended for jerking off into a Milky Way wrapper during study hall last year. Hy’s refusal shocked everyone but me. If anyone has the guts to dis the captain of the überjock triumvirate on account of his sexually deviant behavior, it’s Hy.
A few days later she was asked by a junior in her Economics class. Once she did a background check ("Okay. Has he waxed his jimmie in public?"), she surprised all of us by saying yes. Especially me.
"Won’t Fly get jealous?" asked Bridget.
"Nah, he knows he’s more dope than any high-school shorty."
"What I really want to know," I said, "Is why an NYC club queen would want to go to Pineville’s lame-ass prom."
"I wanna see what a Pineville throw-down is like. Is that okay?" She sounded a wee bit annoyed.
"Hey. Fine by me," I shrugged. "But you’re the one always dissing Pineville’s social activities."
"That’s because I haven’t given them a chance yet." Hy slowly broke out into a smile. She has very white, very even, very perfect teeth. "Besides, I missed a lot of my friends’ Sweet Sixteens and need to do some flossin’. I wanna rock a new dress."
The Clueless Crew loved that one because it’s exactly the type of thing they would say, minus vocab cribbed from The Source. It was very weird. Is this what promaganda does to people? Makes them think it’s perfectly normal to wear a corsage or a crinoline?
Bridget is going with Burke. Yes, they’re still together, uniting daily before Chem for a pre-third-period dry-hump against Burke’s locker.
I can’t believe they haven’t had sex yet. But I’ve known Bridget since birth, and she has never told a lie. Whenever we committed a kiddie caper—like plucking all the American Beauties off old Miss Weinmaker’s prized rosebushes, or scarfing a box of Thin Mints that we were supposed to deliver to the Girl Scouts supporter who rightfully bought it—she always copped to the truth before I could even begin to launch into our (false) alibi. I’m not kidding. I think lying would complicate things too much for Bridget. She wouldn’t be able to keep her stories straight.
Anyway, because the prom is a special occasion, Manda is breaking her "Seniors Only" rule by agreeing to go with Vinnie Carvello, a junior who just happens to be P.J.’s older brother. This nearly drove the younger Carvello to commit hari-kari with a bottle opener. ("Oh, now she decides to freely give out hummers?") Manda is also going to Eastland’s senior prom with some guy she’s "known forever," which probably means she let him feel her up under the boardwalk last summer. Manda is a pathological prom goer. These will be her fourth and fifth. Promming for her is like low-level prostitution. She gets all dressed up. They pay for everything. She gets them off.
Even Scotty is going to the prom. He was asked by Kelsey Barney. She’s a senior, the manager of the baseball team. Scotty said she’s going to some small college in North Carolina that I’ve never heard of. I don’t think she’s too smart. She’s got big crunchy hair. Borderline Hoochie. In my unbiased opinion, he could do so much better.
Sara and I are the only ones with nothing to do on prom night. Fortunately, right now she’s so heartbroken about hearing nada from her Kappa Sigma soulmate that she can’t even muster enough sorrow to get depressed about the prom. So I have some time before I need to come up with some excuse as to why we can’t wallow in our loneliness together.
the tenth
A day of high highs and low lows.
I had a track meet this afternoon. It started almost an hour and a half late because the visitors’ bus broke down or something. I easily won my first two races, but that’s not important to this story.
Because their away meet started on time, the boys’ team returned to the school just as the 4 × 400 relay—the last event—was getting under way. Now, in a tense meet situation, I wouldn’t run this event because I’d have to do the Triple Threat: 800 meters, 1600 meters, and 3200 meters. But since we had already scored twenty points more than we needed to lock in the win, Coach decided not to kill me today and put me in the relay to help me build up my sprinting strength. (A strategy wholeheartedly supported by my unofficial coach in the bleachers.)
The point is, under normal circumstances, Paul Parlipiano would not have been there to see me run. And not only did he see me run, he actually cheered me on. Me! As I came around the far turn by the flagpole I heard him yell, "Go Pineville! You’re kicking her butt!" Which I was. And I was going so fast that I didn’t even see him. I just heard that voice and knew. Once I passed the baton, I looked back just to confirm that I hadn’t made up the moment. He was still there, leaning on the fence. It really was him.
Thanks to my enormous lead, the next three runners would’ve had to have been struck down by polio to blow the race. It was a totally insignificant victory in the grand scheme of things, but for me, it was one of the greatest triumphs of my life. Paul Parlipiano had noticed me, and I hadn’t totally blown it by collapsing at the sound of his voice. I was positively flying.
A half hour later, I came crashing down.
I was getting my stuff out of the locker room while a group of juniors and seniors were talking about (what else?) the prom. I heard Carrie P. mention Paul Parlipiano’s name. I could hear his name if it were whispered in a football stadium filled with 10,000 screaming fans. I was feeling gutsier than usual, so I asked, "What about Paul Parlipiano?"
"He’s taking Monica Jennings. They’re sitting at our table."
From blue skies to splat! Just like that.
"You’re not gonna get all fucking depressed now, are you?"
"No," I lied.
Monica Jennings isn’t that blond, big-boobed bitch you love to hate in the movies. She’s sometimes pretty, sometimes plain. She’s in Honors, but isn’t ranked in the top five in her class. She’s on the tennis team, but isn’t the captain. She’s friends with members of the Upper Crust, but isn’t invited to all their private parties. She’s a totally normal girl.
And that makes this hard for me to take. It means that there’s no reason why I couldn’t go to the prom with Paul Parlipiano—other than the fact that to him I’m just another girl in a Pineville uniform, one who has never said as much as Bonjour, mon ami to him.
the twelfth
Marcus and his latest ho-bagity Hoochie girlfriend were kissing each other by his locker this morning. I don’t know her name. I saw her from behind, so I don’t know what she looks like exactly. But like most Hoochies, she has over-dyed, over-everythinged hair. She’s also a size twelve who thinks she’s a size six.
I had to walk past them to get to homeroom and I was trying to avert my eyes. Just as I got within a few feet of the couple, Marcus took his hands off her big ol’ Lycra/spandexed butt and waved at me. His eyes were on mine, but his mouth never stopped moving in and out and around hers.
When he passed my desk two minutes later, I didn’t exist.
This has got to stop.
the sixteenth
It was 4:20 A.M.and I was buzzing as usual. It was really warm out. Practically 50 degrees. I started thinking about how stupid it was that I was stuck in my room, 100 percent awake, waiting for the sun to come up to start my day. Why can’t I start my day when it’s still dark out?
I decided to listen to the message my twitchy muscles were trying to tell me: Let’s go running. Right then. My dad was guaranteed not to follow me. I threw on shorts and a T-shirt and laced up my shoes. I crept to the kitchen and wrote a note: I Couldn’t Sleep. I Went Running. 4 A.M. Don’t Get Mad. Jess.
I tiptoed out the back door and stretched on the patio. The air smelled like wet grass. Crickets chirped. Leaves rustled in the breeze. The moon was a sliver short of being full, so I didn’t have to worry about lunatics.
I ran.
Everything was different in the dark. My neighborhood’s bi-level, split-level, bi-level, split-level scheme seemed so safe and predictable in daylight. But at night, these same houses were secret and mysterious. Especially the ones that had a single light on. All the nights that I’ve been alone and awake in my bedroom, I never stopped to think about all the other people who might be tossing and turning too.
After I don’t know how many miles, I stopped thinking. I know this sounds all Oprah–Chopra, but everything got in synch: the beat of my breath, the flow of my feet, the rhythm of the road, the bursts of color blurring by. I was running so effortlessly that I didn’t stop when I finished my loop. I kept right on running, as though my body made the decision before my brain had a chance to shoot it down.
By the time I got back to the house, the sun was coming up all pink and orange over the horizon. It was a little past 5:45 A.M. I had run for a little over an hour, and for some strange reason, I wasn’t the least bit tired. More important, my mind had kept quiet for the first time in a long while. For more than an hour, I didn’t think about prom, or Paul Parlipiano, or my non-period, or anything.
And that includes Marcus Flutie.
My heart was pumping and I was intensely aware of being alive. Amazing. I wish life could be like that all the time, or that I could will it that way whenever I wanted. When my worries shut up, everything just feels right.
I was feeling so optimistic that I made a vow to myself then and there: I will be normal. I will accept that Hope is gone. I will not be afraid of being friends with Hy. I will face up to the fact that Paul Parlipiano will not devirginize me. I will stop thinking that Marcus Flutie is trying to corrupt me. I will be normal.
The first logical step in becoming a normal high school sophomore?
Asking Scotty to my sister’s wedding.
It made perfect sense. Scotty is normal. Scotty has fun. Scotty can sleep at night. I’ve been in public school too long to totally buy into Hy’s theory of revolution, but maybe she’s partly right. If I hang with him, some of his positive vibes might rub off on me. Maybe I can be normal—perhaps even popular—without losing myself in the process. I’ll never know unless I try.
Just so I wouldn’t lose my nerve, I biked to Scotty’s house to ask him in person, as soon as I cleaned myself up after my cathartic run.
When I arrived, there was an unfamiliar car parked in the driveway. By the time I figured out who it belonged to and had the impulse to hop on my bike and ride home, it was already too late. I’d been spotted by Scotty and his cradle-robbing prom date.
"Oh hey, Jess," called Scotty from the screened-in porch. "You know Kelsey Barney, right?"
I said "yes" and smiled and she said "hi" and smiled and all three of us stood there and smiled and everything was swell.
"She drove me home from this morning’s crack-of-dawn practice," he explained.
"It’s on my way home," she said.
"Buttcrack," I said.
"Huh?"
"Buttcrack-of-dawn practice," I explained.
"Huh?"
"Buttcrack … uh, because it sucks to get up so early."
"Oh."
This was not what I had in mind at all. Not at all. My first step to being a normal high-school sophomore was down a manhole, on a land mine, off a cliff, Wile E. Coyote–style.
"Do you want to come in?" asked Scotty
I was still on the opposite side of the screen.
"Uh, sure," I said.
"I was about to get going anyway," said Kelsey.
Scotty got up and swung the door open. He let her out and me in.
"See ya," Kelsey said.
"See ya," Scotty said.
"Good-bye," I said.
Scotty and I didn’t say anything until after Kelsey started her car, pulled out of the driveway, and drove off with a honk and a wave. He sat down next to me on the porch swing.
"So what’s up?"
"Are you guys going out, or what?"
He looked shocked. "Who, me and Kelsey? No. No way!" he said, as if he had honestly never considered it. "We’re just friends."
"That’s not how she sees it."
"Stop being an a hole. No way."
Guys are total morons.
"Scotty, she wants you."
"Well, I don’t want her," he said matter-of-factly.
"Fine."
"Fine."
I pushed the swing back and forth with my foot.
"So why did you come over here?" he asked.
Why did I come over here? Oh, yeah.
"Are you sure you guys aren’t going out?" I asked.
He laughed. "I think I would know if we were going out."
Valid point. I took a deep breath. "Well, you know Bethany is getting married, right?"
"Is that thing finally happening?"
"Yeah. The thing is, I kind of need a date because I’m the Maid of Dubious Honor …"
"Huh?"
"Maid of Honor," I corrected, opting not to explain the joke. "It’s kind of a high-profile position, I guess. And if I go alone Bethany and my mom said it will look ’conspicuous,’ whatever the hell that means. So I was wondering …"
"Are you asking me if I’ll be your date to your sister’s wedding?"
"Well, not my daaaaaate," I said, feigning grade-school disgust. "The guy I go with."
"Well, when you put it that way, how can I resist?"
"You know what I mean."
He stopped the swing. "So it’s like a prom. Only with free booze."
"Yeah. And I’ll be wearing a really ugly yellow dress."
"Ooooooh, now you’re talking all sexy."
I like that Scotty and I can joke like this. Scotty is the only boy my parents let me hang out with in my bedroom. Alone, with the door closed. Not that I have tested this by bringing many strange boys home. But one time P.J. came over to work with me on a science project and my parents insisted that he stay in the kitchen. It’s almost as though my parents want me and Scotty to have sex because then they could catch me and punish me for a normal teenagery reason instead of for my vaguely misanthropic behavior.
"Sure, I’ll go with you."
And we hugged. I was happy. And I was still happy when I called my sister to tell her the news. She was nicer to me than I can ever remember her being. Amazing, considering I called her a bitch the last time we spoke. And when I told my mom, she just about burst out of her twinset with excitement.
Everything is going to be okay. Normal.
the twenty-first
I wasn’t surprised that the Clueless Crew was beyond thrilled that I had asked Scotty to the wedding.
"Omigod! You must tell me everything!" said Sara.
"That’s what I like to see, a woman taking control!" said Manda.
"We can double date!" said Bridget.
"¡Viva la revolución!" joked Hy, to the collective confusion of the Clueless Crew.
And for a few days, I felt like I belonged. That’s why what happened today sucker-punched me in the gut.
"When is your track season over?" asked Manda after homeroom this morning.
"Not until June."
"And you have games every Saturday, right?"
"Meets," I corrected.
"Meets, games, whatever," said Manda, waving away the mistake mindlessly with her hand. She was clearly tired of this conversation, and no wonder. I had explained the intricacies of my track schedule whenever a crucial social opportunity popped up.
"Do you have one this Saturday?"
"Yes. I have two duals a week, plus a relay, invitational, or championship meet every Saturday."
"Oh," Manda said, glancing at Hy.
"Why?"
"Well, I’m taking them shopping in the city this Saturday …" Hy explained.
"To look for prom dresses …" said Manda.
"And other stuff," said Sara, defensively.
I couldn’t believe it. After all the smack-talk about the Clueless Crew, Hy was willingly hanging out with them? And without my sane brain to bounce off of? Sure, I talked about the Clueless Crew behind their backs and then went out with them on weekends, but that’s because I’ve got history with them. I have to. But Hy is under no such obligation.
At first, I was cool with it. You don’t even like shopping, remember? And New York City is a dirty, disgusting, dangerous place. But as soon as we got to history class and I saw them going over the New Jersey Transit bus schedule, I felt sick to my stomach. I told Bee Gee that I had to go to the girls’ room, giving him the conspiratorial raising of the eyebrows that implies "feminine problems." The teacher gave me a pass, no questions asked.
I sprinted to the bathroom. I was so upset, I forgot to give the code as I burst through the door. Uh-oh. When I hit the tiles, I saw three Hoochies slicing up a cloud of cigarette smoke with their pastel-painted talons. One of them was Marcus’s girlfriend, whose synthetic pants were obscenely tight in the crotch.
"Fuck! It’s just an IQ," grunted Camel Toe when she saw me.
"Fuck! I just lit that cigarette," griped her friend.
"What the fuck?" asked the third, murdering me with her black-lined eyes. "Why didn’t you give the fuckin’ code?"
I apologized for forgetting to say "It’s cool" as I walked in. The code. The fuckin’ code.
"You better be fuckin’ sorry," said Camel Toe. "You made me waste a fuckin’ cigarette."
I wasn’t sure where wasting a fuckin’ cigarette fell on the Hoochie brawling scale, but I wasn’t about to find out.
"I’m sorry," I said as I quickly hightailed it out of there.
Their whoops and cackles echoed off the walls, loud enough that I could still hear them as I headed back to history class.
I never get to be alone when I want to.
A period later, I was still fuming. So I decided to confront Hy. I followed her to her locker, and tried to get some answers as she applied her lip gloss.
"What’s going on?"
"What do you mean?"
"You knew I had a meet and planned the trip anyway …"
"Girl, I must have been trippin’," she said in between puckers. "You’re not mad at me are you? Ain’t no thing."
I was mad. And hurt. And confused. Since when did I become "no thing" in Hy’s eyes? Since when did I even care?
"I’m not mad."
"You better not be. That’s some triflin’ shit."
I watched her looking at herself in the mirror and a strange feeling passed over me. Stranger than I already felt.
"What is it?" Hy asked.
I said the first thing that came to mind.
"Did you know that when you look in the mirror, that’s not what you really look like? Your image is actually reversed."
Hy laughed, but it wasn’t a legit ha-ha funny laugh. "Girl, you don’t even know the half of it," she said softly, almost to herself.
the twenty-fourth
Scotty called me tonight. We’ve been talking to each other a lot more on the phone since I asked him to the wedding. But tonight’s phone call was different.
"I think you’re right," he said. "I think Kelsey likes me."
No kidding. Jesus Christ, I was tired.
"She booked a room at the Surfside Hotel for post-prom …"
This was one ballsy phone call. I know that he likes me. So was I still expected to take this conversation at platonic-female-friend face value? I don’t think so. He was doing this just to make me jealous. I have to admit, it was working.
"She wants to devirginize you, huh?"
"Gee dee, yeah. I guess."
I was so tired—of this and everything else.
"Are you going to let her pop your cherry? Oh, wait. Guys don’t have cherries. Traditionally, it’s the guy who is the popper, not the popee. So what do you a call it when a guy gets touched for the very first time?" I sang the last six words, of course.
"You make it sound like I’m gonna eff the ess out of her."
"Well, aren’t you?"
"I told you I don’t like her."
"Mutual like isn’t always a prerequisite for fucking the shit out of someone."
"Gee dee, Jess. Why do you have to put it like that?"
"You said it, not me."
"That’s not how I said it."
"Fine. I guess if you can’t say it, you can’t do it."
Scotty sighed. "You’re doing this on purpose."
"I’m not doing anything." My dulcet voice, innocent.
"Yes you are. You’re pissing me off on purpose."
"Me? No, you’re doing this on purpose."
"Doing what?"
Here it was. My chance to get this thing—this us thing—out in the open. "Trying to make me jealous."
He sputtered into the receiver. "W-w-why would I try to make you jealous?"
Get ready. Here it comes. "Because you like me. Because you want me to be your girlfriend again."
Silence.
"Did you really think Hope wasn’t going to tell me?"
More silence. A barely-there groan, maybe.
"You give me an effing headache. Good night." Scotty hung up the phone.
And I was tired, tired, tired, tired.
the twenty-ninth
Today was Hy’s trip to N.Y.C. with the Clueless Crew. Big whoop.
It turned out that I didn’t have a meet. Coach Kiley pulled us from today’s relays to rest us up for the more important meets coming up. I didn’t intentionally lie to them. But once I realized my mistake, I didn’t correct it either. Too demoralizing.
So I could’ve been on a bus to N.Y.C. this morning. Instead, I was downing coffee and Cap’n Crunch while my mother yapped about making table favors for the big day. But I was too tired for tulle talk.
"Spare me, Mom."
"I am sick of your bad moods," she said.
"It’s not my fault I’ve been PMS-ing for five months."
"What?!"
I informed her that I hadn’t had my period since December. And that’s when she freaked out. Her eyes immediately shot down to my abdomen, looking for signs of life.
I laughed out loud. "Mom! There is no possible way I’m pregnant."
Mom wanted me to go to the gyno but I told her I wasn’t getting in the stirrups until I was eighteen or sexually active—and let’s face it, we know which one of those is going to come first. So she called up our family doc, Dr. Hayden. To tell you the truth, I was incredibly relieved. It was about time I found out what was wrong with me.
As soon as I got there, I remembered why I’d held off. I hate waiting rooms in doctors’ offices. First of all, they’re full of sick people, spreading their germs all over the place. I found this particularly annoying today because I wasn’t sick. I was getting all the contamination without giving any. Secondly, the magazines suck. I guess they figure Highlights will appeal to both ends of the drooling spectrum: children and senile senior citizens. Everyone in between can just die of boredom, or of whatever disease you’re at the doctor’s office for, since they make you sit there so damn long.
After an eternal wait, I was finally called into the examining room.
"Do you want me to go with you?" my mom asked.
"No."
First I got measured (5 feet 5 inches) and weighed (105 pounds in my clothes). Then I put on the gown and got my blood pressure and temp taken. The nurse drew some blood. I gave a urine sample.
Then I waited for another twenty-five excruciating minutes.
Dr. Hayden finally came bustling into the room and got right down to business.
"So Jessica, what’s the problem?"
"Well, let’s just start off with the one that brought me here. I haven’t gotten my period in five months."
"I see. Jessica, I’m going to ask you some sensitive questions that I need to know the answers to. You can be sure I won’t tell your mother."
"I’m not sexually active, if that’s what you want to know."
"Yes, that’s one thing I wanted to know."
He looked over my chart. "You’re very thin. Are you familiar with the female athlete triad?"
Jesus Christ! My own doctor thinks I’m anorexic.
"Perhaps you don’t eat enough and exercise too much, which contributes to the absence of the menstrual period.…"
"Amenorrhea," I said.
"Amenorrhea," he repeated, surprised that I knew the technical term. "Which, over time, leads to a third problem.…"
"Osteoporosis."
"Correct!" His enthusiastic affirmation reminded me of a combo of my professional counselor, Brandi, and Regis in the $32,000 round of Millionaire. "So you’re familiar with it?"
"Yes, I’m familiar with it. Not only have I had months to think about this, but my coach has warned us all about it around a bizillion times. But I know that’s not the problem because I eat more food than any girl I know."
"I see."
"And I don’t vomit it up either, which is more than I can say about the girls I eat lunch with every day. Only they don’t eat. They sit there and worship anorexic models in magazines."
"I see."
"I hate them."
"Who? The models in magazines?"
"No," I said, picking at the fresh Band-Aid the nurse had just stuck on the crook of my arm. "My friends."
As I sat there with my butt hanging out of the paper gown, I told him about how I stopped sleeping when Hope moved away. Then I told him all about how Hy and the Clueless Crew were blowing a bundle in the Village. Next I was revealing how my dad is obsessed with my running career and the pressure he puts on me to win every race and Notso Darling’s Agony of Defeat, Volume One. Then I exposed my mom’s obsession with my sister’s wedding. It got even more personal as I went on and on about asking Scotty to the reception, and how Kelsey is closing in on him, and to top it off, how I don’t have a boyfriend, probably because I’m too busy being in love with a guy who doesn’t know my name.
But for some reason, I stopped short of telling him about the Marcus Flutie situation. I guess at the time I thought that would’ve been a bit too much information. I already knew that it was kind of needy and desperate and insane that I was spilling my guts to my doctor. But he was the first adult to treat me like I was one, too. Unlike my parents, he didn’t trivialize my feelings by trying to talk me out of them. He just sat there silently and let me go off, which I really appreciated. It was all very weird.
Afterward, Dr. Hayden called my mom into his office so they could talk privately about me, which was very annoying. But I knew he couldn’t go into the details because of doctor-patient privilege and all. Five minutes later, my mom came out with a very tight smile.
"Let’s go," she said through clenched teeth.
"Bye, Jessica," Dr. Hayden said. "Have a great season. I’ll be looking for your name in the sports pages."
I said good-bye. Then I asked my mom what he had said about me.
"Nothing."
"Isn’t it illegal to talk about my medical problems without me in the room? Don’t I have a right to know?"
My mom sighed. "Not until you’re eighteen."
"So you’re not going to tell me what’s wrong until I’m eighteen?"
"No, I’m going to tell you what’s wrong right now," she said.
I have to say, I was looking forward to this. I had my amateur opinion—that my mental instability was pushing me toward a nervous breakdown—but I wanted to hear what a pro thought was wrong with me.
"Dr. Hayden thinks you could benefit from taking a multivitamin."
What a disappointment. I thought he had really listened to me. Adults suck.
"He also thinks I should consider taking you to a psychologist."
Hallelujah! Now we were getting somewhere.
"Does he think I’m borderline schizophrenic?"
"No," she said. "He says you worry too much. Put on your seat belt."
"I worry too much? I’ve always worried too much," I said. "That’s the best diagnosis we could get for a hundred dollars?"
"He says stress is taking a toll on your health. That’s why you’re not sleeping and probably why you’re not getting your period. Put on your seat belt."
"I will gladly live without my period …"
"Put on your seat belt."
I put on my seat belt.
Dr. Hayden had given her the name of a good child/adolescent psychologist. If I were a legitimate wack-job, sure I’d hit the couch. But I told her there was no way I was going to see a shrink just to mellow out.
"Is there anything you want to tell me?" she asked, very earnestly.
Is there anything I want to tell her? Sure. There are a bizillion things that I want to tell her. If I could talk to her, I wouldn’t have had to spill my guts to poor Dr. Hayden, now would I? But as much as Mom would love a touching mother–daughter moment, she can’t suddenly become my bestest bud just because she stopped thinking about the big day for the two seconds it took her to ask the question. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.
"No."
She sighed for about ten minutes.
"I’m not going to tell your father about this. It will only upset him, too," she said, picking up speed on the highway. "What I don’t understand is what you have to be so worried about in the first place. And why you feel the need to take it out on us …"
I love that she twisted this around to make it about them and not me. That’s when I zoned out, listening to the hum of the tires. Staring at the yellow dashes on the road, I reveled in my contentment and my decision to keep my mouth shut from now on.
May 6th
Hope,
Period Watch 2000 continues. Of course, my amenorrhea anxiety has reached an all-time high ever since I found out that there’s no legit diagnosis.
So it’s no coincidence that my tolerance for the Clueless Crew has hit a new low. I’ll spare you a torturous travelogue of that shopping trip I told you about. Suffice it to say that Mr. D’Abruzzi’s credit card got quite a workout; the four of them have been sporting new gear and makeup all week. Blatant buddy-buying at its best. Or worst.
And now Hy is the ringleader. She knew Wally D would pay up if Sara told him she’d been crying all the time because she was the only one left out on all the prom-related fun. No one noticed or cared that I wasn’t going to the prom. They were so completely suspended in their own collective delusional reality that they were oblivious to the fact that they’d left me out of their prom-related fun, and that the real reason Sara had been crying was because she thought she’d gotten knocked up. In one of her first acts of solidarity, Hy had rechristened Sara’s devirginizer That Frat-Boy Fuckhead.
Hy now jokes with them like she enjoys it. As I’ve said many times, she wasn’t best-friend material for me. But I was cool with that as long as she wasn’t best-friend material for the Clueless Crew either. Hy changes personas as often as she changes the color of her highlights (currently shades of purple). Maybe she never was who I thought.
Oh, and Scotty still isn’t talking to me. Combine all this with about three minutes of sleep each night, and the fact that prom hysteria is at its shrieky peak, and you’ll understand why I’m feeling psycho and not at all ready to run in the qualifying time trials for the state sectionals this afternoon. Hopefully, I’ll be cured before our next convo.
Schizophrenically yours, J.
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