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For all the strong women of my family, 
and
with great love and thanks to Joseph and my father.
 

You kept the faith when I did not.
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O latest born and loveliest vision far

Of all Olympus’ faded hierarchy!
Fairer
than Phoebe’s sapphire-regioned star
Or Vesper,
amorous glow-worm of the sky;
 Fairer than these, though
temple thou hast none,
 Nor altar heaped with
flowers;
Nor virgin choir to make delicious
moan
Upon the midnight hours;
No
voice, no lute, no pipe, no incense sweet,
From
chain-swung censer teeming;
 No shrine, no grove, no
oracle, no heat
Of pale-mouthed prophet dreaming.

—JOHN
KEATS


BLACK FLAG
 
BAKERSFIELD, DECEMBER ’82
 
Look around. Look at the singer and his band. Look at the other hulking
things with their bad tattoos leaning against the walls and know that this is
not what you believed it would be. Feel your mistake like a steel-toe to the
chest.
Decide, anyway, not to cower. Put your mind to it.
 
You will do this, and you will be good at it. You will give up to the
outside everything on your inside. You will reverse your skin like a sweater
pulled over your head.
You will show her, them, all of them, every
last one of them, how human you are. You will force them to see that you are
exactly the same. You will.
Decide, first, that you need another
drink.
ONE
I MET CELESTE in one of those lucky years of
childhood you get before anybody significant dies—before Grandma goes,
before your dad’s secretary doesn’t beat breast cancer, before the
pharmacist gets into the car wreck. Celeste fit those years perfectly: me with
my illusions of everyone living on into some hazy infinity of old age, Celeste
with her surreal beauty, her otherworldly trust, her yellow eyes more gold than
green, her skin, her lips, her—god!—her grace. You wouldn’t
believe how beautiful a sixth-grader could be until you saw her.
 
Having long known how babies were made—woman and man share love and
bodies—I sometimes daydreamed about Celeste’s parents procreating
in a nonspecific way, making my friend before she existed. I had a lot of
trouble imagining mine making me, my mother perpetually medicated by the time I
was two, my father entirely asexual as all fathers are in eleven-year-old
daughters’ minds. But Celeste’s parents had done the miraculous;
they had made her, and I couldn’t figure out the genetics of it
all.
 Celeste’s mother, Mrs. Diamond, her face forever defiant
(of what I had no idea), stood small and tight and brown as a nut. Mr. Diamond,
a booming god of a man, not handsome but there in a sure, ever-present kind of
way, danced instead of walked and encouraged you to eat beans and read the
newspaper no matter how old you were. You couldn’t ignore Celeste’s
father any more than you could ignore the fact that some wondrous girl actually
lived up to the improbable name of Celeste Rose Diamond. No joke.
The
Diamonds and my family both moved to Kansas City, Missouri, just days before
the start of the new school year, hers from New York, mine from Chicago, both
with the intent of placing their incredibly gifted children into the best
private school the city had to offer. Celeste and I took our placement exams at
the same time. We were coincidentally both young for our class, and there
seemed to be some question as to whether or not we could live up to our
parents’ lauding. Fill in circles with pencil lead. I’d done it my
entire young, non-death-filled life. Celeste, apparently, had not.
In a
spare schoolroom expressly reserved for such test taking, I lifted my head from
my booklet and answer sheet for the first time when the door latch clicked shut
and the asthmatic proctor departed with a distinct fart. Celeste laughed out
loud. I blushed.
“Hi,” she said.
I glanced
nervously at the closed door. I wanted to shush her. “Hi,” I barely
mouthed at the table. I hadn’t really seen her yet.
“She
doesn’t care,” Celeste said, throwing a hand up.
I drew the
corner of my lower lip into my mouth and started to chew nervously. Studying my
booklet in earnest, I shrugged and raised my eyebrows. I held my finger on my
question.
“What’s number twelve?” she asked.
 
Judas, I thought. Doughnuts. One short of unlucky. I was in test mode.

“Number twelve,” she repeated.
I looked up then, and
that’s when I saw her, when I first truly saw Celeste, the sixth-grade
goddess-to-be just sitting on the other side of the table, staring. I stared
back. Years later, when I’d eaten one gram too many of hallucinogenic
mushrooms and wasn’t sure that what I saw made any sense, I’d blink
and stare at a breathing wall in the same way. That way. Blink, blink.
 
“Hell-o,” the beauty said.
“Um,” I
spurted. “Twelve is D. All of the above.”
And so it began,
with a perfect dozen of sorts. I had never cheated in my life, but from that
first moment on I never denied Celeste an academic answer. Nor she me. I
don’t believe she thought that we were cheating. Somehow over the years I
think she decided we were sharing. Just sharing information, maybe in the way
she shared her beauty: “Take it; it’s yours.”
 
Celeste’s own opinion of her physical appearance is exactly what
saved her and what doomed her. Her beauty had no more to do with her inherently
than a stray dog might. “Yeah,” Celeste seemed to say,
“Beauty likes me, but really, more, she just follows me around. She hangs
out and we play fetch. Beauty drinks out of the park fountain.” If her
beauty left, certainly Celeste would have noticed, but her mourning would have
been minimal. She had no sense of propriety about it. Astonishing, too, when
you actually looked at her.
For all the years I knew Celeste her
appearance changed as many times, but no matter the dye job, the ugly clothes,
the awful choice of eye makeup, she remained undeniably gorgeous. I hated her
for it, and I wanted to be her. If I had no other option—and ultimately I
didn’t—I would simply possess her. She would let me, finally, put a
collar on her and call her mine.
  
I should begin at
the beginning.
 
 “D for twelve? Thanks.”
The girl smiled at me and went back to her circle filling. I glanced at her
answer sheet, full of gaps like missing teeth, seemingly marked at random. She
was far ahead of me but obviously not doing it the right way. I wanted to tell
her that: “You’re not doing it the right way.” I
didn’t, though, of course, and thought about skipping ahead suddenly, an
idea that had never occurred to me until that very moment. Ever. How had I not
figured that out in eleven years of life? Look at how far ahead she was. Hurry
up.
Not a minute later, the proctor still absent, this beautiful girl
said, “I’m Celeste. What’s forty-three?”
I
looked at my answer sheet. I’d just colored in a B for thirty-nine.
 
“What’s your name?” she asked.
“I
don’t know,” I whispered, embarrassed.
 The girl,
Sellest—what kind of a name was that?—laughed again. “You
don’t know your name or the answer?”
I smiled back this
time. She seemed very grown-up. I told her, “I’m only up to
forty.”
“What’s your name?”
 
“Lisa.”
“Lisa What?”
“Lisa
Smith.”
“That’s so nice and normal. What’s your
middle name?” I watched as she casually closed her test booklet like an
adult closing a magazine in a hair salon. “Lisa What Smith?”
 
“Michelle.”
“Wow. Lisa Michelle Smith. How
normal.”
She seemed to mean it as a real compliment, but my name
sounded from that moment onward as bland as cornflakes with no sugar.
“Yeah,” I said, my voice in my own ears tinny and false. The way
her face presented itself, then, right there on the front of her head, was hard
to explain. She looked like a live painting. She made you stop what you were
doing and pay attention.
“I can’t tell you how many times
I’ve had to spell mine or correct teachers and stuff.” Her voice
dropped off at the end of her sentence, and I could have sworn her cheeks
colored. I wanted her to spell her name for me because I was sure that I
didn’t understand it any better than any of those teachers did.
 
Instead I asked, “What’s your middle name?” and
that’s when the proctor returned, the door swinging open into our
fledgling conversation. I looked down, my finger still on question forty. I
didn’t look up. I heard Celeste open her test booklet and turn pages like
that woman in the salon, flipping leisurely.
The proctor cleared her
throat and sternly said, “Girls.”
“Hi,” Celeste
answered.
I continued on with my test taking but could not help
glancing at the girl across the table from me more often than I should have.
Certainly the proctor suspected bad behavior. But I couldn’t catch
Celeste’s eye again.
We found out later that we’d both
ended up in the ninety-ninth percentile. They were easy tests back at the start
of the sixth grade.
 
I learned how to spell
Celeste’s name and how to inform other curious students as to its source,
how Celeste’s parents met of all places at the top of the Eiffel Tower in
Paris, the most romantic place imaginable. How Celeste was French for
“heavenly,” for “of the stars.” In 1976, few kids our
age had unusual first names in Kansas City. In Cowtown. The Dweezils and Moon
Units were out there on the West Coast. Still, Celeste’s name had a touch
of the exotic and more than some glitter about it, and the hometown kids, both
the mean ones and the not-so-mean, took a liking to Celeste right from the
start. As her sidekick, I fit in well enough under the easy, wide protection of
my friend’s quick popularity. I wasn’t ugly. On the contrary, I was
cute and bright, quiet but witty, a fast runner and good dodgeball player.
Celeste and I were lean and strong alike. We were both still flat-chested.
Without even looking, though, you knew we would always be different.
 
 
Celeste had two older sisters in high school already.
Being newcomers, too, Diana and Rachel commanded more than their fair share of
male attention. Within a month of moving to Kansas City, both of the older
Diamond daughters had landed steady boyfriends and would remain regularly
attached to some guy or another for the rest of their stays before heading off
to equally good colleges.
As it happened, Diana and Rachel helped
prepare Celeste and me for our first truly tactile encounters with the opposite
sex, and they are forever linked in my mind to Celeste’s and my
sixth-grade wilderness camp experience. Besides telling us how not to gross out
when kissing for real, these wise older girls provided us with ammunition of
the non–garden variety to use with our female classmates when need be.
They prepped us well, gave us lots of good stuff. Gave me lots of
important information.
My mom had become a ghost of a mother by the
time my family moved to Kansas City. I didn’t even really need her
permission to go to camp—only Dad’s—but she signed her name
in her neat script anyway, right beneath his. Experts today might know better
what happened to my mother after she gave birth to me and my younger brother
just ten months later. But back then, in the waning years of the
seventies’ sexual and feminist revolution, nobody really knew what her
deal was. I truly believe that delivering the two of us destroyed something in
my mother. Postpartum depression in the next-to-last degree, just this side of
suicide. My mother had no bravery in her, or she would have killed herself at
some point in my early life, and then I would have trouble remembering her at
all. As it is, she simply haunts my past, a filmy figure behind my father,
behind Celeste, even behind those two older sisters, who helped my best friend
and me through the gauntlet of growing up female. And so armed with crazy,
nearly unbelievable information about male and female bodies, about
reproductive systems and mating rituals, Celeste and I departed for camp.
 
 
John McFarland flirted his ass off, you could say. No,
really. For some reason mooning out bus windows would soon be de rigueur in
1976 in Missouri, and John McFarland proved himself a trendsetter. Celeste and
I sat next to each other in a seat near the middle of the bus. My twelfth
birthday was going to fall during the week at wilderness camp, and I remember
we talked about losing our digit repetition—we would have to wait till we
turned twenty-two before our digits repeated again. Celeste said she would find
a way to have a cake for me. I wanted to believe her, as she truly seemed to
believe herself.
Mainly I just looked forward to going for days
without washing my hair. And I couldn’t wait to rappel. We hunkered down
and propped our knees up on the black vinyl back of the seat in front of us. I
picked at my chipping nail polish. A round of “99 Bottles of Beer on the
Wall” had started earlier.
“What flavor?” Celeste
asked loudly over the song, only in its twenties.
“I don’t
care,” I said.
“Yes, you do. What’s your
favorite?”
I liked almost all cake. I’d had little of it,
as my mom never baked, and Dad didn’t eat sweets. He said they rotted the
brain. “I don’t know. Carrot ca—”
Suddenly a
loud whoop went up in the bus a few seats behind us, and we craned our necks
around. John McFarland stood on his seat dancing, lifting his shirt. Next to
John, Peter Alpert clapped and whistled. My first reaction was to look to the
front of the bus, where the driver was already frowning, his reflection a
pinched face in the large flip-down rearview mirror. The gym teacher, Mr.
Rahdart, sat behind the driver and swiveled into the aisle, standing. Celeste
started yelling beside me, and I turned just in time to see John McFarland pull
down his pants and underwear and stick his bare butt out the open window.
 
Cruising in the fast lane of a four-lane highway headed straight into the
heart of the Ozarks, the bus overtook two sedans, both of which honked at the
sight of John’s white-cheeked greeting. Probably as a reaction to better
hide the little jerk of a kid, the bus driver moved into the slow lane. John
McFarland bounced and made kissy-mouth faces, winking directly at Celeste. All
of us screamed and laughed. How daring! What a weird thing to do! John was the
first in our class to drop trou out the window of a moving vehicle, and none of
us could even believe what he was doing as he did it. How could he
think—why would he think—to do something like that?
Continuing to stare in his mirror, the driver drifted right. I watched as a
large brown object loomed on the side of the road ahead, a half-crumpled thing
that listed into the road like a drunk. I should have called out, but I
didn’t. And then, just like that, a sign for the Pomme de Terre
campgrounds sliced a chunk off John McFarland’s ass the size of a
twice-baked potato half.
Mr. Rahdart reached John McFarland a split
second late, yanking the boy out of the window right after the big warbling
clunk of the metal sign. Peter Alpert was the first to react in a way that
didn’t mean hilarious, in a way that wasn’t funny at all.
“Jesus Christ, son!” the gym teacher yelled as Peter Alpert
scrambled backward off the seat and onto the bus floor. When Mr. Rahdart held
up his bloody hands, all the rest of us quit laughing and closed in,
sixth-grade hyenas to injured prey.
John McFarland, his face now a
slack-jawed mask, slumped as if to sit, but Mr. Rahdart held him up under his
armpits. “No! No, no, son, no!”
The bus slowed, gravel
pinging on the undercarriage.
“Oh, my god,” Peter Alpert
said, eyes wide as a doe’s. I couldn’t stop staring at John
McFarland’s penis and his testicles, soft-surfaced as fresh apricots,
left hanging above his lowered underpants. As I stared, Mr. Rahdart seemed to
notice, too, and awkwardly pulled on the waistband of John’s underwear.
John tugged too, helping the gym teacher, and then cried out like a girl as the
backside of his pants scraped his bloodied butt.
“Go, go,
go!” Mr. Rahdart yelled up at the bus driver, who had stopped at the side
of the highway. “To a hospital!” Mr. Rahdart took off his T-shirt
and wadded it. His stomach lolled as the driver lurched back onto the highway.
I’d thought a gym teacher would have more muscles. I saw dark hairs
dappling Mr. Rahdart’s back, a place I’d never realized could grow
hair. My own father, pale and thin, had very little hair on his head and none
on his chest, much less on his back. 
Later, and for years afterward, I
wondered three things. First and most often, I wondered what happened to the
piece of John McFarland’s butt. Did it stick to the sign? Did it fall and
get sucked into the bus’ wake, only to be run over by other cars? Did it
simply drop to the side of the road, where it dried into a concave rind? Was it
carried away by animals and eaten in a squirrel nest or shared between baby
possums? We didn’t yet know then to go searching for the pieces of
things, pieces of bodies, to reconnect and reattach. In 1976, in Missouri, we
didn’t know to try to save fingers or calves or chunks of butt.
I
wondered, too, about how the doctors later covered John McFarland’s flesh
spot. It was a big spot. Where did they pull the skin from? Did it grow in from
the edges? We never had a chance to ask John McFarland himself because his
father was transferred shortly after the bus trip to camp, and we never really
saw John McFarland again after he hobbled down the bus steps and into the Pomme
de Terre hospital. Weeks later a neighbor kid two grades lower said he had seen
John McFarland on crutches while his family loaded the moving truck, and that
his whole butt cheek was gone, that his pants just hung there “like on a
board.” I sensed an urban myth even then, but nobody could confirm the
postmooning state of John McFarland’s butt beyond school administrators
and teachers reassuring us that he was recovering, that their former student
was just fine.
Third, I wondered what would have happened if Celeste
hadn’t stepped up that day. Broken rank. “It’ll be
okay,” she said, laying her hand on the gym teacher’s fuzzy, bare
shoulder as he soaked up John McFarland’s blood. “It’s not so
bad,” she told John as he clung to the top edge of the seat back in front
of him. “It’s not,” she said, and somehow she managed to
sound normal, and John McFarland looked at Celeste Rose Diamond and
smiled.
“It’s not?” He almost sounded
encouraged.
Celeste shook her head, leaned into him, and whispered
something. John McFarland’s whole neck and face colored then, and he
stood up taller, seemed to buck up under the weight of his injury. She took her
seat again, but for the remainder of the ride to the hospital, he glanced at
her repeatedly and squared his shoulders or lifted his chin.
I
persisted in my questioning. What had she said to him? After a bus ride over
three hours longer than it was initially supposed to be, both sections of our
sixth-grade class met up at Camp Evergreenshade in the Mark Twain National
Forest. Our group, so much later than the other, got stuck with the cruddier
cabins, the ones farther away from the bathrooms and in perpetual shade, the
result of which was a musty odor that would linger in my sleeping bag until the
day, sometime after junior high school graduation, that I stuffed it into a
neighbor’s garbage can.
Celeste wouldn’t give up what she
said to John McFarland for years. After a while I stopped asking. She revealed
what she’d told him only when all the pressure had disappeared, when
I’d not thought about the trip or the boy or the camping week for so long
I’d forgotten that I cared at all.
 
A weirdness
permeates any campground, especially a campground designed for
“maturing” kids, for soon-to-be teenagers dumbstruck by their own
changing bodies. Tromp the kids out in the woods. Crawl them through damp
caves. Make them sit in close proximity to one another around a fire. Make them
sing. Make them square dance. Make them eat like wolves, they’re so
hungry after a day of hiking and rope climbing and falling backward blindly
into the freckled arms and sweaty necks of class dorks they’d normally
spit at. Pull the rug out. Make them learn real things. Make them get it.

 
The first night we formed alliances.
Two girl
cabins and two boy cabins from our busload. Eight cabins total. We were so
freaked out by the John McFarland episode that the six of us in our cabin chose
beds without any arguing and started clucking away. How could you not want to
talk about what happened to the boy?
Celeste and I had already agreed
to try to secretly trade with other girls if we didn’t get put in the
same cabin, but we did. Our luck was good luck at Camp Evergreenshade to begin
with. She wanted the bottom bunk, and I wanted the top.
Our
no-electricity, no-running-water cabin included Celeste and me; two other girls
who were already each other’s best friends and sometimes sat at our lunch
table, Lynn L. and Lynne P.; Jennifer, a separated twin crabby without her
sister, Jessica; and Wanda, who was black, popular, and cool. The Lynn-Lynnes
took a bed together, and Wanda claimed the bottom bunk of the last bed, forcing
the lonely twin Jennifer to clamber awkwardly upward, pushing a pea-green
suitcase ahead of her.
I aimed my flashlight beam at the rafters
overhead. “Whoa.” The exposed underside of the roof twinkled with
spiderwebs, some spots thick and puffy as cotton batting.
Jennifer
squealed.
“Ewww!” the Lynn-Lynnes said.
Celeste
stuck her head out from the lower bunk, her mouth open, a pair of blue pajama
pants in her hand. “Wow.”
“There must be
hundreds,” Wanda said.
“That is so gross.”
 
“There are poisonous spiders. Brown recluses. Do you think those are
brown recluses? I’m not sleeping at all if those—”
 
“Maybe.”
Jennifer crawled down from her bunk, dragging
her suitcase. Our six flashlights’ dim circles moved around the
ceiling.
“Why aren’t there any lights in here?”
 
“Because,” Celeste said. 
“Because
why?” Lynn L. whined.
“Why?” Lynne P.
echoed.
Jennifer, standing by our bunk, propped her suitcase on her
brand-new hiking boots and looked sheepishly at Celeste. “Can I sleep
with you?”
I decided on the spot that Jennifer was a wimp and
should be forced to go back up to her bed. I bit my tongue.
“How
can they make us sleep in here?”
“With spiders!”

“With spiders!”
“Because,” Celeste said
again.
But, really, why? I wondered. Despite my persistence with the
John McFarland whispering earlier, I’d come to realize that Celeste would
tell you what you wanted to hear faster if you didn’t ask. If you could
help yourself. So I didn’t ask.
“Please,” Jennifer
whimpered. I looked at the lost twin. She might really cry. “Please can I
sleep with you?” She raised her eyebrows at Celeste.
 
“Why?” Lynne P. asked over.
“Please?”
 
Many years later I decided that women have a rather explainable aversion to
crawly things and slithering things because we’re naturally protective of
our orifices, particularly our most sacred of entrances and exits. Okay. If
truth be told I happened to be very drunk at the time, pontificating at the bar
to a group of fellow waitresses after the restaurant had closed. But think
about it: Women have a really personal, wet “in,” meant to nurture,
meant to make stuff—if a fetus or a yeast infection or endometriosis can
be called stuff—grow. A bit gross, maybe, but if you
were a cold-blooded snake or a chilly spider looking for a warm place to curl
up and possibly reproduce, what better spot than a uterus or a ribbed vaginal
wall? At Camp Evergreenshade, however, I was still sealed, so to speak. Unlike
the others, I had little natural aversion to spiders yet. Celeste, for that
matter, didn’t seem to be afraid either.
“You can sleep
with me, I guess,” Celeste answered Jennifer, looking at the small
mattress.
“That’s pathetic,” I blurted.
“Don’t let her.”
“Baby,” Wanda teased
Jennifer immediately.
Lynn L. crinkled her nose at the ceiling and
crept down from her upper bunk. “Well, I don’t want to be
by them either,” she said.
“I’m not switching with
you,” Lynne P. told her best friend. “I’m not going up
there.”
And the line between the chickens and the dingoes was
drawn.
“Do you even see any spiders?” Celeste asked.
 
I flicked my flashlight around. I couldn’t actually see any spiders,
just tons of webs. “No,” I answered loudly. Proudly. From my upper
bunk.
Lynn L. aimed her flashlight beam into a corner and moved timidly
toward its sharpening, shrinking circle. She drew in a loud breath and tripped
backward. “Ew! There’s one, there’s one, there’s one,
there’s—”
“Eeewww!” Lynne P. screeched
from her lower bunk, picking her feet up off the cabin floor.
Lynn L.
screamed too, reactionary best friend that she was, and pounced awkwardly onto
Lynne P.’s mattress. Old springs croaked, a metallic clonk sounded in the
night air of the cabin, and the Lynn-Lynne bed went down with the graceless
aplomb of a tripping, overweight diva. You would think the floor had collapsed
for the incredible noise.
Then, of course, we all screamed, scrambling
away from the crash, bumping into walls, shrieking in our girliness at the
prospect of becoming covered in spiders, perpetuating the contagion of preteen
paroxysm.
I don’t know why it is that we didn’t have a
counselor assigned to each cabin. Possibly in the years before exposure of the
Catholic Church kind, no one understood the need for direct monitoring (thank
god) of either kids or their supposed guardians and actually thought kids
learning alone amongst spiders in the Missouri quasi-wilderness was a good
idea. But with no counselor or elder in our cabin to calm us down, we tore open
the cheap plywood door and piled out into the night. Screaming bloody fucking
murder.
Poor Mr. Rahdart, the gym teacher, arrived first, running up
barefoot in a sweatshirt and boxers, a Coleman lantern bobbing in his hand. He
tore past the full six of us, the Lynn-Lynnes having survived the crash fine,
and into Spider Cabin. We watched as he picked up the toppled bunk bed and
flung around clothes and sleeping bags, shouting, “What?! What?!
What?!”
“Spiders!” Jennifer screamed. She danced a
kind of jig in the fallen leaves.
Flashlights bouncing, two college-age
women in enormous purple Camp Evergreenshade T-shirts came jogging.
 
“Spiders!” Lynne P. said breathlessly. “All over. All
over!”
“Shh! Girls!” one of the women scolded.
 
Wanda, Celeste, and I had quit screaming right away at the appearance of
Mr. Rahdart and now followed the college women toward the crash site. We
pressed ourselves into the doorway, glancing somewhat sheepishly at each other.
The women methodically combed the upright bunk mattresses with their
flashlights. Mr. Rahdart tried to raise the Lynn-Lynne bed, but it sat
crookedly, one metal leg kinked out at a sad angle.
“But all the
spiders …” Jennifer sort of moaned behind us and then squished
through our ranks in the doorway. She drew her flashlight beam in shaky
squiggles across the webs.
“Spiders eat mosquitoes,” one of
the women snapped, “not girls.”
“They were
crawling all over me,” Lynn L. half cried.
Mr. Rahdart stepped to
Lynn L. “Let me see.” He took hold of her arm. “Come
here.” His tone of voice let us know exactly how stupid we’d been.
He held the Coleman over Lynn L.’s head and squinted sourly. Then he
lowered the lantern and made her turn around.
“The spiders
don’t want anything to do with you, girls,” one of the women
repeated. “They eat mosquitoes.”
Lynne P. suddenly swiped
madly at the front of her sweater.
“They’re afraid of
you,” the other woman added. “They only want to eat bugs.
They’re good spiders.” The woman pushed a long breath out of her
nose and said to the other, “How many times do we have to give the
Charlotte lecture?”
I felt embarrassed for our wimpy
crew as I watched Celeste nonchalantly back away from us and bend to the
ground. Celeste very casually flicked at leaves, just crouching, listening,
recovering from our episode, I assumed, or so her posture would have indicated.
Then she oh-so-casually inched over behind the more condescending of the two
women.
“You girls are much bigger than those spiders,
and we let them spin in the cabins for your benefit. We decide when
too many …”
Celeste raised her arm.
 
“… spiders inhabit a dwelling …”
(A
dwelling?! The woman in her monstrous tent of a T-shirt called our
cabin a dwelling?)
“… and harmlessly remove those
that need to …”
Gently, delicately, incredibly gracefully,
Celeste lifted a dry leaf to her beautiful face and twirled it in her slender
fingers. As if to study the veining or color in the dim glow of the Coleman.
And then she pointed it toward the pontificating counselor and brushed the
hairs at the base of her thick neck. Tickle, tickle, tickle.
Choking
back a scream, the woman jumped straight into the air. She batted and slapped
behind her head. Exactly like any eleven-year-old at wilderness camp.
 
In my mind, Celeste, the legend, was born.
SOCIAL DISTORTION
FRESNO, DECEMBER
’82
Leaving, the car breaks down on Highway 99. You are
one of seven in a rotting station wagon. Tucked away in the back with your
better half, you both sing your lungs out between pulls on a wine bottle when
the car wobbles, bucks, and shoots half its drive shaft out behind its rear
tires like a massive sparking turd. Watch through the rear window as the
following two cars veer and squeal.
Applaud. Think, Good fucking
show!
TWO
I’VE DECIDED we should all get a
“do-over” in life. Just one chance to change one minute of time in
the past. If the series of events of our lives continually hinge on one
another, each decision or action being a new turn in an infinite maze of
possibilities but with no rewind, no way to go back, then I think we should all
get a do-over. Celeste and I always allowed each other do-overs when we played
badminton in her backyard if we were serving and missed the birdie altogether.
You know: a do-over. No points lost, it’s still your turn, that
sort of thing.
I’d take a do-over for telling Celeste about my
loss of virginity. And the do-over would be simple: “I am still
a virgin, Celeste. Trust me.” Or something like that. I’d continue
to deceive my best friend for the time being, maybe for another few months, or
even a few years. It isn’t that the event itself ended up being special
or particularly horrible for her, but rather that once she’d begun
sleeping with guys, she didn’t stop. I’ve always thought that she
might have waited far longer on her own. She wouldn’t have followed me.
And that’s the real gist of it: her following me.
Or me following
her.
We wouldn’t, ultimately, have gone where we did.
In
telling her what couldn’t be taken back, I think I kindled in her some
need to be free of her own virginity as soon as possible. Oh, the slippery
slope, the rolling snowball, the … the yelling of “Fire!” in
the crowded theater of her virgin-minded head. Her maidenhead.
No, we
didn’t become sluts suddenly. I guess I just think of Celeste losing her
virginity as the fissure in the dike. The crack in the dam.
 
Celeste’s story should be told chronologically, I understand, but
that mistake of mine has been on my mind of late. My daughter is nearly eleven,
the age at which Celeste and I met. My daughter has years to go, I hope, before
she loses her own virginity, but the approach of that repeat-digit age makes me
obsess about my old friend.
 I know that my being truthful to Celeste
some five plus years later, when we were both seventeen, shouldn’t have
inspired what it did in her. That under the constraints and measures of high
school, I shouldn’t blame Celeste’s behavior on myself, but, fuck,
we were each other’s best friend. I knew that when I told her
about how Jim and I had already been having sex for over a month’s worth
of afternoons, in his attic bedroom while his parents were still at work, that
she’d follow suit. How couldn’t she? We worked as a unit.
 
In the months before I told her the complete truth, we’d share
boyfriend stories after supper, on the way to school, whenever we could. As far
as Celeste knew, Jim and I fooled around only as much as she and Keith did.
Which was still plenty far. We knew each other to have given successful hand
jobs. We’d both allowed ourselves to be fingered and timidly tasted,
although neither of us had experienced orgasms under the control of any guys.
Blow jobs were long ordeals we hadn’t yet learned to relish. But I
repeatedly told her no, that penetration, that the big, real S, had
yet to occur.
Jim and I had been together longer, six weeks longer, so
it was expected that we might eventually get there, to experiencing the
ultimate union, before Celeste and Keith. But.
Somehow the first time
Jim shoved his erection into me, inside of me, it seemed like a natural
extension—as idiotic as that sounds—to what we’d already
done. His entering hurt, but not as much as I assumed it would. I would learn
down the road that Jim wasn’t particularly largely penised. (Martha
Stewart echoes in my brain: “A good thing.”)
I didn’t
let Jim move there inside of me long, however, because Celeste and I were
nothing if not well-read on the subject of sex, and I understood how
ineffective the withdrawal method could be, how potent preejaculate could be. I
told Jim to pull out. “You can ejaculate on my stomach,” I said.
Amazingly my inexperienced clinical talk didn’t deflate Jim immediately.
We used condoms and invention after that, and I was lucky. I didn’t get
pregnant by Jim.
 
 Celeste, by junior year, might be
described as having been at her unadulterated best. Her most pristine, least
practiced, divinely naive best. For years afterward, she would continue to
surpass herself in terms of in-your-face gorgeousness and sheer skill at
capture, but in eleventh grade she was simply perfect. Scrubbed and
ready.
In 1981 Kansas City, Missouri, at least at our private high
school, preppy attire was a given. Celeste lent some creativity to the basic
uniform, however. I attempted to follow suit. We didn’t actually wear
uniforms, but you did want to fit in. Oxfords, khakis, Polos, a few rigorously
scrutinized labels of jeans, Izods (incontesté!), certain
preapproved sweaters, bone-button coats, ski tags on down jackets, loafers,
duck boots. You get the idea. Vail or Breckenridge between Christmas and New
Year’s. Show the ex-change students how to make a s’more. Yes, that
bad.
But Celeste collected ski tags without ever having been to
Colorado and by January wore ten on a cord around her neck. She cut off the
too-long bottoms of her father’s old oxfords and hemmed them into some
retro version of Jackie meets Audrey. She altered her preapproved jeans into
cigarette-thin, ass-hugging,
drag-your-tongue-if-you’re-male-and-you-breathe versions that only she
could get away with. If our school’s uniform were the nap of a dog,
Celeste would rub it at ninety degrees. Not all the way backward, but enough to
make the watcher wonder what she was doing.
In 1981, she wore her hair
long. We all did. Celeste’s hair might not be said to have been her best
feature, but it was a mild, light brown, highlighted blond in summer, always
thick and wavy in a way none of us yet understood how to achieve, in that way
that screamed sensuality when you grew up some: beaches in Italy, hair hanging
in clumped saltwater locks. Hot, tangled nights in Asia, anywhere in Asia with
mosquito netting and no air-conditioning, hair damp against a temple, twirled
around a neck like vines.
You couldn’t miss Celeste’s eyes,
their green-gold color alive with the notes of new leaves and lizards and lucky
bamboo, rimmed in fat dark lashes and topped with finely arched brows. Her
pupils always looked larger than normal, and it seems ridiculously appropriate
now when I read in Cosmopolitan or some other magazine in the checkout
line that dilated pupils indicate the interest of a viewer, of the owner of the
pupils, interest of all kinds. Figure yourself about to get lucky if
you’re a man staring into the dilated pupils of an objectified woman of
desire; she likes you back.
Celeste’s eyes were wide-set but not
too, and tilted to a degree that would make any woman jealous. Her irises
changed color daily, much to the entertainment of the many males at Country
Club Plaza High School. Later her eyes would mutate with the wisdom of
experience, but then, in 1981, they were spectacular-spectacular, clear, the
whites white, the blinking of them a code of intelligence, of an open
mind.
She was my best friend.
Her nose revealed nothing of her
Hebrew heritage. Instead hers was all Hebe. A most perfect nose. Symmetrical,
slim, a whisper of an upturn.
I shouldn’t bypass the ears,
gentle-lobed shells, their position just slightly high on her head; they
provided the added impression of sagacity, a kind of fairy wisdom minus the
pointed protuberance of those ears you see sometimes of the furry, fleshy,
indelicate kind of smart folks, prone to overgrowth.
Her teeth lined up
straight and white and pleasing as possible. One eyetooth slightly crooked to
add character. A small mole directly beneath the corner of her right eye,
gracing the ideal pitch of her cheek. A chicken pox scar on her long and lithe
neck where it met her jawline. Pale freckles in summer, fading into fall.
 
And then, now, the mouth. Her mouth. Celeste’s mouth. I’ve
often wondered if some kind of health concern came into play, some wayward
blood disorder or vitamin deficiency. Her lips never needed lipstick they were
so berry-stained, so perfectly dark and ripe against the far paler, even skin
of her classic chin. (She carried no butter fat beneath her jawbone either, her
profile sweet and lifted.) Celeste’s mouth would knock out the knees of
many a man. Of any man she would choose to have. Her lips were full and rounded
and smooth and Cupid-bowed just a little on top. A sculptor could only be so
lucky as to find Celeste’s mouth there in the marble, alive, her lips
curving exactly where a man would want them to curve, would want them to
give.
Best still—or worst still, if you happened to be her
slighter and shorter best friend—was Celeste’s body. Beyond its
extraordinary length of limb, its perfect distribution of muscle and bone, of
glistening skin, it was the way she used her body that gave it dimension.
Elegance and strength and line. But I think that I’ll wait to play out
that telling; I’ll dole it out in the true spirit of the making of the
myth. Suffice it to say for now that Celeste was two inches taller than I
was.
 
We had run out in our track cleats to the
music-pumping ice- cream truck in the street slowly trolling for kids and were
walking back onto school grounds.
“So have you guys done it
yet?” she asked again, the same as always.
I still cannot imagine
why I couldn’t lie that day, why I couldn’t say the same, single,
solitary two-letter word I had for weeks. “Well …” I hedged
instead. And it was all over. I’d given Celeste one second and another
word, a new word, a stupid, stupid “well,” and she knew. She
knew.
“You’re kidding.” She looked at me,
not wanting to believe yet. “You’re kidding, right?” She held
a red-white-and-blue Bomb Pop in her hand; I watched it tilt slowly away from
her body like an unaccepted corsage. I didn’t budge, didn’t smile
or wave her off. “When?” she asked almost meekly.
“A
while ago.” I had no defense. I looked down at my cheap ice-cream cone.
It had a flat side to it, like a head deformed by some kind of violent
accident. And not nearly enough nuts. The ice-cream head was almost bald.
“The first week in April.” I took a bite.
Celeste’s
Bomb Pop dripped onto her shorts, but she didn’t notice. We stopped in
the grass on the far edge of the shot-put field. “What … how did
it …” Her voice trailed off. Another drop slipped from the phallic
tip of her popsicle, glancing off her bare leg. This time she noticed and wiped
at her thigh. “What was it like?” she asked, her eyes full of
questions and betrayal. She was a smart girl.
“Okay,” I
answered.
“Did it hurt?”
“Not too bad.”
She wanted to ask me why I’d withheld, why I’d lied, I could tell,
but she didn’t. Not there, not then, not at that age yet. Direct
confrontation didn’t yet factor into our relationship much, and
we’d had little need to practice it. I wanted to give her something more,
I suppose, so I added, “It’s fun.”
“It’s
fun?” She looked so confused.
I swear that I only wanted to
defuse the situation, move the spotlight off my lie. “It is. It’s
fun.”
“So it feels good?”
“Not
at first.” I searched around for an immediate simile. “Like, you
know, like running or something. At first you’re sore and you get
blisters—”
“You got blisters?”
 
“No. I mean, it’s not great to start, but if you get into it
after a while, it can feel good.”
“Like ‘with
yourself’ good?” she asked, trying to hide an obvious
incredulousness. Masturbation was not the most comfortable of conversations,
did not yet rear its common head, so to speak, in every women’s magazine
in the early eighties. Neither the world wide web nor TV sex talk shows existed
yet. The fact that Celeste and I admitted to each other that one could please
oneself and not grow black palm hair or go blind was itself an accomplishment.
Our masculine track coach, Ms. Harlice (Hard Lice, Hard Face, Lice
Face—take your pick) would have assigned extra laps had she heard us talk
about such unacceptable things. And drooled all the while.
Like
“with yourself” good? “Ah.” I sidestepped.
“Different, but good.” How could I find the guts to tell her then,
there, that it’d be up to her, always, the rest of her life, to get off?
Or, at the very least, to teach the guy what to do. Maybe I should have. 
 
“How ‘different’?” she asked. “What do you
mean?” A look fluttered across Celeste’s face, and she tacked on,
“How long have you and Jim been going all the way?” She
laid the wet Bomb Pop across her stained tongue.
“Since
April,” I repeated, muttering. “I said that already.”
 
“What was it … How did you … What do you use for birth
control? Why didn’t you tell me?”
I have no idea why
I’d never told her. Jim’s and my screwing had seemed private at the
time, but beyond that I think I must have been embarrassed. And then when
Celeste hadn’t noticed the next day at school, it got easier by the week
to pretend that what Jim and I did in his attic bedroom wasn’t all that
significant in terms of the overall picture. Fooling around. Sticking a penis
in a vagina, big deal. “Rubbers,” I managed.
 
“Yuck,” Celeste said, her nose crinkling. I couldn’t
blame her. Rubbers were gross; I wanted to go on the pill. Half the
time Jim asked me to use my hand anyway after he’d pushed into me a few
times. “What do you do with them afterward?” Celeste asked.
“Do they slip off?”
What was she talking about?
“What?” Spinning once, I winged my ice-cream cone away like a
discus. It landed, cone up, heavy head down, in a corner of the field.
 
“With the rubbers. Couldn’t Jim’s mother find
them?”
I had never thought about what Jim did with the rubbers,
actually. From day one Celeste had done that to me, had made me think of stuff
I never, ever would have on my own. “I guess he flushes them down the
toilet?” Now I knew that this would probably be the wrong answer, because
we all lived in extraordinarily old, showy houses, the kind with columns and
stone, slate and ivy, and their plumbing systems were constant sources of
irritation for all of our parents, for entire blocks, neighborhood suits
erupting from central-plumbing-line disputes. Every girl in our neighborhood
knew not to flush tampons, as eventually they would be churned up and spit out
onto the sidewalk by the Roto-Rooter man like so many drowned and bloodied
white mice.
Duh. Of course you couldn’t flush a rubber, a clog
waiting to happen. I could just imagine the scene as the nervous words left my
mouth: Jim’s mother, arms folded and foot tapping, standing next to the
Roto-Rooter man, watching the dirty gunk of plumbing water get pumped out onto
her front yard when a bloated condom flopped out into the grass, swollen and
stinking like a dead fish. No, make that two condoms, once three. We were
teenagers, after all. “Oh, Mary, mother of god,” she would say,
clutching at the gold chain around her throat. “Jimmy!” she would
scream. “I never want to see that girl in this house
again!”
“Maybe he sneaks them into somebody else’s
trash,” I told Celeste quickly. “I don’t know.”
 
“I would think you’d wanna make sure …” Celeste
said, her voice small. We started walking again. Celeste ditched her Bomb Pop
in the long-jump sandpit before Lice Face could catch us. Pretending to train
long distance, Celeste and I managed to nab the ice-cream man most days of the
school week. Now the few bites of my cone weighed in my stomach like lead.
I’d made a mistake.
“We need to run,” I said, looking
around, anywhere but in Celeste’s eyes.
“Yeah,” she
said. And that was that.
 
Of course Celeste felt the
need to catch up. Ketchup. We said that, said, “Ketchup,” to each
other tagging down the hallways or dragging feet in gym class. The guy
she’d been seeing, Keith, played water polo, pole-vaulted, and was a year
older. A senior. And being the local winner of the school beauty, he’d
been knockin’ on Celeste’s door for a while.
Celeste
picked Keith for the occasion, I believe, because he happened to be in the
right place at the right time. Had I not given up to Celeste the fact that Jim
and I were screwing regularly, Keith, like all the boys who had come before,
would have gone down blue-balled, unsuccessful in his efforts to break a girl
like one might a horse.
I’d created a monstrosity of the gravest,
most unfixable kind in forcing Celeste to do what—at least in my
mind—she shouldn’t have done just yet. To learn the ways of the
world. To open up her inside. Hook her legs over a pair of water-polo shoulders
and let the boy go at it.
Oh, she should have waited years.
 
Heroin makes you sick the first try. Cigarette smoking too if you’re
lucky. But if you’re not lucky, and you develop a taste, if you’re
one who senses that cocaine gets better with time, or you’re one who
jumps out of a plane and becomes an adrenaline junky, or you’re one who
loves the feel of grease melting over your tongue in the form of pecan pie or
thick clam chowder or a fat porterhouse or just plain ol’ Doritos by the
bagful, and you want to repeat the same comfort and recognizable surprise of
that first go, that first indulgence, and yet with each succeeding bite the
small hope of true satisfaction slides farther away, then you understand
Celeste, at least a little.
 
After her first fuck, she
went looking for a better boy. She always went looking after that.
 
IGGY POP
SAN
FRANCISCO, NOVEMBER ’83
You’ve
been told it’s an underground show. Think mole. Think basements. Grab her
hand and squeeze into the black place tight as an anus. Wear your gear.
 
The house music blasts old Stooges and runs a looped tape of the Three
other ones smashing heads with frying pans, poking eyes, taking rake handles to
the face. Stand around and wait and wait. Wait to hear, “I Wanna Be Your
Dog.”
Find ways to occupy the time. You are resourceful now.
Sit and pick the letter I out of the middle of the large scab on your right
knee, hard as beef jerky. Smoke a putrid Gauloises, the strongest cigarette you
can find. Pick out a G from the scab on your left knee. Do not flinch. It does
not even occur to you to flinch. Invert the G for her to read when you stand
despite the fact that your handiwork is illegible. Tell the others who ask that
the scabs are rug burns from concrete, from sucking on your new boy last week
between cars at the 7-Eleven.
Look around for your new boy and find
that he is nowhere.
There is no sound check.
There is no
band.
There is no show.
There is a riot instead.
 
The battering begins.
You see him finally. Your new
boy—the one you have watched pierce his own cheek with a colossal safety
pin meant for diapers—dips and bobbles in the center of the creature that
sprouts arms and legs. The it, the riot, the monster, consumes other boys,
pulls them in from the margins, the marginal boys, like a ravenous cancer. They
don’t even know they have been taken until they cannot escape. Think
Invasion of the Body Snatchers. Think you see your new boy eaten.
Chewed and swallowed.
Decide you must save him. Know the mistake of
your decision before your first step.
THREE
 I
DON’T REMEMBER getting more than four hours
of sleep that first chilly night at Camp Evergreenshade. All six of us had
managed to squish into the two remaining bunks, as the Lynn-Lynne bed was a
goner. I woke up with Celeste’s hair in my face, the two of us curled
into each other as neatly as boiled shrimp. Celeste smelled like Breck shampoo
and the peanuts she’d eaten on the bus the day before. You could see your
breath.
 We were giddy and giggly at breakfast in the big common
hall, fawning stupidly over the young blond counselor we decided looked exactly
like Robert Redford in The Sting. Having been united as a force to be
reckoned with as a result of backing Celeste’s bad behavior with the leaf
the night before, every last one of us from our cabin, even black Wanda,
bumping elbows and huddling over the table, said that we would marry the blond
counselor. We nicknamed him Bobby Bedford. “I’d marry Bobby Bedford
tomorrow,” Lynne P. said.
“I’d marry Bobby Bedford at
lunch,” I said.
“No, no,” Celeste said, touching our
wrists and arms. “Bobby Bedford at brunch!”
The
conversation took the usual tangential who-could-you-marry? path, this time
musical. I decided I could marry Michael Jackson, Roger Daltrey, or possibly
one of the Earth, Wind and Fire guys, but not the one with the big teeth. The
Lynn-Lynnes both went in for any of the Styx band members. The lonely twin
Jennifer opted for Andy Gibb.
 “Robert Redford,” Celeste
said.
“But who else,” Lynn L. demanded, shoveling
scrambled eggs into her mouth.
“Who else?” I asked more
nicely. If we pushed we’d get nowhere.
Celeste drank her milk and
then said, “James Dean.”
“Who?” Jennifer
asked.
 “Who’s that?” the Lynn-Lynnes wanted to
know.
I knew only because Mr. Diamond, Celeste’s dad, had a
framed promotional photo of the cast of Giant in his study. Mr.
Diamond had a crush on Elizabeth Taylor. “He’s a dead movie
star,” I got to say on Celeste’s behalf.
“He was so
handsome,” Celeste said dreamily.
“He’s
dead?”
“If he’s dead, dead doesn’t
count.”
“Celeste says John McFaaaarland. She likes
missing-butt men.”
“Missing buttmen!”
 
“Missing buttmen!” We laughed and I actually
shot a hunk of eggs out of my nose, which, of course, made us all spit up food
and milk into our trays and laugh like girls crazed, in that way that makes you
think when you’re not one of the group that they must all be laughing
uproariously at you. Buckling over, faces contorted, stomping feet
beneath the table. That way. My nose burned. Somebody burped really loudly. By
now we were solidly bonded. (I’ve looked some of those girls up the last
few years. Wanda and I exchange Christmas cards. She’s a French teacher
in D.C.)
We got scolded by Mr. Rahdart, unfortunately, not by Bobby
Bedford. We were becoming The Bad Girls. We couldn’t have been happier
about it.
 
The woodlands, if you can call them that,
are inimitable in central Missouri. They’re stringy-thick and raggedy,
sort of—like rednecks, messy-haired and gape-toothed and poisonous.
They’re full of stragglers and hangers-on, weird undergrowth and low,
flat caves, bark-shedding trees and patchy-furred rodents.
Precisely
because of this, the central Missouri woods are not a place many well-to-do
parents of the well-to-do areas of Kansas City would have their children
partake in life-impacting events. If parents had been allowed to come along to
Camp Evergreenshade, very few children would have remained behind the next
day.
Ticks. Lots of ticks. Snakes. Questionable building structures,
including the dining hall, the cabins, the docks, the equipment huts. Mildew.
Crumbling paths, disintegrating rappeling cliffs, collapsing wells. Poisonous
spiders. Mosquitoes. Fleas. Mice. Rabid squirrels. Rabid raccoons. Rabid bats.
In the caves. Where children spelunked.
That first full day consisted
of hiking and hiking and trudging and hiking. We were supposed to be looking
for and journaling specific types of flora and fauna, and being the
preprogrammed overachievers that we were, we actually tried. Our regular class
teachers weren’t even at Camp Evergreenshade, so our behavior may or may
not have ever been reported back to the powers that be, but we thought that we
should try. Well, we tried for a while.
Lynn L. got cut out into
another hiking group, and Jennifer was accidentally reunited with her twin
Jessica for the day, but the rest of us remained intact, joined by five boys.
Oh, the boys.
I can only remember two of their names anymore, largely
because—beyond the obvious reason I’m getting to—those two
boys continued to grow ever more popular and good-looking over the spread of
the junior high and high school years. William Hirsch and Josh Bonn. The two of
them would end up hanging out with a third guy who transferred over in the
tenth grade, who everybody weirdly called Gunther, even though it wasn’t
his name.
But at sixth-grade wilderness camp, these two, William and
Josh, were the cutest and bravest and funniest and smartest, and Celeste and I
fell all over each other whispering and scheming, our brains tingling with the
information Celeste’s sisters, Diana and Rachel, had imparted to us:
Boys’ penises got hard. They didn’t just actually droop
there all the time, like when your dad was peeing. Diana and Rachel had had to
draw Celeste and me pictures of coitus; we just couldn’t understand how a
penis, hanging downward, would fit into a vagina tilting upward.
In
Rachel’s room at the Diamond house, Celeste was the first to go get a
notebook and a pencil. We gathered around on Rachel’s big double bed.
Celeste drew a penis in the shape of a J. “Like this?” she asked
plainly, looking up at her sisters.
 I desperately wanted to know and
chewed on my tongue, glancing from the paper to the pretty faces of Diana and
Rachel. I didn’t really understand how a body part could go from soft to
hard. I mean, I could flex my bicep, and it got a bit harder, but it took some
effort. Did boys’ penises become hard because they flexed them hard? It
seemed like a lot of work. 
 “No!” Rachel laughed, looking
at Celeste’s drawing.
 Diana laughed too and dragged the notebook
on the bedspread toward her. “But it’s a good guess, I guess.
Here.” Diana, a bit of an artist, took her time portraying the erect male
genitalia while explaining the difference between flaccid and excited. Her
drawing was very careful. Shaded. She drew pubic hair for us; she drew veins;
she delineated the spongy, blood-filled columns that comprised your
garden-variety erection.
 “It looks like a mushroom,”
Celeste said bluntly.
It did. What Diana had drawn looked, more or
less, like a long-stemmed mushroom. I wanted to back up my friend. “It
does,” I said.
Diana and Rachel laughed again. Laughed knowingly,
which is irritating as hell when you’re out of the know. Celeste and I
tried to be patient.
 “That’s kinda right,” Rachel
said, studying Diana’s sketch. “A hungry mushroom,” she
added, and both of them cracked up.
Eventually Celeste and I got the
whole story, the more-or-less story. The technical, clinical, unfathomable
explanation of the opposite sex’s plumbing and how guys used it. At the
time you could have told me that a boy grew a three-fingered prong out of his
penis to impregnate a woman—you could have carefully rendered an exact
replica of one on paper—and I wouldn’t have been more surprised.
The mind reels. Remember? You think about the weirdness of your grandparents
humping to create your mom, your baby brother’s baby penis floating in
the bathtub and what that little floating nub of flesh would eventually do to
grown women. Ew. So Celeste and I had tried to become adjusted over the past
week to how the male body announced itself to women’s bodies: ta-da!

Out on our wilderness hike, journals and “floor-funna” lists in
hand, we scanned the ground for leaves to match up with the pictures on the
list, wrote brief descriptions of the leaves and the trees from which they
came, and looked for birds in the half-bare branches. And we were supposed to
note any and all wildlife we encountered. We were actually told that.
“Note any and all wildlife you encounter.” In our hiking
group’s case, these instructions were provided by none other than the
second T-shirt-tent-wearing college woman, the one Celeste hadn’t scared.
Even so, this one was obviously not too receptive to our remaining group of
girls, and stuck largely to overseeing the boys. Her name was Janet, and Janet
attended college in Lawrence, Kansas, studying something in some department
that we didn’t care about or listen to.
“Look,” Janet
said, pointing, her hand on the shoulder of one of the boys, directing his
bored gaze up to the treetops. “See the bird? What sort of bird is
that?”
We started making fun of Janet almost immediately.
 
“Look,” Celeste said, pointing at the dirt path, snaking her
arm around my waist. “What sort of ground is that?”
 
“Look,” I responded, pointing at her hiking boot. “What
sort of poo is that?”
We still had Wanda and Lynne P. with us,
and while the morning hike puttered out in the woods, the conversation gained
momentum. Eventually we all just sat down in a small clearing. Janet decided to
try to regain control. “A good idea. Let’s all take a rest.”
She shoved around some logs and brushed off the tops of stumps.
“Yes,” she added. “Let’s all sit for a
while.”
How could you not make fun? How could you not laugh? By
this point, the boys, at least the confident, cute boys, William and Josh, had
started to infiltrate us girls, and we let them. We gave them encouragement.
Lynne P. “accidentally” poked Josh in his thigh with a stick.
Celeste boldly asked William how many birds he’d written down in his
notebook. I watched William crack his notebook halfway and hold it there rather
than speaking, forcing Celeste to inch down the log she sat on and lean in
closer to him to look.
I asked the boy nearest to me at the moment, one
whose name I no longer remember, the same question. “How many birds do
you have?”
 “Two,” he said dully.
I decided
to go for Josh, as Celeste had obviously cornered the market on William in a
matter of seconds. Lynne P. would recover.
“Now,” Janet
said, brushing her hands on her jeans. “How many of you have found all
the types of trees on your list?” Janet had some kind of seedpod or piece
of bark stuck in her frizzed hair.
I picked up a black acorn and threw
it at Josh, then pretended I’d done no such thing. Janet hadn’t
seemed to notice. Nobody raised a hand about identifying all the trees.
 
“Nobody?” Janet plaintively searched our faces as we lowered
our gazes one by one into the almost empty pages of our journals.
 
Something hit my collarbone. An acorn fell onto my drawing of a nondescript
branch. I looked up to see Josh studying his fingernails. My heart raced.
 
“They’re all here. You should have been able to spot all of the
different types of trees at this point.” Janet bent from her stump seat
to the ground and retrieved a leaf. A plain leaf in a plain leaf shape.
“Now, let’s take a look at this leaf. William?”
We
raised our heads to look at William. How would he be clever? How much of a
smart-ass could he be and get away with it?
“Ah,” he said.
He suddenly took a professorial pose and rubbed an imaginary beard.
“It’s a leaf,” he proclaimed haughtily.
We laughed.
Of course we laughed. Who cared what kind of leaf it was? All for one and one
for all. What would they do? Fail us in Introduction to the Leaf?
 
Another acorn hit my shoulder. Butterflies beat inside my chest. Josh was
so cute. I bent over to pick up a small rock by my boot.
 
“Well, silly, we know it’s a leaf.” Janet smiled
sweetly at William.
Oh, my god! Janet the counselor had a crush on a
twelve-year-old boy. I looked quickly at Celeste, who gave me the same look
back. I know! Can you believe it?!
William blushed then. We
all stared at Janet, who, as if realizing the error and transparency of her
words, blushed as well. And, oh, if her blush wasn’t fuel to the fire, I
don’t know what could have been. We ran with it.
“Miss
Janet calls William ‘silly,’” Wanda started in an
exaggerated black voice that meant at the very same time, I dare you,
Janet, to call me on what I just said or how I said it, because I know how to
get you fired faster than we’re about ready to eat you alive.
 
Josh and another boy ooohed.
Lynne P. repeated,
“‘Silly!’” She looked straight at Janet.
 
The sharks had bumped their prey. Tenderizing. I took the opportunity to
throw the little rock at Josh. I’d intended to just sort of fling it his
direction, but in my haste I threw it harder than I’d meant. Not even
close to a smooth river stone, the rock drilled Josh right above his
temple.
“Shit! Ow!” he yelled, his hand darting to his
head. He glared at me then, and I knew I’d screwed up. Everyone turned
from Janet to Josh.
I’m sorry, I mouthed.
 
He frowned, pulling his hand away and looking at what were actually already
bloody fingers. Oh, shit, had I messed up. Josh’s head now blossomed an
abstract red rose, a sloppy Jackson Pollock.
Quick as a wink, cute as a
button, Janet bolted to Josh’s side. “Let me see,” she nearly
cooed, pulling at the hand Josh was holding over his wound, on his owie.
“Let me see.”
“God!” Josh balked.
Now
Janet cut the crap. She grabbed Josh’s wrist and directed,
“Don’t. Stop it.” All of a sudden she looked strong. She
pulled his hand away, bunched her brow, then put his hand back. She knelt at
the fallen log seat and snapped her fingers behind her back. “Gimme my
pack,” she demanded of no one specifically.
Celeste stood, picked
up Janet’s backpack, and carried it over to the disaster of my doing.
Celeste bent at the waist and looked at Josh. “Let me see,” she
said, and Josh took his hand away as if hypnotized. She bent nearer.
“It’s not so bad,” she said.
Déjà vu!
Where’d I heard that before? Duh-hay. Less than twenty-four hours ago?
Celeste Nightingale Diamond to the rescue. Despite the fact that I felt nearly
frozen with the fear of what I’d done to cute Josh, I could not, would
not let this happen. She already had William. I stood up and crunched through
the leaves to stand next to my best friend. Josh’s fingertips, back on
his head, were glazed with blood.
Janet rummaged in her backpack,
talking into the mouth of it. “I have a first-aid kit in here.
We’re fine, we’re fine.” She pulled out a white metal box
with a red cross on the lid. “Here,” she said, opening the box. An
ancient-looking roll of yellowed gauze half crumbled as she extracted a tongue
depressor from the box’s center.
“My dad has one of those
from the war,” Lynne P. piped up, moving in.
“We have a box
like that in the basement,” one of the other guys said, standing.
Everybody else followed and surrounded Josh.
“Damn. We need to
clean the wound,” Janet said.
“Which war?” another
guy asked.
“It wouldn’ta been white. The box would be
green.”
“Same diff,” Lynne P. said
snidely.
“No, it’s not,” the boy
retorted.
“Where? Wha—” Janet fumbled with old metal
tubes of ointment. “Jesus.” She set the first-aid kit on the ground
and stood up. Janet took off her down vest and then her flannel shirt and then
her purple Camp Evergreenshade T-shirt! Eyebrows raised; mouths opened like
airplane hangars. Wide enough for hundreds of flies to come and go at will.
What was she doing? Copying Mr. Rahdart? Did adults just get naked at camp?
Janet had a beige bra on and really good boobs and a pretty flat stomach. I
realized then that she must look a lot better naked than in clothes. I wondered
when that would be the case with me, if ever.
Janet covered up fast
again with her flannel shirt and then stuck the hem of the big T in her mouth.
Josh’s head kept bleeding, and his face now looked more gray-white than
flesh-colored. My vision went sort of swirly; I felt bizarre, out there in the
woods, watching a stranger take off her clothes and a cute boy I liked bleed
from getting hit with a rock that I had just thrown at him. Janet started
ripping. Oh. She folded up a square of the T-shirt fabric and wiped at
Josh’s head. “Somebody get the thermos,” Janet directed.

Three of us went for the backpack. We understood now. We could make sense
of what Janet was doing.
“Open it. Take off the lid.”
 
William unscrewed the thermos lid.
“Here. Pour water on
this.” She took the cloth away from Josh’s smeary head.
 
William overreacted and sloshed out a big spill, the water darkening
Janet’s jeans.
Janet wiped at Josh’s wound with the wet
cloth while he frowned. We could see the damage now. It wasn’t bad at
all, just a tiny cut, but a real gusher. A bleeder. One of the other boys
actually honked out an ugly laugh. “That’s it?” he said.

“What?” Josh said, looking around at us from his log seat.

“It’s nothing,” one of the other boys said, one with
braces and glasses, the one with the matching antique first-aid kit in his
basement.
Celeste smiled. “I told you so.”
Josh and
I sighed at the same time, I noticed. I thought he might have noticed,
too.
Janet dug through the ointment tubes again. “I doubt
you’ll need stitches, maybe one at most, but we should go back to the
nurse to make sure.” She didn’t seem to find what she wanted. She
tore a long strip from her T-shirt this time and tied it around Josh’s
head. As the color came back to his cheeks, I thought how ruggedly handsome
Josh looked.
“Looks good,” William announced.
The
braces-and-glasses boy turned away and found his journal. “I’m so
sure,” he said.
 
Ultimately the hike
couldn’t have turned out better—the perfect addition to The Bad
Girls’ growing reputation. And this time it was me. It was me!
On the trudge back Josh forgave me, sort of, by making fun of my pitching arm,
and then William joined in, as did all the girls.
Janet ended up being
kind of okay too. Wanda got her to tear us all T-shirt head strips, except for
two of the other boys who didn’t want one. We straggled theatrically into
the main camp, limping, tripping, crawling, and groaning as loudly as we could,
a bunch of rowdy veterans, our purple bandages the signifiers of untold trials
and tribulations in the true wilderness, a wilderness of makeshift first aid
and quick thinking.
By suppertime in the common hall, everyone knew
about what had happened, although the story had mutated as fast as any story
could through a grapevine of excitable sixth-graders away from home. Josh had
been dealt a gushing blow, a huge dent in his forehead that bled for over an
hour. Janet was the cool slutty savior counselor every boy now hoped to catch a
glimpse of in the showers. I had a fastball to rival any guy’s, and
better still, two new nicknames: Lisa Smith-and-Wesson, or just Colt.
 
 
I suppose sixth-grade camp is the first place where you
really get a taste of adulthood bigger than that swallow of beer at Grandma and
Grandpa’s on Sunday. Unfortunately the taste involves forced singing en
masse, dancing of both the square and disco kind, archery and human
chessboards, rope ladders, cold, wind, dirt, fire, bad morning breath, armpits
just starting to stink, glimpses of unfamiliar flesh, and maybe failure on a
truly personal level, maybe throwing up, maybe refusal and maybe betrayal,
maybe stitches, maybe a lip burn from a marshmallow on the end of a roasting
stick that ends up looking exactly like a cold sore, maybe chiggers, maybe
athlete’s foot, maybe success, maybe new popularity, maybe a first
kiss.
They took great strides at Camp Evergreenshade to keep the boys
separated from the girls when not contained or overseen. Or so we were led to
believe. Celeste somehow decided, though, that the counselors and Mr. Rahdart
and the assistant directors and the nurse—well, all of the adults,
actually—just crashed out because they were so tired after dealing with
us kids for the whole day. She said it’d be easy to go hang out with the
boys if we wanted to. And we wanted to.
William and Josh put us up to
it on night three. Celeste reassured us. Our girls’ cabin was supposed to
meet their boys’ cabin out in the boathouse, a dingy unused structure,
for a game of Spin the Bottle and then (then!) Truth or Dare. Such
elaborate scheming.
The six of us—even Jennifer, stretching her
newly independent twin wings—agreed nervously. At eleven o’clock.
In the boathouse. My god, it’s a bad movie, isn’t it? But then
again nearly everything from adolescence takes on those sorts of silly
proportions: “in Jamie Johnson’s basement, at midnight, in the
laundry room”; “on the deck of Kiki’s boat with her dad below
deck!”; “on top of the park jungle gym—I have no idea what
time, but it was really dark and I almost fell off!!”; “in the
boathouse at eleven o’clock.”
And, oh, the best-laid
plans.
Eleven o’clock seemed aeons away. What could we wear? It
wasn’t as though any of us had really packed for the event.
We
didn’t really disprove many stereotypes either. A lot of squealing all
around. Lots of rolling on bunk beds and thrumming heels on mattresses and just
dying. The anticipation was enough to bring on a full pileup on the brand-new
Lynn-Lynne lower bunk.
“Show me again,” Lynne P. said to
Celeste when we’d unpiled.
Celeste raised her forearm to her
mouth and kissed it.
Lynne P. and Lynn L. scooted in, their noses
pressed to some invisible candy store window. They watched Celeste’s
mouth intently. I’d already practiced, having carefully studied Rachel
and Diana kissing their own arms. Jennifer brushed and brushed and brushed her
hair, looking nervous. Wanda laughed and played solitaire on her upper bunk;
she claimed to have been kissing a boy from her church confirmation class for
over three weeks. We didn’t even think about the spiders anymore.
 
Nobody wanted to kiss the boy with glasses and braces.
“What
if his braces cut my lips?” Lynn L. asked.
“They
won’t,” Wanda said.
“You wouldn’t be kissing
his teeth anyway,” I assured her. “You’d just have to kiss
his lips.”
“Maybe he’ll take off his glasses,”
Jennifer offered.
“Ick,” Lynne P. said. “I really
don’t want to get him.”
I didn’t either. “Maybe
he looks better without his glasses,” I said, thinking that there was no
way I’d get anybody but Josh, Josh, Josh.…
 
“He’ll be cute,” Celeste proffered.
 
“Who?”
Celeste said the glasses guy’s name.
“He will, in high school, when he gets his braces off and maybe some new
glasses.”
“No way!” I hollered, and flopped onto the
Lynn-Lynne bed again.
“Yes way,” Celeste said, and sat on
me.
“No way,” I squeezed out. “No way!”
 
Big pileup.
 
I was voted to be first out. The
scout. “I think Colt should be the scout,” was exactly what Celeste
had said.
“Me?” I asked, secretly and immediately proud of
the nomination.
“I agree,” Wanda said solemnly.
 
I’m sure I beamed. “Yeah?”
“All those in
favor of Colt being the scout,” Celeste said, “say
‘aye.’”
There were no dissenters.
Out our
door, I humped along the walkway like a possum. I crouched to avoid the windows
of the two cabins I passed, another girls’ and another boys’. I
made it to the end of the row and stopped, surveying the clearing, the lush
lawn leading toward the communal hall, the showers, and the adult residencies.
Just as Celeste had predicted, I didn’t hear any adult voices or see any
sign of them. I hunkered at the edge of Our Boys’ cabin, the one our
amours usually slept in, but they had already departed as planned. Oh, the
thought of the warm and foreign smells of their sleeping bags! I thought about
going inside for a second and trying to find Josh’s bunk. I would bury my
face in his duffel. I would lie flat on his mattress and drape the musty, dirty
leg of a pair of his blue jeans over my eyes and nose and mouth and
inhale.
Mad dash across the green. Dart around the showers,
somebody’s in there, down onto the rocks, ow, stubbed my toe in my best
pair of worn-out Tretorns, scamper like a fawn onto the path to the boathouse
onto the deck, knock on the door tap tap no louder than a mouse. Come on,
louder, you’re Colt with the aim, with the arm. You’re Colt the
scout. Knock, knock.
It was William who answered. “Hi,” he
said. “Where’s the rest?” He looked right past me, and in
that brief moment, the starter spore lodged itself under a rib of mine, the
future rampant malignancy of “Shouldn’t I, alone, be
enough?” I hardly recognized it then, at that moment of my scouting
debut, but that vapid, empty desire to be the one to which all eyes turned
would proliferate through high school and beyond.
 
“They—we’re coming,” I said. “I’m the
scout.”
William let out a laugh I couldn’t quite interpret.
“Damn.” He chuckled, sounding for all the world like a complete
grown-up, one who at the moment was making me feel infinitely young and
uncertain. I’ve decided since then that William’s laugh revealed
him to be the real stuff: adult flesh and blood. A man in boy’s clothing.
I’m sure on some gut level I felt hormonally underprepared for the
late-night adventure to come, underdeveloped in the way where faking tits with
toilet paper in a trainer bra just wouldn’t cut it—couldn’t
even touch it. I was still just a kid. But I didn’t care. “Go get
them then,” he said.
“Duh,” I snapped. “We had
to know if you were gonna fake us out.”
“Duh,” he
snapped back. “As if, like we’d really tell you to come
here and then not show up. You’re the ones who’d be chickening
out.”
“Well, I’m here, aren’t I?” And I
was there. The scout.
William made a puffing noise through his lips and
rolled his eyes, then retreated away from the door and into the darkness of the
boathouse. “Hurry up,” somebody hissed from the dank black.
 
I crabbed my way back to our cabin. “It’s clear,” I said
breathlessly to the rest. “Let’s go. Follow me.”
 
“Are they there?” Lynn L. wanted to know.
“Yes.
They said to hurry. Hurry up.”
As a group we were definitely
louder. I arm-gestured and we galumphed ahead, girly elephants tiptoeing
through wilderness camp on our way to a few innocent games of Spin the Bottle
and Truth or Dare. I knocked again on the door of the boathouse. It creaked
open. William stood behind it and ushered us in.
Water slapped the
undersides of unseen stuff, wood and foam things, and made a sloppy sucking and
sloshing sound in the corner somewhere. We girls couldn’t see at all; our
eyes hadn’t adjusted. A flash of a match and then another one exposed the
faces of the boys sitting on the floor arranged in a tight half oval. Josh
stood up and held his flame out to William, who lit a cigarette, and the
boathouse filled with the distinct smell of Salem menthol tobacco, the same
cigarette my father smoked well into his fifties.
We girls teetered
some in the dark, trying to find our balance, crowded together in anticipation.
In unspoken fervor.
“Hey, dorks,” William said quietly.
“Sit down.” He swung the glowing end of his cigarette in an arc,
indicating that we should complete the oval.
“Hey, dorks,”
Celeste whisper-greeted back, she being the only one of us who could speak at
the moment.
Josh sort of laughed, but the rest of the boys sat silently
in what was surely their own nervousness. The matches burned out as we settled
in, bumping knees. Six boys, six girls. Celeste, of course, formed the bridge
to the boys, sitting next to William but without touching. Jennifer, the last
to sit, tried to schmoosh herself between the Lynn-Lynnes, a futile move. She
moved to perch an arm’s length away from Glasses-’n’-Braces,
only I’d seen in the matchlight that he’d taken off his specs for
the occasion.
It seemed to make more sense to me to begin with Truth or
Dare instead of the other way around, in that Spin the Bottle required action
of some kind or another immediately, whereas Truth or Dare allowed the
“out” of a truth until we worked up some nerve. Celeste’s
sisters, of course, had filled us in on all the games, and Celeste and I had,
in turn, told the other girls.
Nobody spoke. The sound of the water
bounced off the walls. William smoked, the cherry of his cigarette getting
brighter and then dimming with each drag. Another boy coughed. You could hear
the fabric of our pants and windbreakers rub on the rough planks of the floor
as we fidgeted in the dark, all staring at William’s cigarette cherry.
Celeste took my hand and squeezed it. I squeezed back. Slowly the outlines of
two small suspended boats came into view against the open cutouts of a moonlit
night sky. Then silhouettes of heads, shoulders. A girl hiccupped.
 
“Gimme a puff,” Josh whispered to William.
The glowing
cherry moved sideways a foot and grew brighter, casting an orange glow on
Josh’s features, on his perfect face and the scab on his temple. I hoped
that it wouldn’t scar.
“Pass it,” William whispered
to Josh about the cigarette, and the Salem began to move around the circle.
None of the boys or girls in the oval before me tried it, but I had experience.
I’d had clandestine puffs of my dad’s before, and I knew how not to
really inhale and make myself cough. I put the cigarette up to my lips,
thinking about how it had touched Josh’s lips before mine, and pulled
some smoke into my mouth.
“You smoke?” another boy
whispered.
I quickly blew out. Loudly. “Mmm-hmm,” I
answered, trying to sound cool.
“No, you don’t,”
William teased, but in a way that you couldn’t tell if he really knew
either.
“I have,” I said quietly.
“She
has,” Celeste said, taking the cigarette and trying to pass it back to
William. He seemed to take a long time getting it out of Celeste’s
fingers.
“I drank a gin and tonic at a party,” Lynne P.
said.
“What party?” a boy teased. “Your
birthday party?”
“No!” She huffed in the shadows.
“At a Hanukkah party where my mom and dad were. I had a 7UP and I
switched it with a gin and tonic.” The confidence in her voice trailed
off, as she must have realized she’d put more words out into the space of
the boathouse than anybody else. “On the buffet table …” she
tacked on.
“I ate a raw oyster,”
Glasses-’n’-Braces said.
“Ew!”
 
“That is so gross!”
“It tasted like a huge
snot,” Glasses-’n’-Braces said proudly.
Jennifer made
a really girly, disgusted, fake throwing-up noise.
 
“Vomitorium-orium,” a boy said.
“A huge gray
loogie,” another one said.
“That’s so
gross.”
“Not as gross as calamari,” Celeste
said.
Josh asked, “What’s that?”
 
“It’s gross,” I interjected.
“It’s
really chewy,” Celeste said.
“And grosser than a raw
oyster,” I said. I knew what it was, but I’d never tried it. I also
knew that Celeste loved it; she’d sworn me to secrecy.
 
“What is it?” William asked.
Celeste looked around the
group, everyone faintly visible now. Nobody knew. Well, I knew.
“It’s octopus!” I told them.
I saw Josh
shudder exaggeratedly.
“You ate a … an octopus?”
William sounded flabbergasted. He stared at Celeste.
“No
way,” she said, and an elbow jerked into my arm. “I ate, um, I just
tasted a piece of one.”
“Was it a tentacle?” a boy
asked.
“Or a gigantic eye!” Lynn L. screeched.
 
“A suction cup!” a boy sort of shouted, getting into it.
 
Celeste didn’t respond except to dig her short nails into my leg. I
wouldn’t tell. She didn’t have to worry.
“The head!
The head is a piece of one!”
“Shh!” William spit.
“You wanna get caught?”
We shut up. I took it upon myself,
being the scout that I was, to stand and go to the door, crack it, and look
outside. The boathouse was well away from any of the other structures. No
lights, no lantern jogs from Mr. Rahdart. I drew my head back in and whispered,
“All clear.”
William pulled a green ginger ale bottle from
behind his back, placed it on its side, and spun it. It spun faster than I
thought it would. I closed the door and sat down. We were silent, as silent as
children mesmerized in the face of something important to learn.
The
bottle slowed down until William grabbed it off the floor and said,
“First time, I go, since it’s my bottle. First round
…” He looked at Celeste. “What should first round
be?”
“What do you mean?” Celeste sounded
nervous.
“Well,” he said, and if I’d known a leer
from a hole in the wall at the time, I’d have recognized William’s
look. “Well, we could call a kiss on the cheek or a kiss on the lips or
making out, for ten seconds or something.” Obviously William knew his way
around a game of Spin the Bottle.
“It should be something else to
start,” Celeste said quickly.
“Like what?” a boy
asked, his voice cracking.
“Like what?” William
repeated.
“I don’t know,” Celeste whispered,
“like hugging or something.”
William scoffed.
“Hugging?!”
Somebody else whispered,
“Holding hands.”
“No,” Lynne P. whispered.
“Holding hands until somebody gets somebody else. Like you could hold
hands for over a minute.”
“Yeah.”
 
“Yeah.”
“Okay.”
Everyone nodded.
William sighed. “You’re such babies. You’re supposed to
kiss.”
“We might,” Celeste said, low, clearly,
“but give us a chance to get used to it.”
 
“It’ll be light by then,” some random boy said.
 
“Shut up, dork,” I said.
“You are,” another
boy whispered, and then William shut us all up again by spinning the bottle.
Thinking, now, it sounded not unlike a pestle in a mortar, grinding.
 
And the bottle spun and spun and finally slowed to point at one of the
nameless boys. “A do-over,” William said, grabbing for the
bottle.
“Uh-unh,” I told him. “You didn’t say
anything about do-overs.”
“Look,” William said,
sounding very much like my father when he’d tired of my purposefully
tedious questions or some other form of bad behavior, “there’s no
hand-holding or kissing boys with boys or girls with girls. Well, if you want
to hold hands or whatever, fine, but not for the game. That’s how it
works.” He spun the bottle. It slowed.
And it stopped, pointing
at my knee.
William sort of pitched past Celeste and grabbed my hand.
“Now what?” he asked. “This is dumb. Look at what’ll
happen.”
I was only thankful that it was dark and nobody could
see the blush that I felt creep up my neck. Both William and I were leaning in
toward Celeste, our hands joined over her cross-legged lap.
“Now
it’s supposed to be your turn?” William asked me.
“You’re supposed to spin the bottle and then you have to hold hands
with somebody else? This isn’t Twister. This won’t
work.”
Everybody acknowledged William’s point, nodding,
picking at mosquito bites, mouthing tendrils of hair. William’s hand, not
sweaty or anything, let go of mine, and he sat straight again. I followed his
lead and fixed my posture. “What about just Truth or Dare?” I
asked.
“Yeah.”
“Yeah.”
 
Whispered agreement all around.
“All right,” William
said, snatching the bottle and putting it behind him. “You better hope
none of you get me on a dare.”
Celeste tapped my leg. I tapped
hers back.
“You go first, then,” William said, meaning
me.
“Fine.” I looked around our oval, this misshapen clump
of kids. “Wanda,” I said.
Wanda looked up from the good
fray she had going at the hem of her blue jeans. “What?” Wanda
stared right at me.
“You,” I said.
“Me
what?”
“Truth or dare?”
Wanda’s fingers
froze. “Um, truth,” she said.
I had nothing prepared, even
though I’d brought this on myself. I thought back to how Wanda said
she’d been making out with the boy from her confirmation class. I looked
at her two-toned fingers, the darker skin on top, the paler skin of her palm,
the difference visible even there in the shadowy boathouse. I recognized her
blackness then, her being different from the rest of us. But we all knew Wanda,
and she wasn’t the only black student at our school. There were maybe
twenty blacks. Her race shouldn’t have anything to do with the game. I
would just ask. Out with it. “How many times have you made out with the
boy from your confirmation class?”
Wanda looked up into the
rafters. The water sloshed. We all studied her carefully then, the light inner
side of her fingers unfurling from her dark, closed fists like petals from a
flower in a time-reduced science film. She counted silently with her mouth.
“Seven,” she eventually said.
Some boy sighed, I assumed
wistfully.
I did the math in my head and knew Wanda had lied somewhere,
either before in our cabin or there in the boathouse. Confirmation class
didn’t meet more than once a week. I didn’t think so, anyway. Maybe
hers did. Never mind.
“My turn?” Wanda asked.
 
“Yes,” I said.
“You.” Wanda pointed at
Glasses-’n’-Braces.
“Me?”
Glasses-’n’-Braces pointed at his own chest.
 
“You,” Wanda said again.
Nobody said anything.
 
“You have to ask,” Josh said.
“What?” Wanda
looked confused.
“Ask ‘truth or dare,’”
Jennifer peeped.
“Truth or dare,” Wanda said.
 
“Me?” Glasses-’n’-Braces continued to point at his
own chest.
“Jesus! You!” William flicked his dead cigarette
butt at the boy.
“Truth,” the boy spurted.
 
“This isn’t gonna get us anywhere,” Josh said, and my
ears prickled from listening so hard.
“Let him go,” Lynn L.
whispered.
“Fine,” Josh mumbled.
“Do you have
wet dreams?” Wanda asked out of the blue, and suddenly the game got
better.
“Oooh …” Both William and Josh exhaled in
admiration of Wanda’s question. Other boys laughed nervously.
 
“What?” Glasses-’n’-Braces stammered.
 
“Do you have wet dreams?” Wanda asked again, carefully
enunciating, as if she had repeated, “How much is the floral fabric per
yard?”
“I … What?”
I felt sort of
sorry for the boy then. Who would want to answer that? But I was curious, too.
Supposedly all of them did at some point, but was
Glasses-’n’-Braces old enough? Maybe he had pubic hair!
 
“Do. You. Have. Wet. Dreams.” Wanda was getting into it, and we
all laughed.
“Shh!” William scolded. “Answer,”
he commanded the boy.
“I … I …” The boy
looked around for help from his cabin mates, all of whom suddenly had to bite
nails and clear throats and look away.
“Of course,” Celeste
said.
“What?” the boy asked yet again.
“Of
course you do,” Celeste said calmly. “All of the boys in this
boathouse do.”
Like a cuckcoo-clock figurine, miniature wooden
mallet hidden behind my back, my head jerked ninety degrees toward Celeste.
What? I stared. This was my friend? Sometimes she said the weirdest
things you could imagine. What if people started thinking she was too weird?
Then what? I looked at Celeste, my eyebrows raised for effect. I looked at her
cheeks and at her thick eyelashes and, from my angle, the glittering surface of
the orbs of her eyes. And I could tell. Already. They wouldn’t abandon
her. At least not in sixth grade, I decided. And I couldn’t. If I’d
been able to verbalize what I felt, studying her face, I would say that
I’d quickly deduced that Celeste already had too much power, with her
beauty, to turn off a few insecure boys, not to mention the secure ones.
 
I know now that sitting there in that lumpy oval those boys must have been
sweating and begging and praying to get Celeste. “Let me get her let me
get her let me get her let me get her, pleeeeeease.” Their identical
mantras must have been ricocheting around that boathouse like the echolocations
of bats.
And I had thought we were all interested
in—what, the game of it?—the play, the fun, everybody.… Even
as I hoped and prayed, as I sent up my own mantra—“Josh Josh Josh
Josh Josh …”—another game played itself out in everyone
else’s heads. Twelve different imaginary games.
The first real
show of guts came from Jennifer, of all people. We’d gone probably eight
turns of truths, everyone resorting to making the pickees say who they would
most like to kiss in the room. Nobody asked me, and nobody asked Josh, but we
found out—big surprise—that Celeste wanted to kiss William and
William wanted to kiss Celeste. Another boy diplomatically answered, “Any
of the girls,” and one other thought that Wanda would be his ideal. He
caught no flak.
Jennifer, answering a nameless boy’s question,
said, “Dare.”
My heart beat faster.
The no-name boy
saw his chance, and, all credit due him, said, “I dare you to kiss
me.”
Communal “Ooooooh …”
 
“Where?” Jennifer asked.
“Over there,” the
boy said, flinging his attempt-at-casual, limp-wristed arm toward the dark
corner.
“She means where on your face,” Celeste
interpreted.
“It’s a dare?” The boy glanced at
William for reassurance.
William answered, “You can pick.
It’s your dare.”
“I pick my lips,” the boy told
Jennifer.
Communal “Ooooooh …”
“Come
on,” Jennifer said, and stood up, walking toward the corner.
My
legs vicariously quivered for her. The boy stood and followed Jennifer like a
zombie into the dark. The rest of us couldn’t see anything, really. We
didn’t hear anything either except for some windbreaker arm-swishing
noises.
And then they were back.
“You
kissed?!” Lynne P. spurted.
No joke. They were walking
clichés: deer in headlights. Duh. Jennifer nodded, just barely. The boy
sat fast. Another boy punched him in the shoulder. The kissing boy didn’t
flinch and only brushed at the spot where he’d been socked.
 
“Who’s next?” Josh asked, and then answered his own
question: “You. Lynn Whoever. You’re up.”
And the
game started rolling. “A-rockin’-an’-a-rollin’!”
William said enthusiastically, forgetting his volume for an instant.
 
Even though we were perfectly capable of it, we weren’t very creative
in our subsequent dares. They involved only kissing, although they didn’t
necessarily involve the darer. Lynn L. chickened out, losing her mind
completely, after having been kissed on the neck by a no-name guy, and only
dared Lynne P. to kiss Celeste on the arm. Big deal, although I’m sure
with hindsight that the boys undoubtedly enjoyed the display.
And then.
And then, after two more turns without my getting picked once, it came to be
Josh’s turn after he’d been bullied into kissing loudmouth Lynne P.
on the forehead by a no-name boy.
“Your go,” William told
Josh.
“I dare …” Josh deliberated; I assumed
fake-deliberated. “I dare …” he repeated. I was already
blushing. “I dare Celeste to kiss me on the lips.”
I
didn’t quite react right when he said Celeste’s name. I actually
sort of grunted.
“For ten seconds,” Josh added. “You
count, William.”
Celeste looked at me, and I’m sure—I
remember this; I think I remember this—I just sort of numbly shrugged. We
were in the jaws of an unstoppable game. My crush had called the name of my
best friend. It hurt at the time no less than when now your mate calls out the
wrong name, the name that isn’t you, the mistake name, at the most wrong
moment of all.
You’re so young. You’ve never really had
that queasy, limb-tingling, scalp-floating feeling before. Your head just
floats, more or less, over the stump called your neck, and you sort of shrug,
pretend that your best friend can go and kiss your crush because he asked her
to.
“Outside,” Josh added, late.
I must have raised
my eyebrows and tilted my head in a casual, why-not sort of gesture to Celeste.
The two stood and departed.
They did. They got up and went
outside.
And then, eventually, after some horrible looks from the
girls, Celeste and Josh returned. Celeste took her seat again next to me and
studied her lap. She was breathing faster and louder than when she left. I
wanted to take her face in my hands then and kiss her. Kiss the mouth that
kissed Josh. Maybe I just wanted to kiss, and maybe I just wanted to kiss
Celeste on the mouth; I don’t know. But at that moment I wanted to suck
on Celeste’s lips and inhale her breath and feel her nose on the side of
mine and slap her so hard she would cry out.
Instead, I said to her,
“Your go.” It was, after all, her turn.
 
“William,” Celeste said. She cleared her throat.
 
William’s white teeth shone, his smile a shiny crescent in the
boathouse. “Dare,” he said without being asked.
Celeste
didn’t flinch. “I dare you to make out with Colt for thirty seconds
outside.”
“What?” William asked, looking
dumbfounded.
“Make out with Lisa for thirty seconds
outside.”
William seemed to resign himself to the task, lowered
his chin, and double-checked with a look to Celeste. “You
sure?”
“Yes,” Celeste said.
“Make
out,” William triple-checked.
“Yes,” Celeste
said.
I knew what she’d meant to do, what she was trying to
do.
I can’t tell you how I got from sitting inside the boathouse
to outside behind a rough-barked tree. I could make something up, but I’d
be lying. I don’t remember. What I do know, though, is that
William’s understanding of some words was different from mine, or
Celeste’s, or Rachel’s and Diana’s. I remember William
putting his hands on my chest where no tits grew, in the places where tits
should be—even some sort of little buds, but there weren’t any;
there was nothing there—and, upon discovering my lack of pubescent
mammary glands and fat, pushed me up against the rough-barked tree.
 
“Thirty seconds,” he said.
I didn’t answer. I
looked at his handsome face and closed my eyes in preparation. I remember
feeling relieved that I was up against the tree; otherwise I might have fainted
under the pressure.
But then a hand jabbed down into my pants and into
my underwear. I didn’t say a thing. I didn’t peep. What was he
doing? Kissing? I opened my eyes to the top of William’s head. He was
ducked at my waist; he could have been fishing for correct change.
And
then the finger. William’s finger started squirming deep into my
underwear, in between my legs. And he pushed and wiggled. I could feel his
fingernail scratching. And then the finger started pushing harder, and I tried
to climb away from it, off of it, against the rough-barked tree, but I had
nowhere to go, and then some part of me gave. William’s finger burned,
burned like the exhaust pipe of a motorcycle singeing a permanent divot into
your calf as the motorcycle lies on top of you so heavily you cannot escape it,
weighing you down on top of your own road rash and mistakes, your own
stupidity.
Just a bit of skin, right? So much like a church song, a
hymen, a nothing-much-important part of the whole Mass. Just a hymn.
He
kept his head down the whole time, as if he might be able to fit his face into
my pants and see what he did. I could have told him he wouldn’t be able
to see.
“Thirty seconds,” he said, and pulled his hand out
of my pants, out of me. He wiped the backside of his fingers on the leg of my
jeans, then the palm side. My jeans. “Colt,” he said, and
smiled. You would hope that he wouldn’t—you’d want him not to
do it, not to, really—but he raised his finger, his index finger, to his
nose and sniffed.
I felt scorched between my legs. I felt scraped from
the bark at a spot on my back where I could feel my jacket had inched away from
my jeans.
We went back into the boathouse, I don’t know how.

“So?” Celeste whispered when I’d sat again.
No
idea at all. I don’t have a clue what I did. Certainly nothing.
 
“So?” she asked again, eager to know, no doubt, that
she’d done right.
I think I nodded.
 
The
game stopped abruptly when something huge-sounding splashed in the water just
outside one of the boat entrances. A fish? A raccoon out for a swim? A dead
body? A mass murderer diving into our midst? Everyone bumped out the door and
ran back to the cabins at full speed. Safe once again inside our spider haven,
we girls squealed the night away. I tried to squeal as enthusiastically as
before. I wondered what William might report of our exploits against the tree,
but I somehow doubted he would hamper his chances with Celeste in the future by
revealing too much. Even he probably sensed she would have called him the name
of the ugly creature that he was.
As for me, I wouldn’t tell. I
didn’t tell. There wasn’t much blood.
Celeste sheepishly
presented me with a Hostess cupcake for my birthday the next morning,
apologizing over and over again. I just wanted to forget, but instead I told
her I loved cupcakes. She looked like she was going to cry.
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The band has traveled along the edge of the world
to stand where it is now. It has followed the curved northern line that runs
through Purgatory. Examine for a second—the exact amount of time for
which you are able—the path that you have chosen. Your brain hitches
inside your skull. Say the word path, and then the word way,
and then the words kung fu. Say grasshopper. Remember how, at
the start of every show, David Carradine brands his own forearms carrying the
cast-iron pot from the fire. Imagine such repetitive pain. Roll up your sleeve.
Take your cigarette and begin a circle in your pale flesh. Your skin stinks
sweetly. Think bacon. Think pork cracklin’s.
The next day do
your other arm.
Notice that she doesn’t stop you.
 
FOUR
CELESTE AND I didn’t have such an easy
time in junior high school. At the start of seventh grade we were teeny,
without the smallest signs of breasts still, young, and for the first two weeks
literally lost. My combination lock stuck and looked as though it’d been
hit with a hammer. I had anxiety dreams about leaving books for weeks at a time
in a locker I didn’t know I even had, losing my locker altogether,
remembering and forgetting yet another new combination. The worst dream
recurred regularly: The school itself expanded magically, like some creepy
organism under our biology microscopes. It birthed long umbilical cords of
endless hallways; ugly gray-green linoleum-tiled classrooms multiplied,
splitting and dividing so that I had to walk farther and farther to get to a
number and floor that hadn’t existed the day before.
 
Celeste’s nightmares involved her losing significant parts of
herself. Clumps of hair clogged her brush. She told me she dreamed of parting
her hair just above her ear and bobby-pinning long, coming-loose strands over a
big bald patch on the top of her head. Teeth crumbled in her mouth when she ate
in the cafeteria. She had to run to the bathroom and spit molars into the sink.
Toenails and fingernails peeled away like orange rind from her flesh. She woke
one morning, still dreaming, and looked down to see she’d lost both baby
toes. She thought she wouldn’t miss them too much, but wondered how
she’d get through the mandatory swimming and lifesaving section of gym
class coming up that winter without being laughed at by the already developed
girls. Their boobs grew and grew, even as Celeste dropped away, bit by
bit.
Our dreams weren’t too tough to figure out.
We did,
however, as they say, have each other. Junior high school was a much bigger
place than our sixth grade, and while neither of us suddenly became ugly, we
simply stayed the same. We hadn’t lost our baby chick down, and we sort
of peeped around the perimeter of the big, big school yard. Rather than on us,
all the boys’ eyes invariably fell upon the newly abundant mounds of
breast flesh bouncing through the halls, all the new boobs hanging like
Tantalosian treasures over water fountains and desktops and library file
drawers. Somehow a pretty face, a cute nose, didn’t seem to carry much
weight at all. Celeste may still have had plenty of personality, and we both
aced tests, completed all of our homework perfectly, and participated in every
class, but we were simply beaten down by boobs. We were forgotten for a
time.
 
The two of us sat in the Diamond kitchen after
school eating another Celeste favorite, garbanzo beans soaking in a puddle of
red wine vinegar. I swear, that’s the kind of girl she was. With those
kinds of tastes. Celeste and I fenced with our forks momentarily, but junior
high had killed the spirit of our play. We’d been in school just over
three weeks. I looked out at the Diamonds’ pool in the backyard, closed
now for the season. A few yellow leaves somersaulted onto the blue cover.

“Do you want to join the Glee Club?” Celeste asked.
The
tongs of my fork scraped the ceramic bowl. “Why would you want to join
the Glee Club?”
“I don’t know,” she answered.
“It’d be something different to do, at least.” She stood and
went to a drawer for a spoon and came back to her chair. She started slurping
vinegar. “Diana was in the Glee Club.”
Diana,
Celeste’s oldest sister, had left for college the month before. Celeste
seemed to be on a bit of a Diana kick since her departure, talking about Diana
at Brown University now, about what Diana was so good at, about how Diana used
to do something or other better than anybody else. Archery, for example. Diana
was better at archery than anybody else, boy or girl.
I had no desire
to sing up on a wobbly set of risers. “But why Glee Club?”
I implored with my eyes for her to drop the idea. Because I knew I’d have
no choice. I fished out the last garbanzo bean, giving her my best
hangdog.
Celeste slurped and talked. “Diana says that a girl who
can sing, even if she has to learn in Glee Club, will get a lot of attention
when she grows up.”
To my ear, it didn’t sound much like
Diana, but Celeste had made the pronouncement. A Dianaism. A new one to adopt
with appropriate fervor. And, then again, I should be so lucky as to grow up
the way Diana had been able to. Glee Club? I could try. Wasn’t it for
dorks and squares though? “We would sing?” I had to ask.
 
“You already sing like Diana Ross,” Celeste said, the
repetition of her saintly older sister’s name surely not accidental.

“Nuh-uh,” I said. “You sing like … like a
rock star!”
 “Come on, Lisa. Let’s do
it.”
It wasn’t as if we’d joined on for any other
extracurricular activities. Fine. Maybe we could make friends with some
eighth-graders who could help us assimilate better than we currently were.
“Okay.”
“It meets Tuesdays and Thursdays before first
period. At six forty-five. I’m going to write Diana a letter tonight and
tell her about it.” Celeste carried the bowl to the dishwasher. Case
closed. “Do you want to do geometry or social studies first?”
 
We had five classes’ worth of homework total that night. I dug
through my backpack and suddenly realized I’d left my English book at
school in my gym locker. Six forty-five? Or had I left it under my desk in
class? Oh, no. Where was it? Singing in the morning … We’d have to
get up when it was still dark out. If I had to buy another English book, my dad
would give me one of his money-responsibility lectures. Hopefully it was in my
gym locker. “Geometry,” I said.
 
We rode
our bikes to school. Tuesday and Thursday mornings Celeste pedaled to my house
even earlier than usual, and we headed to Glee Club, held in the music room of
the junior high’s Cecil and Beverly Anastakis Fine Arts Building. Celeste
ended up being an alto, which she hated, although not enough to quit. For some
reason girls had to be sopranos. And while I was one, I was a lousy
version, breathy and thin-voiced. My turdy brother, David, made fun of my
practicing in the bathroom. He sang scales in his mocking falsetto at the
dining room table, peas falling out of his mouth. My father laughed. My mother
wasn’t around.
Celeste had it better. I tried to get myself
invited over for supper as often as I could. The entire Diamond
family—minus Diana now—knew the lyrics to what seemed to me to be
hundreds of Broadway musical songs. I learned number after number from
Fiddler on the Roof; Oklahoma; A Funny Thing Happened on
the Way to the Forum; South Pacific; Hello, Dolly.
Mr. Diamond encouraged everyone to sing loudly. Loudness
alone, in fact, seemed to be half the point of it. We belted. We shook the
Diamond house to its foundation. We even made the neighbors call once, at which
point Mrs. Diamond, by far the quietest of us, told us to pipe down, though she
couldn’t suppress a smile. She returned from the kitchen a few minutes
later, producing a clove-studded dessert of baklava and a china teapot of
strong, red-colored tea.
Mr. Diamond always slapped the table edge and
sang off-key in his croaking baritone until he coughed and laughed and then
sang some more. He directed us, his big arms swinging, and invariably toppled
his coffee cup or wine goblet or overturned a plate. Ravioli flew. Grapes
rained down like pennies from heaven. Mrs. Diamond shook her head knowingly and
let her husband finish the song before starting to clean up after him.
 
Celeste’s and my favorite, for obvious seventh-grade reasons, was the
extended refrain from South Pacific’s “A Wonderful
Guy.” We begged to sing it whenever I was there. Beautiful teenage Rachel
helped, and even Mrs. Diamond sang with real gusto then, Mr. Diamond going
quiet to beam at his ladies. The long string of “I’m in
love”s—sixteen, seventeen of them?—bounced off the
walls. I counted on my fingers under the tablecloth. Mr. Diamond took to trying
to throw us off after weeks of the incredibly repetitive chorus, but you could
tell he really did watch us with true adoration. He touched the cheeks of his
family and made a habit of rubbing the top of my head with his warm, fat palm.
I couldn’t remember the last time anyone in my family had touched me in
an affectionate way. I thought I loved him.
 
Lately I
sing Elvis Costello songs with my daughter—a little P.I.L. or old ska,
innocuous stuff—and think about the nights at the Diamonds’. I wish
I knew if they sang as much when I wasn’t there, or if I actually made it
better or more fun and they sang because I was there. It’s
possible they did it all for me, the special food, the special attention. A
gift from them, to me. I never thought to ask Celeste. I just inhaled them. I
suppose I needed their family to survive and didn’t even know it. They
must have, though. Celeste, too. She knew. She had to have known. Catching
myself absentmindedly humming Blondie, or sometimes a Pretenders hit, I tell
myself that now: She must have known what she gave me.
 
 
In November, as the days grew colder and gloomier, and our backpacks grew
ever heavier, Mrs. Diamond decided that Celeste and I should go to dance class.
She would be treating both of us, she said one afternoon as we studied at the
kitchen island. “I don’t want to hear another word about it,
Lisa.”
We all knew my dad wouldn’t pay. He’d tell me
to participate in a team sport at school for free. “It’s why we
moved into the neighborhood in the first place, isn’t it?”
he’d drone, sitting in the garage at his toolless workbench smoking a
Salem. “For the district. For you kids.” Our father, Mr. Smith.
Plain as plain as plain could be. His no-frills approach to our upbringing,
aside from a few biased indulgences for my brother, David, got us by, but it
wasn’t exactly what I’d wanted.
You can guess what I
wanted. Within a week of moving to Kansas City I’d decided to become a
Diamond. Fuck the dull, saltine-cracker Smiths. Screw our father with his
boring grass lawn trimmed right up to the house foundation with no flowers or
bushes or trees, his bland baked pork chops, his awful spaghetti. We had no
original art, no unique furniture. We had no pets. Our father said that our
mother, the ghost in the bedroom, wouldn’t allow them. Not even fish, not
even a stinkin’ furball guinea pig.
I know he did what he needed
to do, and maybe even all that he could do.
Our father understood some
things, though, just fine, and one of them was that his children were
reflections of him. David and I learned to be the ones to bear the burden of
his projections, of his expectations for our success. We needed to balance the
black hole of his failed marriage, his absentee wife, our invisible
birth-giver. We needed to be smart, courteous, proper Smiths. We didn’t
need to be artistic Smiths. Or singing Smiths. Or dancing, prancing, showy
Smiths.
I never even asked my father if I could go. He was a chemical
engineer.
“I want you to try all four dance styles,” Mrs.
Diamond said in her usual bossy monotone. Just recently I had figured out how
to hear the underlying kindness in that voice, on Halloween, when Celeste and I
helped Mrs. Diamond hand out full-size candy bars to the neighborhood kids.
Mrs. Diamond was a green-faced witch, and Celeste and I were nondescript ghouls
in shredded Mr. Diamond shirts dirtied with shoe polish. (I have no
recollection of what my family did for Halloween, that year or many others. Did
they—we—turn off the lights and go to bed?) “Four weeks at a
time,” Mrs. Diamond told us. “Modern, jazz, tap, and
ballet.”
Were we klutzes? I don’t know. I don’t think
so. Anyway, the thought of being treated to such a gift erased any
apprehensions I might have had concerning leotards and strangers. “Thank
you,” I said as sincerely as I could.
“You girls need a
diversion,” Mrs. Diamond said flatly. “Some fun.”
 
“What if I don’t want to take ballet?” Celeste
asked.
“Do you know anything about ballet?” Mrs. Diamond
countered.
“The Nutcracker,” Celeste said.
“Twyla Tharp.” Celeste twisted the squeaky sole of her tennis shoe
back and forth on the rung of her counter chair.
Mrs. Diamond said,
“Twyla Tharp uses modern-dance technique in her choreography.”

“The nutcracker?” I asked. I had no idea what they were talking
about, food or dancing.
“The ballet,” Celeste said.
 
“It’s a holiday production,” Mrs. Diamond said. She
absently fondled her loose gold watchband. “Christmas-leaning,” she
added, “but delightful.” The Diamonds were Jewish.
 
“Oh.” I didn’t really understand.
 
“We’ll go next month,” Celeste told me, picking up her
pencil and flipping over her French-verb worksheet. “Okay, Mom,”
she said to her paper, to a manger, a dormir, a
écouter.
“Good,” Mrs. Diamond said.
“You’ll take tap and jazz for the first four weeks. Monday,
Wednesday, and Friday afternoons, starting this coming Monday.”
 
“Three days a week?” Celeste almost whined, looking
up. “We have homework, you know.”
“Oh, I know,”
Mrs. Diamond said. “You have too much homework for your age. Two
dance classes, three times a week. Tap and jazz at the Plaza Dance
Academy. We’ll have to take the two of you to get your gear. Shoes and
tights and whatnot. Can you go, say, on Saturday, Lisa?”
I could
get away after Saturday-morning cleaning chores. “Probably in the
afternoon,” I said.
“Ask your dad,” Mrs. Diamond
instructed. “You don’t need to bring any money.” Mrs. Diamond
left the kitchen, no good-byes.
“God,” Celeste muttered.
“Three days a week.”
Celeste and I already studied all five
weekdays after school at her house. I wouldn’t need to say a thing to
anybody in my family. “Just think,” I said. “Soon we’ll
be dancing singing stars.”
She smirked, then smiled.
“Je danse, tu danses—”
“Nous
dansons,” I completed. 
Celeste rolled her eyes.
“Watch out,” she said. “Here come the gazelles.”
 
You had to giggle.
 
Better we started with jazz
and tap than modern and ballet. Jazz class followed tap class, an insipid,
counting-oriented form, as far as I was concerned, taught by a Mr. Chris. First
or last name, I wasn’t sure. Even though I didn’t yet have a label
for his self-presentation style, anyone could see Mr. Chris was a true pansy, a
prissy fag, a bottom without question. He openly made fun of us nine girls
while praising the uncoordinated efforts of the two boys, one pale,
bucktoothed, and thin to a fault, the other a mixed-race boy named Westley who
showed us the very first day that he could run up the wall, do a flip, and land
on his feet. I’d never seen such a trick. Celeste applauded, eliciting a
“Shush!” from Mr. Chris. Mr. Chris seemed to be processing both the
mixed-race boy’s natural athletic ability and the probability that
Westley would never be gay.
Tap class sucked: shuffle-ball-change,
shuffle-ball-change, shuffle-ball-change. Big arms. “Beeeiiiiiiig arms!
Beeeeeeeeeiiig arms!” Splayed fingers. Fake grins. After two weeks of
Monday, Wednesday, and Friday tap classes, we figured out that we could skip
and not be found out. Mrs. Diamond dropped us off in the alley entryway of the
Plaza Dance Academy. We went in, hid behind the women’s dressing room
partition until we saw the Volvo station wagon pull away, and then ran back
outside to sit on the kitchen stoop of a nearby German lunch restaurant until
it was safe to start dressing for jazz class inside. No loiterers allowed.

Mr. Chris caught us more than once at the changeover, but he didn’t
seem to mind our skipping at all. Instead he exhaled, “Why,
hello, girls!”
Celeste and I liked jazz dance class,
however. I should say we loved jazz dance class. It transformed us,
and, thank god, we were both equally good. We could wiggle our itty square hips
with equal aplomb. Westley and three other boys, the skinny one fortunately
absent, took the class too.
A short-haired young woman named Ms. Elswit
taught us. She played great music and complimented everyone in the class.
“Nicely executed, Tabitha!” she’d effuse. “Oh! Big!
Yes, Westley! Yes! Run, Lisa! Oh, leap, leap, Celeste!”
 
“We’re going back years, now,” Ms. Elswit would say,
prepping us for a rehearsed number we’d learned the previous class.
“Follow me.” We bent, we crunched, we swooped, we went left, we ran
right, we clapped, we—yes—we shuffle-ball-changed. But, of course,
it was a different beast altogether.
Ms. Elswit made us think our
bodies had a sense of humor, had grace no matter what, had strength, had
connection to New Zealand, Africa, Ireland. She purposely made us laugh and
flub steps and go through three more sets with no break and pant and
sweat.
She asked Celeste and me if we’d be taking the class again
the following session.
“We have to do ballet and modern next
term,” Celeste said.
“Stick with the class anyway,”
Ms. Elswit said. “Trade one of the others out for it. You girls are
fantastic.”
“I don’t think we can,” Celeste
told her. “Not right away.”
“Well, find out.”
Ms. Elswit pulled at the sweaty crotch of her leotard, adjusting.
“You’re welcome additions.”
I wished we could stay in
the class, even if ballet or modern turned out to be good.
As it turned
out, ballet and modern both sucked. Still, even years down the line, those
classes would prove useful for a good laugh at least: Celeste and I developed
an alcohol-induced modern dance routine. Truly fuckin’ funny. But at the
time, we quickly came to realize the sheer inanity of both disciplines. Ballet:
Pinch a quarter between your ass cheeks. Squeeze. Produce two dimes and a
nickel. Present change to butthole-mouthed old lady teaching class. Modern:
Squat. Pretend you are shitting to the drumbeat. Slap your hands on invisible
tits. Pretend to shit some more.
So we skipped and just went to jazz
instead. Ms. Elswit must have fixed it in the office. And if Mrs. Diamond ever
found out, she played dumb. Besides, the shoes had heels.
Celeste and I
took jazz until we left for college. Eventually we ruled the class. We even
outdanced Ms. Elswit; she graciously curtsied to us in tenth grade, and we knew
we’d accomplished something special. By then we could kick over our heads
as easily as we braided our hair or applied fruit-flavored lip gloss. Second
nature. And the splits! All three directions, like pie. Westley hung in there
too. He even may have been as good as we were. Okay. He was. Years later,
Westley and I eventually had a July Fourth weekend of heated groping while
Celeste was on vacation in Greece with her whole reunited family.
My
family, of course, eventually found out about the dance classes but believed
for all those years that I’d received a scholarship. Celeste and I took
dance breaks from our homework. We made up our own routines to radio songs. We
hummed in Quantitative Chemistry and stepped in time under the lab tables. And
Mrs. Diamond just kept paying. I stopped thanking her after a few years because
she never reminded me. Never.
Oui, nous avons
dansé, nous avons dansé. Mrs. Diamond had been right.
 
 
The August before eighth grade, Celeste’s second
sister, Rachel, left for college. Celeste seemed normal enough. For about a
week. Mr. and Mrs. Diamond, too, tried to maintain their emotional status quo
for a while. But Rachel’s absence was soon felt all over their house, at
poolside in the dog days of her late-summer disappearance, at the dinner table,
in front of the TV at night.
And so two weird things happened. One,
Celeste almost acted as though she needed me, a confusing, monopolizing display
of attention and demand from her, most noticeably around other friends. Two, I
became a surrogate Diamond. Not that I wasn’t one already, but as we
entered eighth grade, I was now allotted certain Diamond duties—mostly
cooking.
My family, in turn, seemed to accept my complete defection
without protest. My brother, David, continued to trail me through school, born
just those ten months later than me, and our father sort of hovered
peripherally, never daring to venture too close.
Neither of them
actually asked me to do anything with them, ever. David and I had
never gotten along for whatever reason—maybe, I realize now, because he
stole nearly all of the attention of the one good parent left. And my father?
My father had no clue about anything having to do with me. But sometimes
they’d ask me to do things for them. David finally
admitted—nearly squinting with the pain it caused him to consult
me—that he didn’t know where the cool kids shopped.
“It’s not like you ever go either,” he’d said,
“but, well, you know where they go. Tell me.”
 
“You think I’d tell you?” I countered.
 
He threatened to spread lies about me at school if I didn’t. That I
had crushes on teachers and queer-baits. I told him that I’d tell Celeste
he masturbated, and that when he did, he called out her name.
We
reached an immediate if uneasy peace.
My father made small requests: I
needed to make an appearance at the block party; I needed to remind him of the
parent-teacher conferences by writing memos to him. I swear he used the word
memo.
Meanwhile, my mother deteriorated. She had occasionally
left her bedroom door open after we’d first moved to Kansas City as a
sign, I figured, an enticement for me to come and get the woman-to-girl
knowledge I was surely lacking. But once I met Celeste and her sisters, I
rarely took the invitation, and my mother’s door began to remain closed
more and more.
Behind the closed door lay Janice Joy. The slow-rolling,
moss-collecting stone, the nearly inanimate object of our little affection,
Janice Joy. Unfortunately, should alliteration concern you, my mother’s
maiden name was Jones.
In our case, the conventions of a wealthy
Midwestern city upbringing mandated some kind of an explanation for a mother
like Janice Joy, and we all—our father, David, Celeste, and
I—happened upon an acceptable one. “She’s ill, and the
doctors can’t quite get to the bottom of the illness.” It
wasn’t a lie. We just skipped the part about Janice Joy Jones living in
her nightgown, in her own bedroom, for no discernible reason. My father
dutifully took her to a physician every six months, probably hoping against
hope. Hoping for Janice Joy to be diagnosed with terminal cancer? Or simply to
hear the words spoken once and for all: “She will never get
better”? He must have hoped he’d be given something, anything, find
out something new, but despite minor muscle atrophy from lack of activity, my
mother had nothing physically wrong with her.
A series of ineffective
psychiatrists kept Janice Joy barely afloat with a series of ineffective
medications. Early sedatives, I suppose. Or early uppers. I never knew what the
different colors and sizes were for exactly. Whether the medications fed into
her blank stares, her zombiehood, hardly mattered. She seemed no different when
she ran out of pills, and sometimes days would pass before anyone noticed and
refilled her prescriptions.
Her voice, when I heard it, sounded as
though she’d been dramatically, exaggeratedly hypnotized. A voice for
effect, for an audience. Only she wasn’t faking. I don’t believe
she ever faked it, whatever “it” actually was.
Our
family’s vague dismissal of Janice Joy’s problem worked well enough
in the school district, anyway. My mother never went out. As the rest of us
found few reasons to be in our house beyond supper- and sleep-time, few people
came to visit after Janice Joy’s initial failure to answer the doorbell.
Hardly ever, in fact.
As my new Diamond duties increased, my ownership
of my mother waned. It had to. I could not be related to “that.”
All possibility of a sane future for me hinged on not being my mother in any
way. My dad’s DNA alone comprised my makeup. At an age when most girls
worry about inheriting their mothers’ hips or coarse body hair, I worried
about inheriting a piece of my mother that couldn’t even be identified.
And so I dismissed her whole.
I assume now that my mother’s
illness came down to chemicals, or I’d be screwed. Janice Joy
Jones’ body regulators, her seratonin levels, her brain-helping glands,
clearly played a crappy game of chemical poker, losing over and over on a daily
basis, and they produced a creature incapable of dealing. Something either ran
out or quit working in my mother, but somehow all my own somethings worked
fine. They still all work fine.
So I imagine I put up precious little
resistance when the terrible, terrible arm-twisting began, to spend
significantly more time with the Diamonds. Both Tuesdays and
Thursdays, our long days beginning with Glee Club—as opposed to our long
Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays ending with jazz—Celeste and I were
responsible for supper at the Diamond house. For the first several months,
those meals pained each and every one of us four at the table, but both Mr. and
Mrs. Diamond insisted we find our way around the kitchen on our own. It was a
family tradition, and a way to “develop a cooking style.” Food
counted. Food mattered. Eventually Mrs. Diamond broke down and left out some of
her favorite, trusted cookbooks on the counter. Gastronomical peace offerings.
With bookmarks. And so our bloody, undercooked, plain roast
chicken—gizzard and other internal organs still stuffed in their wet
paper package inside the cavity—picked up root vegetables, rosemary,
fifty degrees more of oven temperature, and another forty-five minutes of
suntanning time. Lost the organs and got stuffed with real stuffing. We asked
Mrs. Diamond to buy chestnuts.
Later we requested Roquefort, fresh
herbs, dark mustard, water chestnuts, bean sprouts, a pepper mill, ramekins,
capers, sherry, lamb chops, an entire duck, anchovy paste, a citrus zester,
dates, slivered almonds, rare olives, sesame seeds, honey, a springform cake
pan, phyllo dough, bitter Swiss chocolate, new potatoes, filet mignons,
crabmeat, lobsters. A fifteen-pound turkey. Pâté.
Under
the protection of friendship and camaraderie, Celeste and I competed in the
kitchen eventually, trying to outdo each other for the highest praise from her
parents. We had never competed so openly before; I’m not sure Celeste had
ever competed with me at all, but once our cooking nights were established, she
competed with gusto. We loved the challenge. Alternating Tuesdays and
Thursdays, one of us took on a main course and the other prepared two side
dishes.
Mr. Diamond grew bigger still. I’d swear he gained as
much in height as he did in girth. Unfortunately for our egos, however, he
never failed to praise Celeste and me equally. Mrs. Diamond, on the other hand,
never failed to offer a piece of advice or suggestion concerning every menu
item. A pinch less salt. More butter. As with jazz class, there seemed to be no
discernible winner between us. We didn’t care, not yet.
One
Thursday, over an admittedly brilliant pan of lasagna, a real egg-yolk Caesar,
and a sautéed-zucchini side dish, Mr. Diamond effused, for the umpteenth
time, “You girls are becoming some wonderful cooks!” He whistled
“The Surrey with the Fringe on Top” between bites.
 
“They are,” Mrs. Diamond said, and we waited for her usual
amendment. She looked up at the ceiling for a moment, chewing, before it came
to her. “I actually think the Caesar could use a touch more
garli—”
“Give it a rest, Mona,” Mr. Diamond
suddenly said.
“What?” Mrs. Diamond seemed not to have
heard her husband.
“I said, ‘Give it a rest,
Mona.’” Up until recently, Mr. Diamond had referred to Mrs.
Diamond, in my presence, as Mama. He delivered the nickname in a way that
didn’t make it sound silly, but rather used it in a kind of pet way, as
if he’d called her that ever since baby Diana uttered the word. Lately,
though, since Rachel left, Mr. Diamond had used his wife’s first name
much more often.
“Give what a rest?” Mrs. Diamond said a
bit quickly.
“Mona, you know exactly what I mean,” Mr.
Diamond said. “Everything on this table is delicious.” He indicated
the entire table with the wide span of his arms. “It’s
perfect,” he added.
“It is not perfect,”
Mrs. Diamond snapped. A look tried to alight itself on her face; she reddened,
fighting something. “I mean to say, I agree with you, but … but
everybody can always improve.”
“They’re in eighth
grade!”
I had never heard Celeste’s parents quarrel.
 
“Yes,” Mrs. Diamond said. “They are in eighth
grade. And it’s plenty time they learned some basic skills.”
 
“What about algebra? How about essay writing?” A fleck of salad
dressing clung to his upper lip. “They’re reading Shakespeare, for
god’s sake!” Mr. Diamond’s voice rose. “What sort of
skills are you implying they’re lacking? Embroidery? Dreidel
carving?” He actually pounded his fist, holding a fork, on
the table. He seemed as big as Goliath suddenly.
I’d spent most
of my life, in my house, being quiet so as not to disturb my mother. While
I’d grown used to Mr. Diamond’s booming singing voice, I
didn’t know his arguing one at all. I wanted to slide out of my chair and
out of the room like an oiled noodle off a fork.
 
“She’s going to go, too,” Mrs. Diamond said
loudly. She pointed with her knife at Celeste. “Celeste is going to grow
up and leave this house, and there is nothing you can do about it.”
 
“Of course she will. She’ll go.” Mr. Diamond blinked
twice. “But for god’s sake, Mona, don’t push her so far that
she never comes back.”
Mrs. Diamond’s mouth fell open. I
understood her suggestions for cooking improvement. I did. I for one
didn’t think she was as bad as Mr. Diamond was suggesting. She just came
across rough, but she wasn’t really. Besides, she was even usually right.
“Celeste’s maturing,” Mrs. Diamond retorted.
What? I
wondered.
“What?” Celeste asked, making a horrified
face.
“Your body is maturing,” Mrs. Diamond said to Celeste
with obvious impact. “I can smell your underarms,” she added.
 
Uh-oh. Mrs. Diamond had gone too far. At the dinner table. Over our
lasagna. That’s what it felt like, anyway. Even better than that noodle,
I decided at the moment, would be the chance to impersonate the meatball in the
song about the mountain of spaghetti and the meatball getting to roll onto the
floor and out the door. I might have started singing the song under my breath.
I don’t know exactly what I did, but when I looked up from my napkin in
my lap, the three remaining Diamonds stared at me.
“Mom!”
Celeste stood up when I looked at her. She tried to walk away, but her loose
sweater sleeve snagged on the wrought-iron arm of her chair. She pulled. Her
sweater ripped. “I can’t believe you just said that!” Celeste
gracelessly stumbled out.
I could hear myself swallow. If Celeste
actually got embarrassed, then it must be true. She wouldn’t have cared
at all a few months ago. Did I smell?
“Really, Mona!
Really …”
“What?! What’s so terrible about
noting the fact that your own daughter’s growing up? There’s
nothing terrible about the human body, and you have to come to terms
wi—”
“Lisa,” Mr. Diamond said.
Me?
“Yes?”
“You’re free to go up to Celeste’s
room if you like,” he said.
“Thank you,” I said,
sensing that my saying that, too, was inappropriate. Climbing the stairs, I
heard Mrs. Diamond pick up where her husband had cut her off.
 
“—come to terms with your children living as adults,
participating in adult activities.”
“Some behavior belongs
to children,” I thought I heard Mr. Diamond say.
Celeste sat
barefoot on her bed shaking a bottle of nail polish. She said, “As soon
as I leave for college, I’m doing exactly what I want. I just won’t
tell them. How stupid can Diana be?”
“What do you
mean?” I asked.
“Diana moved in with a boy. With a guy. He
answered the phone. She could have just … I don’t know. My dad is
really mad.”
Wow. I knew then, even if Celeste didn’t, that
Diana didn’t have it in her to lie any more than Celeste did. “Is
your mom mad?” I couldn’t think fast enough to ask a better
question.
“Not as much as Dad,” Celeste said, scratching
her knee. “God. I can’t believe that my mom said that.”
 
“Said what?” I pretended. I knew she meant about the armpit
smell.
“You know,” Celeste said, opening the bottle of
polish, painting her toenails.
Of course. It took all the self-control
I had not to lean over and take a big whiff. Did she stink? “Oh,” I
said. “No, you don’t.”
“But I do,” she
muttered. “I smell different lately.”
She did? Why
didn’t I? I should, too, then. “You do?”
Celeste
raised her arm casually. I sniffed. She was right. She smelled different, like
her sisters used to, sweating by the pool. I didn’t smell like that. I
looked quickly for a budding chest. I couldn’t see any new breasts under
her sweater. “Are you growing boobs too?” I asked.
 
“They hurt,” she said. “Really badly.”
They
did? “They do?” I looked again but didn’t see any signs.

“Uh-huh.” She moved the stiff brush down the row of her
delicate toes.
Why the hell didn’t my boobs hurt? We were both
maturing late, but at the same time. It was supposed to be at the same time. We
were alike that way. We’d figured that out: We were the same.
 
“A lot. They hurt a lot.” She finished her nail painting.
“Let me do yours,” she said.
I shook my head.
 
“Come on. It’s Pouting Pretty.” She held up the bottle.
The stupid name did not escape me.
 
Eighth grade grew
ever more painful as I enviously watched Celeste’s body change. In
leotards, at jazz, the physical proof became undeniable. She messed up dancing
more, while I continued to excel, but the small discrepancy between our
performances did little to quell my desire to trade bodies with my best
friend.
My brother, David, harassed me about my obvious lack of
physical development behind my father’s back, while more and more my
father’s back seemed to be the only part of him I saw. I suppose he faced
what he could and denied the rest in much the same way as everybody then.
 
I have a vivid memory still of seeing my father’s hunched form from
behind at about that time. He was bowed over absolutely nothing at his desk. He
didn’t seem to hear me when I called out to him from the hallway; only
after I’d entered his study did I realize that he’d fallen asleep.
His breath sputtered quietly, in, out, in. He was a sort of lip snorer.
 
I looked around at the bare study walls. He rarely used the room,
preferring the garage for smoking, the den or his bedroom for TV watching, the
bathroom for reading. Just another empty room. A desk, a file cabinet, and a
few technical books on almost empty shelves. Suddenly Celeste’s most
recent story of bra shopping and my father’s sad, empty study mated and
produced in my mind a new baby thought. For the first time, I swear, I wondered
whether or not my father had a girlfriend. It wasn’t a moral issue for
me. I suppose I thought he should have one. Where did the color, where
did the fun in his life come from?
I left him there to sleep, having
forgotten what it was I’d wanted to ask him anyway.
 

The vibe at the Diamonds’ changed for a short while after “the
Fight” before easing back into something a little less than normal. Mr.
and Mrs. Diamond seemed especially nice to me. We all suffered my lack of
growth. I’d like to say that I accomplished my goal of riding out my
extended hiatus, my prepuberty marathon as maturely as I had envisioned, but I
didn’t. I bemoaned my situation more than a touch and inflicted plenty of
juvenile wrath around me. I tried to throw myself into my homework, into jazz,
into Glee Club, and ignore my never-changing front.
Boys no longer
seemed to know I even existed. A fast-passing shadow from something you never
saw the solid of, I became a distant echo from grade school at the side of
Celeste the Babe, Celeste the Brick House. She may not have had much to display
yet, but she had something. And her undeniable beauty made up for the rest that
had yet to grow.
I, on the other hand, had nothing; no matter what I
wished, no matter what I prayed at night, I was an empty physical entity
inching ever closer to becoming my mother. I knew there was no god.
 
Once, in a group of mixed company in the cafeteria, when Celeste used my
name as I stood, clearly, by her side, William Hirsch, the very one-and-only
finger fucker, responded with an irritated-sounding, “Who?”
 
Eighth grade was a very bad year.
BUTTHOLE SURFERS
GLENDALE, DECEMBER
’83
 The band sings something about the pope. You hate
the pope. Yell at your boy thrashing next to you that you wish you could kill
the pope and that you want more. You want enough to fill you up. You want more
cocaine and more vodka. You want more of all of them, of men, of the things
that stick out of them, egos and Marlboro reds and dirty words about banging
your perfect ass. With your body, force your boy to stand still during his
favorite song about the pope. Watch his face go black with anger. See a storm.
See a bad spanking. See your boy is ugly. Decide your boy is the pope. Blow the
pope away with an imaginary gun. Fellate your own fingers afterward.
 
Dig in the pope’s pocket for the bullet, the brown glass vial with
the magic top. Snort. Taste chemicals running down the back of your throat.
Snort again. Ignore the band. Ignore the pope. Move to the bar to look for your
other part, your monster twin. You don’t see her. Feel the burn of your
boy’s eyes between your shoulder blades.
Order vodka—say
that, say just vodka—and decide you would rather bring home the
bartender. You would rather bring home any other boy in the place. You even
consider the idea of leaving with a thing possessed. You could do it. You have
to do something. You have to do someone.
Decide then as you set your
jaw and clench your teeth that you will get rid of your boy. Promise yourself
this. You will get rid of your boy as soon as the cocaine and money run out.
Promise yourself. Try to remember the word. Promise. Swear.
 
FIVE
I
DOUBT MY coming of age was very different from most any other
woman’s, and mine likely doesn’t make for much of a story.
Fortunately the bigger story is Celeste’s, so I’ll wrap up all the
minor physical details.
  
Three inches. I grew an
inch a month the summer before high school. One morning in July I woke up to a
hard lima-bean lump under my left nipple. A week later another one showed up
under my right. The lumps hurt when I pressed on them. I decided I might have
some weird nipple cancer until I remembered what Celeste had said so many
months earlier.
Lima beans became plum pits became tangerine
halves.
In August I sat peeing on the toilet, looked down, and saw
pencil marks, like fuzz, shading the pale vee where my legs met. I licked my
thumb and tried to rub the marks away. Hair! Hair! I looked and looked. The
thin, sparse patch was the ugliest thing I had ever seen. How did it suddenly
appear there without my knowing?
By Christmas I had procured a monthly
fund from my father for what I “needed.” He handed over far more
than necessary for tampons. I used the extra—he forked out twenty bucks a
month beyond my decent allowance—to found my cosmetic collection.
 
I’m proud to say I took my hyperspeed maturation completely in
stride. The faster the better. I’d been ready for years. Despite the fact
that I had problems recognizing myself when I stood naked in front of a mirror,
I intellectually welcomed all physical changes. No, that’s a lie. A
pencil-mark hair sprouted from the edge of my areola in those first months, and
I almost threw up. I bought tweezers and pulled it out, my eyes watering from
the sting. No more grew. There. Luckily.
I didn’t really like
bleeding every month, but it didn’t hurt. I figured out how to use a
tampon from the instruction pamphlet the company put in the box. If you did it
right, you couldn’t even feel you were wearing one. And if bleeding every
month meant that Celeste and I were once again more alike than different, all
the better.
 
New Year’s Eve, I wore the best
gift I’d ever gotten to my first real party: a slinky purple dress. The
Diamonds had given it to me for Christmas.
For Hanukkah I gave the
Diamond family a cool African carving of an ibex from the UNICEF import store
along with a tin of my own homemade cookies. I gave Celeste a trendy, long knit
stocking cap. She gave me the perfume Lauren because she knew I adored it; I
sprayed on too much of it at the department stores we wandered through in the
Country Club Plaza.
Of course, Christmas with my own family was
undeniably painful, as usual. Our mother, decorated, dolled up for the day in a
new quilted bathrobe, sat as silently as a prop in the corner, on the only
wooden chair in the entire living room. As if David or I actually needed
evidence of our mother’s decline, evidence with some special holiday
oomph, our presents had been signed only by our father that year, although we
could tell he’d tried unsuccessfully to imitate her handwriting just
below or above. No question the gift-wrapping department had taken care of the
khakis and Polos we had registered for at Dillard’s to make it easier for
Dad. Perfect bows, fancy paper.
Our father even helped the prop to
unwrap her own gifts, as if she were a true cardboard cutout or enfeebled
quadriplegic. Explaining what he was doing as he bent over her lap. Our father,
I’d decided, had better have a girlfriend.
I suppose I
was so enraptured with my new body and my recently revived status as living,
breathing girl at school that December 25 in my house was one more day to be
simply endured. Dinner, which I agreed to warm in the oven, had been delivered
the previous afternoon by a decent caterer. I could hardly wait to be excused
to go to the Diamonds’ after we’d eaten, after I cleaned up the
dishes and the prop went back to her room.
Later, in front of the
Diamonds’ menorah, in my purple dress, I looked older, sexier, nearing
some high school approximation of youthful sophistication. Celeste told me that
her mother had brought home three different dresses and that Celeste and her
dad had decided which one I would get. When I put it on and paraded out of
Celeste’s room and down the stairs, they applauded. Mrs. Diamond,
small-footed as she was, loaned me a pair of black, strappy shoes as well as a
black-beaded necklace and purse.
I thought I loved her, too.
 
Lynne P.’s parents were letting Lynne P. host the New Year’s
Eve party, mainly for freshmen and sophomores, in her family’s gigantic
brick house with white pillars out front. The official mailed invitations said
that a home-based employee (the live-in maid) would be supervising, along with
Lynne P.’s older brother, who was home from college. Her parents were
celebrating in the Bahamas.
I had arranged to stay at Celeste’s,
of course; we, in turn, had agreed unconditionally to call at quarter after
twelve to check in, and then again later no matter what the time to have Mr.
Diamond pick us up. He promised not to be mad, while we promised to eat
something significant for every drink he knew we’d be having, even though
neither of us had ever had more than a glass of wine apiece under parental
supervision. “Cheese, meat, or sandwiches, or more than two real hors
d’oeuvres count,” he said. “A celery stalk does not. A stick
of Bubble Yum does not. You promise, I promise. Deal?”
 
“Bubble Yum comes in cubes,” Celeste said.
“Seal
the deal, young ladies,” Mr. Diamond said. He held out his hand to
shake.
We shook.
Mrs. Diamond dropped us off at the corner of
Lynne P.’s block so that Celeste and I could walk up unencumbered by the
stigma of adult supervision. “Have fun, girls,” she said in her
usual flat voice.
We got out and waved good-bye nonchalantly. Before
pulling away, Mrs. Diamond lowered the automatic window on the passenger side.
“Kiss somebody cute at midnight,” she said, then gunned the
Volvo’s engine, just a bit, and drove off smiling.
A granular
dusting of snow blew across the sidewalk in wispy patterns. Not wanting to
topple over and wreck our outfits, we clacked along carefully. Celeste wore
shiny red satin pants, a white ruffled blouse, and expensive dyed-to-match red
satin high heels. Mrs. Diamond had let us wear two of her jacket-length furs.
My purple dress slipped across my thighs, over my nylons, in a noticeably new,
tactile way. Celeste had convinced me that the dress looked better without
underwear under the panty hose, so I didn’t wear any. My long hair
whipped around my face and stuck in my thick green-apple lip gloss. Celeste
wore cola. We were, without question, sugar-mouthed jailbait.
Celeste
started, “Diana and Rachel said that you’re supposed
to—”
“I know, I know,” I said. You were
supposed to kiss as many cute boys as you could after the midnight countdown.
Evidently everybody kissed everybody, almost. We clicketied up the long front
walk of the house. I checked Celeste out. “You look like …”
I said. “You look really, really good.”
“You
look the best you’ve ever looked,” Celeste said.
The old
sixth-grade bursting-at-the-seams sense of excitement had changed little in two
and a half years, but we’d learned how to manage the surges better.
 
“Thanks,” I said, barely concealing a squeal.
Celeste
pushed the glowing doorbell, and the world as we knew it opened wide.
 
 
“Shut the door!” at least a dozen people
yelled as a sophomore boy ushered Celeste and me into dazzling chaos. 
 
Lynne P.’s huge marble-floored foyer teemed with kids from school,
everyone dressed up, wearing cologne and perfume, drinking punch in champagne
flutes or eating food from toothpicks and laughing too loudly and moving like
ants, efficiently, using invisible antennae, checking each other out in
clusters and then moving on to sniff at another group, everyone moving around
the foyer and into the living room and dining room and art gallery and kitchen
and library and den and sitting room and long hallway and back again, all
following the same winding route, following the marked, scented path to earthly
delights.
“My! Ladies …” said an older guy in a
tuxedo whom I didn’t recognize. He swayed in patent-leather shoes in
front of us. It was nine thirty. Was he dancing?
“Hi,” I
said amenably enough, or so I tried.
“Hello,” Celeste said
nicely.
“Allow me to take your coats,” he said. Black curly
hair, gorgeously out of control, sprang from his head. “I’m
Charlie. Lynne’s brother.”
Charlie was so cute.
Charlie was in college.
“Mmm-mmm, ladies, ladies.”
He raised a crystal glass to his lips and took a sip of something dark,
something that smelled dark too. “Please. Your coats. It’s my
duty.”
Celeste dripped out of her fur. I drooled out of mine.
Whoops! Oh, silly us! Woo-hoo! There go the coats! Tee-hee-hee … I
wonder what we’ll get rid of next? What did you say your name was again,
you handsome hunk of manliness?
“Perfectly lovely
jackets,” Charlie said in a fake something-or-other accent.
 
“Thank you,” Celeste said.
“I’m
Lynne’s brother,” Charlie repeated. “Her older
brother.”
Yes. Of course he was. In a tuxedo. Answering the door.
Charlie’s wolf ears twitched under Granny’s sleeping bonnet.
 
He raised our coats, draped over his arm, to his nose. “Ladies, you
smell good,” he said. “And look good. Good enough to
eat.”
Flattered to the brims, we reluctantly stepped away from
Charlie’s charming smile and went looking for his sister.
We
spent half an hour following the ant trail around the first floor of the
incredible house. Classmates stood much closer to one another than they
normally did at school. Most of them drank soda or punch, but a few sophomore
boys brazenly swigged at cans of Budweiser. In the library, a girl named
Georgia frantically pushed past, her baby-blue angora sweater wounded with the
telltale orange-red grease splotch of a loosed cocktail weenie. Everyone we
encountered told Celeste and me how nice we looked, how pretty, how grown-up.
Two sophomore girls, purported to be cigarette-smoking brains who gave blow
jobs readily, girls who’d never spoken to us at school, left their
dates’ sides and approached us. “I like your dress,” one told
me, her breath smelling stronger than Charlie’s.
 
“Thanks.”
“Where’d you get your
pants?” the other asked Celeste.
“Can you wash that?”
the first one asked me. She reached toward my hip and fondled the material. I
thought she would squeeze my butt if she could, for a firmness check. Instead
she poked me in the stomach in some undisguised sophomore-to-freshman
comparison move. I’d become a mattress.
“Why’d you do
that?” Celeste asked the girl.
“What?” the girl
asked, obviously having heard.
“Why did you poke Lisa in the
stomach?”
“Oh, my god,” the other girl said to her
friend. “They are so young!” She turned to Celeste and
poked Celeste in the stomach. “Just like little snookems.” Poke,
poke. “Little muffins.” The girl giggled, continuing to poke at
Celeste.
Celeste slapped the girl’s hand away, hard enough that
you could hear the slap above the conversational din and The Rolling Stones on
the stereo. Some nearby people looked our way.
“Oh, my
god!” The girl clutched her wrist.
“Don’t do
that,” Celeste ordered, still managing to sound nice, a mother scolding
someone else’s child. “Don’t poke.” She smiled sweetly
at the sophomore slut-brains, the brain-sluts. “You shouldn’t touch
people who don’t invite being touched.”
The poker blushed
obviously, unprepared for an immediate comeback. “And still,” the
other one eventually said, squaring her shoulders as if she had a good
something to say, “you do invite it.” She flicked her
hands at our outfits. “You’re inviting every guy here to feel you
up in those.”
“You shouldn’t be jealous,”
Celeste said simply. “You’re pretty. There are enough boys to go
around.” Celeste’s delivery, her word choice, couldn’t be
dismissed. She was as socially adept as anyone twice her age. She would have
the sophomores frazzled in thirty seconds.
As if commanded, the girls
looked around the room at all the boys, then directly at their dates. The
girls’ reddened moon pie faces returned to Celeste and me. Both
girls’ heads rose and lowered, scanning our slippery, slinky, shiny,
slick, seductive fronts.
“Ladies,” I said primly. I
curtsied then, my best low, low, jazz-class curtsy. I stood, arched my back,
and blew two kisses at the sophomores.
The real beginning, ours, stood
almost panting in the wings, seconds away.
The original poker reached
for my long hair and grabbed a hunk. “You snotty little bitch!” she
said. She pulled, and I tried to hold my ground. My curtsy was good. But now I
decided it was time to practice my high kick: thwack! In Mrs.
Diamond’s fancy shoes, I kicked the girl in the ear. In the ear!
 
“Fight!” some guy yelled somewhere very far away.
The
first girl let go of my hair under the impact of the kick, and so my head was
free, but she grabbed my dress going down as she fell backward. Celeste hung on
to my shoulders from behind to keep me up, but it didn’t work. Evidently
the other sophomore had a strong hold on Celeste’s hair, and the four of
us toppled onto the library floor in a polyester-sheathed heap.
 
“Honky Tonk Woman” was playing. We scrapped and scrabbled. I
felt yanking mainly. Apparently the grabby sophomore wanted my dress. Off of
me. A guy nearby clapped. Another refereed, shouting, “Below the belt,
below the belt!” repeatedly, as though that was what he really wanted to
see.
I was sort of afraid of getting scratched, but I didn’t
think about the fact that I wasn’t wearing any underwear or I might have
been afraid of my dress riding up. Mainly I tried to hold the wrist of the hand
that was twisting and yanking and threatening to ruin my beautiful purple gift.
As soon as I could I jabbed into the girl’s chest with my free
elbow.
The sophomore with a hold on me spit in my face.
I
jabbed with my elbow again and hit soft boob flesh.
She screeched; I
saw her wince close up. Finally she let go. Then somebody else, some part of
one of the other two, clocked me hard in the head. My leg burned. I pushed off
of the spitter and looked back to see the other sophomore raking her shoe along
my shinbone just as Celeste ratcheted down on the girl’s head. The crook
of Celeste’s arm was pinched on the girl’s neck in a pro-wrestling
move. Celeste cranked down, pulling her fist toward her body with her free
hand. The sophomore pedaled her feet, trying to get out of the hold, catching
me another time in the shin.
Then the spitter bit me. She bit
me on the inside of my arm, on the thin, nervy skin right up by my pit. I
howled. I screamed to beat The Stones.
And suddenly I was on my feet.
Tuxedoed Charlie held me from behind by my forearms, while I watched a large
older woman in a black velvet suit pull Celeste and the other girl up from the
floor, still attached to each other, Celeste’s arm still clamped around
the girl’s neck. “Stop that!” the older woman said, placing a
manicured hand on each of their faces and pushing.
Celeste let go. One
of her silver barrettes had shifted in the fight, and a mound of hair rose from
the side of her head. The other girl’s nose bled. The spitter held her
tit and the ear I’d kicked. I rubbed at my shin with my other calf and
ran my tongue over my lower lip, tasting blood.
“You should be
ashamed of yourselves!” the older woman scolded, shaking Celeste and the
other sophomore. “New Year’s Eve!”
“No shit,
Sherlock,” the spitter dared to say to the woman.
 
“That’s it,” the woman said calmly. “You are going
home. What is your name?”
The spitter clamped her mouth shut and
stared defiantly.
Lynne P. suddenly appeared. “They started it,
Irina!” she declared, swinging a pointing finger between the two
sophomores, then gestured at Celeste and me. “They’re my
friends.” The hostess always carried the clout.
Charlie spoke up
then too, releasing my arms. “These two were just defending
themselves,” he said. Still behind me, Charlie patted and smoothed the
back of my dress. My body tremoloed, it vibratoed, from the excitement. I
looked around the rest of the room for the first time. The entire party seemed
to have crammed itself into the library.
“It’s true,
Irina!” Lynne P. said emphatically. “Please don’t make my
friends go.” Irina, evidently, was the live-in-maid-person-in-charge
along with Charlie. Above Charlie.
“All right. We will
talk about this tomorrow,” Irina said under her breath to Lynne P.
“You two girls have to go,” she said to the sophomores.
The
spitter scoffed audibly.
On cue, Charlie produced the sophomores’
dates. “Time to take your dates home. Gentlemen.” He gripped the
guys mock-good-naturedly around the shoulders, one on either side of him. I
decided Charlie was a minor god.
I have learned much about fighting
since that New Year’s night of 1979, and about girl-fighting in
particular. I know that girls who are enraged will forget to protect their
faces or breasts, but sheer instinct will usually make them protect their
baby-makers; when you’re fighting, it’s easy to draw an
opponent’s fists down to guard a gut, whether that gut belongs to a guy
or a girl. And I’ve learned that once struck, an amateur will try to
protect far more than fight, will fail to punch well, will fail to react
quickly enough. I’ve also learned that the sharper the edge and the
closer to the eye, the more afraid a human will become. Unfortunately,
I’ve also learned that all the hard-earned fight knowledge in the world
makes no difference when a handgun shows up.
Oh! God bless the flesh! I
gave thanks for my new appendages, painful as they were just then. Our
induction was complete. Celeste and I accomplished all that freshmen girls
might possibly aspire to and more. Having put our best flesh forward, in our
best packaging, and having had that packaging yanked and torn asunder by
unknown sophomores who helped to call attention to our new developments, we had
risen exponentially in the grand scheme of high school.
Lynne P. and
her brother, Charlie P., and their long-term maid and overseer, Irina, put on a
grand party that night, and Celeste and I now found ourselves the stars. Every
guy recognized us. Every girl recognized us. The kick-assers. The ass-kickers.
The fighters. The chicks who made the freshman class proud.
A
could-be-cute, blue-eyed boy I’d only known peripherally and never spoken
with before told me in the kitchen, “Hair looks good.” He burped
into his shoulder. “The punch has … the punch has rum eenit
now.”
“Yeah?” I said. I flipped my hair from one side
to the other. “Does it taste okay?” I’d never had hard liquor
before. I’d never wanted to try it.
“Nah,” he said,
seeming kinda weird. I didn’t yet know how to recognize the signs of
drunkenness. “Buttit works.”
His name was Jim. Two years
later I’d get to know Jim very, very well, but that particular New
Year’s Eve, I had other, bigger game in mind. “Maybe I’ll try
some,” I hedged, trying to be friendly.
“I’ll go
an’ get you some.”
“Um, I think I want some food
first.”
“Oh. Yeah. Get me to get you … later
… you want some punch later.”
“Okay.”
 
“Okay.”
“Well,” I said, looking over
Jim’s shoulder, “I’m gonna … I’m going to go
find Celeste.”
“Okay.” Jim waved at me with his
plastic punch cup. “See you ’gator.”
My fellow
inexperienced Country Club Plaza High School students and I were soon to be on
our merry way to “inebriation annihilation,” a favorite expression
of Jim’s come junior year, when I often heard his retelling of “The
Spiking of the Punch of 1979.” Had he used rubbing alcohol that night, he
wouldn’t have managed to get us all drunker than he did.
I found
Celeste easily enough, following the rerouted ant trail to her giant cluster.
She happened to hold court as effortlessly as any preternaturally ordained
being might. She saw me and called me in as she retold the story of our battle,
allowing me to interject whenever I wanted. Playing court jester to
Celeste’s impending class ruler, I went for the humorous asides. I was
the silent, slapsticky, deaf-signer-in-the-oval girl to Celeste’s
narrator, and I—we—had freshmen and sophomores doubled over as I
pretended to bite and pull hair and kick.
“We need a
toast!” someone hollered.
Lynne P., in the immediate group,
yelled, “Time for punch!”
We initiated a mass drive to the
watering hole, an exaggeratedly large, shell-shaped behemoth of a punch bowl
protruding from the center of the dining room table. (“Well, shit,”
Jim would say years later, “that bowl had to’ve had ten gallons of
7UP and Kool-Aid in there already. We needed to add the three bottles
of 151. You can’t catch a buzz if there’s not enough booze,”
and his blue eyes would twinkle with pride.)
Right then, before the
running of the herd began, I probably should have said something about the
punch being spiked, but I honestly didn’t know that rum had such
potential for wreaking havoc. What was a little rum? I honestly didn’t
know. Evidently everybody else did, though.
“To Lisa and
Celeste,” Lynne P. said, lifting her plastic champagne flute. Dozens went
up around the room.
“To raising the standard,” Charlie
said, holding his dark drink aloft.
“To fights!” some guy
yelled.
A lot of cheering.
We glugged the punch. All I tasted
was fizzy cherry Kool-Aid—finishing with a weird back-of-the-throat
sensation after I swallowed. I considered whether or not Jim might have lied to
me; the punch tasted perfectly, normally bad. Nobody else seemed to
taste anything out of the ordinary.
“Another toast! Fill
’em up!”
I turned around. It was Josh, long-gone Josh, Josh
from summer camp, Josh who had ripped out my heart and chewed on it while
trying to give Celeste a hickey. While I’d thought about Josh plenty in
the three years since camp, nothing kind really came to mind during those
pointless ruminations.
At Josh’s loud suggestion of a toast,
Celeste shot me a look. After the shadow of the events of Camp Evergreenshade
had finally thinned to a mere sliver, we both had decided that neither of us
would pursue William or Josh. They weren’t worth the wedge they would
have shoved between us. I shrugged my shoulders at Celeste.
People had
already bellied up again. Lynne P. sloppily passed the glass ladle over the
tops of outstretched flutes. More people came in. The ivory linen tablecloth
began its inevitable decline toward a Grateful Dead mottled fuchsia.
 
“To the ladies!” Josh shouted. “To Colt and
Celeste!”
“To the kickers of ass!”
Eventually
kids started dipping their flutes into the bowl and changing to bigger cups.
Somebody switched out the music. Jim Morrison purred and rumbled, and Lynne P.
told us to go dance in the foyer instead of the sitting room. Irina continued
to bring out pans of finger food and plunk them into warmer trays over Sterno
canisters.
 
The Times Square ball drop led us on the
P.s’ TV. We screamed from ten on down, buzzing the windowpanes.
 
Somebody took hold of my arm from behind and spun me around. “Happy
New Year.” Hard knock of teeth on my own. Wet lips. Grab of my thigh.
Yuck. I pushed the body away from me. It belonged to a creep from algebra.

The foyer and living room were awash, a swelling crush of limbs and bodies.
Another one, some body, grabbed my shoulders and pulled me left. I saw Celeste
get pulled right not more than five feet away by William. Good ol’
William. She saw me, too. Celeste caught my glance in the swift tide and then
she was gone.
“Hi.” Josh’s face rose in front of
me.
“Hi.”
On my shoulders, Josh’s hands, hot,
unholy, burned to my fluttering core. I wish I could say he was unwelcome.
Instead I wanted to swallow his entire head. I wanted to grow a snake’s
or frog’s tongue to unfurl down his throat.
“Happy New
Year, Colt,” Josh said. “You look so good.”
 
“Thanks.”
He kissed me: a sweet, essentially perfect,
perfectly essential kiss. In that first moment I fully imagined Josh kissing
Celeste at camp, but then I succeeded in forgetting. Josh kissed me, and my
body before my brain noted his perfect balance, his delicate measure of pull
and press.
“Kiss me back,” Josh said.
What?
Wasn’t I? I thought I had been.
I leaned into Josh with all of my
small weight, smashing a breast against his shirt buttons, and tried to copy
his mouth motions with my own. A new warmth bounded, puppylike, up my spine
from my pelvis.
So this was what drove the masses.
Josh had
grown early and grown well since sixth grade, one of the few boys in our
freshman class to do so. I felt his chest muscles flex beneath his oxford.

He pulled away. “That’s more like it,” he said, smiling.
My body agreed. He wrapped his arms around mine, picked me up, and pivoted 180
degrees. He set me down and spun me. When he stopped, I faced William.
 
“Happy New Year, gorgeous,” William said and proceeded to stuff
an ashtray-tasting tongue past my guffaw. I kept my eyes open but didn’t
shove William off like I should have, brute shit that he was. He kissed me
while I watched Josh take Celeste’s face in his hands, turn it, pull her
ear to his lips, and say something that made her smile.
What had he
said? She returned Josh’s gesture, saying something close in his
ear.
“What is that?” William asked me, abruptly pulling
away from his relentless pursuit of tonsils. He caught me with one eye
half-open. “What are you doing?”
“Huh?” I
responded dumbly.
“What are you, in a coma?”
 
Obviously William wanted me to kiss him back, too. You know what I thought
then? I thought, “Fuck you, William. Get your mean, mean fingers and your
stinky tongue away from me.” What I said was, “Happy New
Year,” and pushed straight past him, banging my shoulder purposely into
his arm.
I stepped to Celeste. Celeste and Josh. They were, like weirdo
Frenchmen, loudly kissing each other’s cheeks on both sides, back and
forth. Then they laughed. They made me smile, I was so relieved. And then a
guy, a pimpled, cowlicked tenor from Glee Club, lunged my way.
 
“Whoa, there, sport.” Charlie! Charlie! It was Charlie to my
rescue, one hand on the tenor’s chest, the other hand on the back of his
neck.
“Happy New Year!” I yelled to Charlie. Oh, I really
wanted Charlie. “My hero,” I said, blowing punch breath at him.
“My man divine. My anti-Hamlet! You one-who-acts, you!” I flinged.
I flung. I surely catapulted myself at Charlie’s manly-man college-boy
being, his dark hair and dark drink and expensive tuxedo that fit far too well
not to have been his own, and I kissed him madly. Like Jim Morrison sang about,
or so I thought.
But Charlie barely kissed back before he stopped, and,
oh, no, Josh and Celeste stood watching. They’d found me. Found me
out.
“Hey!” the tenor said grumpily.
 
 
Celeste remembered that we had to call her dad. “He’s too old
for you, of course, you know,” she announced as we climbed the winding
staircase to use Lynne P.’s bedroom phone.
“Who,
Charlie?” Of course I knew who she meant.
“You know who I
mean.”
“Charlie,” I stated.
“Josh has
always liked you,” she said.
“Bull.” She knew better.
And I knew better.
“I has,” she said. “He told me
so.”
“You just said, ‘I has.’” We bumped
through the hallway leading to Lynne P.’s room. Did I need to be
embarrassed about kissing Charlie?
“I did not,” Celeste
said.
“What?”
“I didn’t say ‘I
has.’” We opened Lynne P.’s bedroom door. Pink carpeting
undulated within; a lace-covered canopy bed laden with white and pink stuffed
animals bobbed in the center of the room.
“Yes, you
did.”
“Josh has always liked you,” Celeste said.

“You—we should call your dad.”
Lynne P. staggered
in. “He loved it,” she said.
“Huh?”
 
“He told me, ‘I curse you for your friends,’ and then he
said, ‘I can’t kiss a ninth-grader, damn it.’”
 
He swore about me? “He swore about me?”
“I just
said he said, ‘I curse you for your friends. I can’t kiss
a ninth-grader, even if I wanted to.’”
“You skipped
him saying he wanted to,” I said, grinning despite myself. He wanted to
kiss me back! Charlie in his tuxedo with that hair wanted to kiss me back!

“Charlie farts,” Lynne P. said. She backed up toward her
bedroom door. “I grew up with him. In the bathtub.” She butted into
the knob. “With bubble bath. To make bubbles. Are we going downstairs or
what?” 
 
On the phone, Mr. Diamond told us we
weren’t eating enough.
 
Someone had thrown up
in the kitchen sink, and nobody was saying who. Irina frowned as she dealt with
it, cleaning pukey dishes with the vegetable sprayer. She turned on the garbage
disposal. Kids scattered like flies off kicked shit.
In the foyer, the
midnight kissing had stopped and the serious dancing had begun. The marble
floor tiles were wet and dirty, but nobody seemed to care. Disco screamed from
the stereo, several years out-of-date but conducive for optimal contact with
the opposite sex. All the dancers did the bump until some of the guys decided
to bump too hard, sending girls flailing into the walls. Suddenly Celeste got
it in her head for us to do one of our routines from jazz class.
I had
slipped one of Lynne P.’s bikini bottoms on over the outside of my
nylons. I don’t know what I was thinking. I wanted to keep my dress on.
My dress had gotten me kisses. But I wanted to do high kicks without worrying,
and the bottoms were all I could find. Celeste and I scootched the others off
the floor and wiped it down with some embroidered hand towels. At the same
time, we pointed our fingers and said, “Hit it!” to our Glee Club
lackey manning the stereo.
The Emotions sang “Best of My
Love,” and Celeste and I spun and stepped and kicked as high as
we’d ever kicked. We wiggled our little hips in some attempt of
groovin’, and we really did get there. We could dance for sure. Again we
drew a crowd, and lots of people clapped. A few girls clapped lightly, I
noticed, maybe a bit sourly. They were just drunk, I decided.
I can
still see Celeste dancing, and it’s how I remember myself, how I imagine
myself too, dancing the same steps. Her big smile, her hair swinging, her hands
moving fast, her bottom cute as a peach. Innocence and sex wrapped up in a
tight package, the best I’d ever be.
 
After the
dancing but before the making out came the fire. Some beer-drinking sophomore
guy had started lighting paper napkins from the Sterno cans, and Lynne
P.’s dining room table went up. He swore he’d put the napkins out
completely, but with everybody oddly, momentarily turned away from the
detritus, the nearly empty punch bowl and the crumbs and oily cheese slices and
limp parsley sprigs, the table suddenly burst into flames. That’s what
the closest witnesses told the firemen, even though Irina had already put the
fire out with the extinguisher by the time they arrived.
That’s
how the whole party got kicked out into the snow, and how I came to be making
out with Josh against the neighbor’s lumpy stone house. All over the
place horny, wriggling teenagers waited for their rides. 
Josh pushed
down the top of my dress and had me turn Mona’s fur coat inside out and
put it back on. Then he unbuttoned his shirt! He took it off, pressing his bare
chest into the coat with me, palming my new breasts. I could barely breathe. It
was the sexiest thing I could have imagined. Something chemical and horribly
powerful raced around my body and made me heady.
An arm’s reach
to my left, her body flattened against the same house, stood Celeste with some
guy’s face at her chest. As Josh moved his warm mouth down my neck toward
my nipples, I watched Celeste roll her eyes toward the night sky and heard the
crisp scrape of her fingernails on the stone. I looked up, too. Bright stars,
sharp pinpoints of light, filled the entire rectangular, framed view between
the houses. The past few painful years disappeared into the magical suck.
 
 
Lynne P. was grounded for two months. The dining room
table had been an antique. Celeste hadn’t been lying about Josh liking
me, at least not in 1979. Josh and I fondled and fumbled around on our way to
sophomore year, never really committing to coupledom. We wanted so many people,
so much. Charlie P. went back to college, and Celeste and I went on to high
school celebrity status.
We never looked back.
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You don’t even make it inside the
club. You stand with her next to the others in a ragged loop in the parking lot
and pass around a jug of grape-flavored rotgut and a jar of pig poppers and
spit-soaked clove cigarettes and a box cutter. In that order you slug and huff
and smoke and slice your own initials into the skin on the underside of your
arm. Watch how your flesh opens in red maws with the pulling of the rusty
blade. Count the number of people who have done this before you.
You
have some of her, of all of them, in your skin now, in you.
Huff more
and listen to the world echo itself.
Stare at palm trees with their
limbs ruffling like huge bird feathers in the night wind. Decide that the trees
do not go with the parking lot. Decide that the trees do not go with purple
hair. Decide that the trees do not go with scars or the plaid sofa that tilts
on the edge of the asphalt as though it were dying. Decide that the trees
belong someplace else.
SIX
 
AS ICING coated as a gingerbread
house, sophomore year came and went, a sickly-sweet and nearly perfect dream
for the two of us Renaissance women. We spoke French in the halls to each
other. Girls and guys both joined the Glee Club in droves. (Mr. Dolan
couldn’t believe that first crowded Tuesday morning. He almost dropped
his coffee along with the sheet music when he walked in.) Mrs. Diamond kept up
the payments to the Plaza Dance Academy, and we kept up our ends, our chins,
our kicks and attitudes. We refined our beurre blanc, our ratatouille, our
chocolate mousse, our piecrust, our gravy, our presentation.
 
Unquestionably, too, we flaunted our weaknesses, lest we be viewed as less
than human. Celeste could not, for the life of her, create one single thing
with clay that didn’t list, tilt, buckle, or collapse. I, for that
matter, could not render a bowl of fruity orbs or an arrangement of dusty wine
bottles for all the charcoal in the world. Still, we fell in lust with the art
world of Kansas City, such as it was, over the summer before junior year.
 
The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art presented its pillared facade not far from
our high school. Across the street from the museum sat a collection of
converted old mansions and full-frontal contemporary buildings that comprised
the Kansas City Art Institute. Walt Disney was said to have attended the
Institute long ago but hadn’t graduated. The reason as to why he’d
dropped out was not entirely clear, but the two overriding rumors seemed to
center around his purported homosexuality and/or his taking a bunch of acid and
drawing cartoon characters for all of his assigned projects—talking mice
and the like.
 Celeste and I had grown bored of hanging out at her pool
all day, lying around in the sun. Reading or discussing guys only went so far.
And the usual parties had become exactly that—the usual parties.
 
As good kids might want to do, we went looking for some clean diversion.
Actually, we went looking for new guys, guys we didn’t know. I’m
not sure whose idea it was to check out the neighborhood around the museum and
the art school, but that’s where we set out to forage, to find some
older, better, arty guys, guys who cared about more than sports, possibly an
older European visitor-type exchange kind of guy. We set out in short shorts
and bikini tops, all the better for shopping the numerous balconies of the
adjacent apartment buildings, student housing, and campus dormitories.
 
Slogging through the July heat on our first excursion out, flip-flops
slapping, we encountered no new guys. The sun beat down mercilessly, and we
frowned and squinted. (Sunglasses would have left terrible raccoon-eye tans.)
We understood quickly that we were idiots, roaming the melting blacktop streets
and ant-frying sidewalks in the middle of the day. Where were the guys? We
surmised that the interesting European ones with whom we would try out our
French had to be in some air-conditioned location. Some life-drawing
class—god, to get a naked guy for a model!—or some
restaurant, or some wood-paneled room at the Nelson-Atkins Museum proper. But
you couldn’t get into the museum showing so much skin, so we hoofed it
back to the Diamond house, cursing the fact that neither Celeste’s
parents nor my dad would loan or buy us a car.
We changed into jeans
and faded summer Izods, and returned to the museum to pay our student dollar.
Inside, the central atrium rose for stories. The cool of the stone and concrete
and the air all around us made Celeste’s arms pebble with gooseflesh. I
shivered and let my eyes adjust. Suits of armor flanked the halls leading to
the galleries. Egyptian pottery rested inside tomblike glass cases. From the
right came the distinct sounds of dining, of cutlery noise and genteel
conversation and ice in glasses. We followed the smells of real ingredients
wafting our way.
Past an archway an enormous room appeared, and this
second tree-decorated atrium swarmed with people eating lunch. The patrons all
had “the look,” paint-splattered and rumpled or moneyed and
tweeded. The patrons wore their superior aesthetics on their sleeves. At least
that’s what their plated chicken breast and new asparagus seemed to say:
The painters didn’t paint houses and the tweeds didn’t hunt foxes.
They didn’t need to bother with real work. Well, they
didn’t have to work a regular schedule, at any rate, as many a painter
had to buy gesso and canvas and many an original trophy wife had to get on the
horse at some point.
Busers, the bus people—drones, we would soon
learn to call them—picked up dishes and refilled tea and looked down
their young noses at the diners. One female bus person sprouted blue tufts of
hair from her temples like horns. Another guy had hair the color of blood,
fresh-sprung, thick and scary. A tall, thin, graceful, adept, smiling,
Chinese-looking person of completely indecipherable sex bused the tables, too,
his or her chin-length hair a shiny, flirty curtain.
Celeste and I had
found our venue. “Do you have any money?” she asked.
I dug
in my jeans pocket as I surveyed the room. I didn’t feel uneasy. I saw no
one I knew, but lots of people I’d like to. I loved the sensation of the
place immediately and wondered why it’d taken us so long to get there.
“Yeah. Twenty … two, three, twenty-eight dollars.”
 
“Let’s eat something,” Celeste said, heading toward the
incomparably chic cafeteria line. Waiting and watching a really handsome
scooping-serving guy with five (five!) little silver ring earrings and short
hair so severely short that without the earrings you would have thought he was
in the military, I was suddenly reminded of Christmas trees. The workers fought
their bland uniforms with color and shine and glitter. These people, I
realized, feeling clever, were their own pieces of art.
In short order,
Celeste and I got to know the servers. We infiltrated the staff deftly by
tipping atypically well for a couple of high school–looking girls
and—well, fuck it, fine, I admit it—eating at the art museum nearly
every weekday for the rest of the summer.
Celeste had the sense to have
us stop wearing upper-body insignia. No more Polos or Izods. Plain or bizarre
T-shirts replaced our preppy shirts, and we opted for the oldest jeans in our
dressers. Thread by thread we unwove perfectly good blue-jean knees—you
couldn’t have the holes looking like you’d just made them. I can
only imagine how neon-bright our want had been those first few weeks, how
baldly we had been courting attention. I’m embarrassed just to think
about the deliberateness of our plan, the extra mascara, the switch of shoes,
the attempts at “unusual” hair without actual cutting or
dyeing.
There was a core of seven Kansas City Art Institute students
who worked regularly at the Nelson-Atkins dining room. Surely by the time the
troops broke down and decided to include Celeste and me, it had become a matter
of pity, or more likely a matter of fuckability, a five-syllable system by
which every visible human was rated. Celeste and I did rate high on the
fuckability scale.
It was Brooklyn who bridged the gap. Formerly
Brooke, Brooklyn was a server with a black-dyed, spiked weed patch of hair.
(All of the crew could be immediately identified by hair alone.) Brooklyn was
in the process of becoming a man, although she still happened to be in the
money-saving stages for counseling and surgery and airfare.
 Taking her
time to water us and compliment some something of our beings—always
startlingly observant and frighteningly honest compliments along the lines of
“Your thighs look very strong” or “Your eyebrows are
perfectly raw” or “You wouldn’t need to wear a bra if you
didn’t want to”—Brooklyn trotted out the other busers one by
one, instructing them to wipe or snatch or refill at our table.
 
“Drone Mack Truck,” Brooklyn said as the guy with the bloodred
hair lazily ran a drippy rag over our glass tabletop.
 “Drone Pia
Stream,” Brooklyn barked when an itty-bitty blonde minced by. “Come
here.” Pia did as she was told. “These tasty young women would like
to meet us. Pia, Lisa, Lisa, Pia.”
 “Hello,” I said
as casually as I could.
Pia just looked at Brooklyn.
“Say
‘hello’ back, you bitch,” Brooklyn said lowly.
 
“Hello,” Pia tinkled, her voice light and sugared. We would
come to learn she sprinkled and sprayed when told and that she was a slave of
sorts, belonging exclusively to Brooklyn.
 “Pia, Celeste,
Celeste, Pia.”
Again, Pia looked only to Brooklyn. We
hadn’t put anything together yet, and Pia’s behavior confused
Celeste, I could tell, as much as it did me. “Say
‘hello’!” Brooklyn pushed.
“Hello,” Pia
said nicely again.
“Go away,” Brooklyn instructed.
 
We met all seven within two lunches. Brooklyn had held the position at the
art museum restaurant the longest, making her the head drone, or boss of the
busers. We met Drone Blue Rose, the girl with blue hair thorns at her temples,
and Drone Ing, the truly genderless Chinese person whose drone name, when
directed toward another drone, indicated wishy-washiness, as in, “Stop
Inging and make up your fucking mind.” We met the drone who made us
drool, the very handsome and pierced Drone Ess—“Like the letter,
but spelled E-S-S.”
The spelling information, evidently, proved
you to be an insider. Ess was often asked what the S stood for, being the
singer in his own band. He would tell each and every inquirer something
different. An ongoing, underground argument revolved around whether S stood for
Satan, See More, or Saliva. Ess apparently was not necessarily always creative
and had repeated his top suggestions for the capital letter more than a few
times. Celeste and I decided, dopily, that the nonexistent S stood for
Sexy.
We also met the seventh, Drone Gigantus Khan, said to have a huge
cock hanging between his scrawny, pale legs. Gigantus Khan spoke in a put-on
British accent, having visited London with his family for a summer when he was
eight. He claimed to have been greatly influenced by the dialect because he had
been in the pivotal formative year of his youth, and thus simply couldn’t
help it. Nobody particularly liked Gigantus Khan. He was retained as a sort of
sideshow ringer, one that was put up against the freaky keepers of other tribes
at hardcore shows when needed. A secret weapon, albeit with a shitty British
accent. The runt with the gigantic wanker. “Shall I free my willy?”
he used to ask. Years later when the movie came out, I laughed out loud at the
ridiculous title.
All too soon, however, Celeste and I had to return to
Country Club Plaza High School, just two weeks after the drones themselves had
returned to KCAI and largely disappeared from the restaurant at the art
museum.
Still, the museum itself intrigued us more than a bit, and even
after the busing staff changed its weekday face, we continued to visit for both
the food and the art. I loved the primitive pieces for what I could imagine,
for the hands through which the pottery and fertility figures must have passed,
for the strange worlds I would have loved to experience for more than just an
hour or two. Celeste, on the other hand, seemed drawn to the classical
paintings, like a butterfly to hollyhock. But then I could sculpt; she could
draw. Perhaps our predilections made a little sense.
Junior year, year
of the PSATs, ultimately took Celeste and me deep into the realms of test
anxiety, precalculus cramming, and vocabulary quizzes, and so our summer fling
with the unusual faded into the past, a crated donation in storage. We would
revisit before the year was over, but by the outset of our second junior
quarter, we just didn’t have time for artistic drones.
 
 
In February that fated year, when every brown, ice-coated
lawn crunched underfoot, when the bitter prairie wind came stalking to kill
everything it could with its cold breath, when granular snow hard as grit
scratched at every exposed surface, my mother, Janice Joy, froze.
We
remaining three stalwart Smiths were used to her turns for the worse, turn
after turn, but this was The One. What happened was that word got out. I always
figured the leak came from my younger brother, David, being what younger
brothers always are with a family secret: just plain bad. Unfortunately my
usual mean dismissal of my mother may have had something to do with it as well.
I complained about my mother to Celeste without paying much attention to the
classmates around us who might have been listening in. I jabbed at Janice Joy
in the cafeteria, whining about how my mother uselessly took up space. In the
halls I bitched about how her room stank. Whatever cruel fastball I could smack
Janice Joy’s way as Celeste and I played indoor tennis in gym class, I
did. I know now that I used my mother to redirect the pressure of too much
homework and the slow-cooker temperatures of a college-prep high school, of
adolescence, of having a goddess of a best friend, but it’s hard not to
feel guilty. I might have been responsible, too.
After The One, Janice
Joy went away. The rest of us put her away. I try, try, try not to feel guilty.
Engaging in guilt, like worry, doesn’t do a damn bit of good, you
know?
I had a boyfriend a few months after my daughter was born who
told me about his dog that he had to put down because it licked and chewed
itself into being put down. The dog had these hot spots, my boyfriend said. It
licked first at some invisible something in its coat, then chewed away the
hair, and then chewed at its own skin, and then licked and chewed away at these
noncancerous, non-flea-ridden, nonallergic spots till its flesh bled, bled and
wept and oozed and bled, and the dog made more spots, and made the spots
bigger, and if a spot was over a bone, it gnawed down to its own bone. The
boyfriend was a decent man who didn’t abuse the dog, I don’t think.
The dog licked and chewed because it hurt, and it hurt because it licked and
chewed. But the crux lies with the initial nibble, doesn’t it? Starting a
new hot spot, giving in to the desire to begin another time.
The same
goes for guilt and worry. So, I try not to worry. And I try not to feel guilty
about my mother. What can ever be undone? I can’t take back what I said
about her. But it’s hard knowing how contemptible I was, how horrible I
was behind her back. And right to her face. I swear I understand that poor,
sick dog better than I do a lot of people.
 So, somehow word got out
that our mother was one of the undead. The murmuring bothered me at school,
sure, tugged at my teenage guts to deny what I heard, to fight for her, but I
knew the time was as right as any to get rid of my nearly literal closet ghost.
Her outing had come. And so I decided to unite with the persecutors in attitude
if not action. A small part of me relished the name-calling of the person whom
I most despised, the person whose love I never felt. I had wanted a real mother
so badly.… I joined the mad masses, at least in spirit, to bring forth
the creature, to call the monster by her name and be rid of her for good.
 
After days of my feeling the burbling undercurrent, two boys from my
brother David’s class got loud about Janice Joy, late during fifth-period
lunch. Wanda, Celeste, and I were flicking a triangular paper football over
finger goalposts and drilling one another on the week’s worth of
irregular French verbs. One of the boys, a cocky little jerk who wore his
Docksiders with the heels purposely broken and flattened, said from the
neighboring table, laughing, “Well, the Smith mother is
retarded.”
A second boy, one with bangs and slitty eyes, laughed
and looked our way. “Naw. She can’t talk at all. That makes her a
mute, you retard.” Both of them laughed and slapped their table
till the first boy knocked over his half-empty soda can.
Celeste
stopped conjugating, caught our paper football, and held it in her hands,
staring pointedly at the boys.
“You are way
wrong,” Docksiders said. “Mutes don’t shit their
pants!” They both laughed again, fake and loud as hell, purposely
knocking around their lunch garbage. Cheese puffs sprinkled across our
table.
Celeste flicked the football at Docksiders. It caught him square
in the forehead. “You are so wrong,” Celeste said.
Unhesitatingly. Of course.
He looked at Celeste and blinked.
“That’s not what I heard,” he said.
 
“She’s not sick is what I heard,” the slitty-eyed boy
said. “She’s a lunatic.” He retrieved our football
from the puddle of spilled Coke and flicked it back to us. Wanda grabbed it out
of the air.
“Bull,” Celeste told him.
Celeste was
sticking up for me again, and I had the odd urge to tell her not to, so instead
I said to the boy, “Yeah, she is craaazy. So what?” I
jerked my chin up an inch.
“She—” And then the boy
stopped. “Cool,” he said.
“No, it’s not,”
I said, paused, then added, “She uses the toilet.” I wanted to tack
on, But she doesn’t flush, but didn’t. As if she’d
read my mind, she let me have it: Celeste’s kick under the table left a
bruise.
 
That night, sometime after eleven
o’clock, the show began on the front lawn of our house. I was asleep, but
evidently for their extremely short production, the cast wore pajamas and paper
bags over their heads à la The Gong Show’s Unknown Comic.
That’s what our father said to the police. The screeching of car tires
woke David and me up. “It was just a dark car down the street,” he
told the uniformed team sitting properly in our living room after midnight.
“A shiny car. Like it’d had a washing recently.”
The
boys evidently drove off right after my father opened the front door and turned
on the outdoor lights. I can picture him, rushing out into the frozen dark,
trying to make sense of what was happening. The last boy had to light two
matches. The first that he tossed toward the lawn went out in the air. But with
the second match, the lighter fluid took. And the words the boys had spelled
out flamed to life. The words that clearly only my mother could read from the
second floor.
I’d love to know why my father didn’t resod.
I think sometimes about asking him still. How expensive could it have been? It
was ridiculous, terrible. Instead, he just reseeded over the burned black
letters in spring. The words grew brighter green than the rest of the lawn
until August of the next year. The verdant letters. KILL THE
FREAK! they read. The exclamation mark dribbled away
in splotches toward the direction of the getaway car, across the corner of the
Nielsons’ yard. Dad reseeded the Nielsons’ dribble marks too.
 
Poof. Janice Joy saw it all, and afterward failed to rise for anything. Not
for anything. My brother, David, spent the night at a friend’s house, and
I made sure to sleep over at the Diamonds’ the day the expensive people
my father had hired took my mother to the home, so early in the morning that
none of the neighbors were witness to the occasion. The expensive people had
practice in such transfers, and they evidently moved Janice Joy without
incident.
The look that surely crossed my father’s face must have
been one of … one of what? I couldn’t have guessed what his
features must have given up as his wife plodded down the front walk, never
looking back. It’s the one bit of information he ever gave us: “She
never looked back.”
She, on the other hand, I imagined clearly,
stood at the window staring at the fiery letters with amazement that night, the
slight heat of her palms leaving no mark on the panes. She watched and breathed
a heavy sigh of relief. Her excuse had finally come. Her excuse to pee the bed
and refuse to eat the regular crumbs and not to make the insane effort to rise
again had finally come. She’d been delivered. As her husband made his
futile dashing way down the street after the getaway car, her heavy and
grateful sigh left a mist on the pane. She drew a heart in her own breath and
pierced it with an arrow. I swear I thought I could picture her doing it.
 
 
The casting out of my mother took some work to get over,
if I must be honest. Her undoing couldn’t have come at a worse time in
terms of my psychological maturation. When alone, I slept fitfully. I bit my
toenails while I studied at night. My brother caught me once and threatened to
tell everyone that I pretended to be a monkey in my room when nobody saw. I
picked at anything: my nose, a scab, my scalp, the tiny hairs on the back of my
arms with my teeth. I brimmed with restlessness. I felt like I could stick my
finger in a socket and make my ears light up for all the pent-up energy I
had.
The Diamonds added another couple of suppers to the preexisting
schedule, allowing my father to get in some much-needed one-on-one bonding with
his unruly teenage son. Celeste and I cooked most every night at her house, and
I spent the night at least twice a week. They made me think it was my idea. A
couple years later, during one of our long-distance telephone conversations,
Celeste let me know that my father and her parents had hammered out a sort of
intervention for me. I’d had no idea I’d needed any such thing or
that plans were put into effect behind my back.
I realize now what a
fool I had to have been, becoming the ass that I did, but I felt free! Crazy
free! I’m sure I hurt horribly, but all I remember is being daring, being
adventurous, being willing to try anything once. Or twice. Free, free,
free!
 
Jim—remember him from the New
Year’s Eve party? the punch spiker?—played basketball, and played
it well. I liked basketball least of all the regular guy sports, but our
varsity team, by some accounts, was heading toward the play-offs. Jim was the
second-best player and still only a junior. He’d grown spectacularly in
all ways since our first encounter, and without even the specter of a mother
anymore, I’d grown suddenly reckless. In a few mere weeks, while picking
at pieces of myself in private, I’d become a brash thing in public.
Celeste and I had our ever-present following. Of course, I’d remained the
clown of the two of us, wisecracking Bones to handsome Captain Kirk. But
suddenly I couldn’t contain myself in any way. I needed to fill myself up
with attention, all the attention I hadn’t gotten from Janice Joy all
those years, I suppose. And the more attention I received from guys, the
better.
Jim, I decided, would be the one to give me what I
needed.
“I can’t believe,” Celeste
said.
“I know,” I said. We’d come to our
first basketball game of the year at the urging of classmates. Walking in, we
were amazed at the number of students and overzealous parents who filled the
bleachers already, the game still fifteen minutes away. Why weren’t they
doing homework? I pretended to fall walking up the bleachers. A freshman girl
gasped. Celeste saw my move in the making and caught me easily in my standard
position, one of my dancing legs high, tennis shoe toe pointed. We smiled and
waved at classmates. A guy whistled. But really—why weren’t they
doing homework? The past two nights we’d done extra in Honors English and
European History to make room for the game. (Our report cards only ever varied
by a plus or minus here and there. PSATs: I took her in math; she beat me in
verbal.) “Guess KU is calling their names,” I added, sitting
down.
“KU is fine—”
“I know KU is
…” Two of our team members jogged to their bench and pulled off
their warm-up pants. The sight of their bare legs, in shorts, in the middle of
winter, stirred something under my breastbone. “… it’s okay,
but you know what I mean.”
“If it’s the only place
that gave somebody money—yeah,” Celeste said, “I know what
you mean.” Occasionally we found it difficult to belie the advantaged
girls that we were. KU pretty much stank.
Jim jogged over to our
team’s bench then and started talking to Coach Wolfsheim. Jim nodded and
shook his legs one by one, then his arms, then started again with his legs, his
head bowed to the short coach. Random voices in the bleachers called out,
“Jim!” or whistled more and shouted dumb, wordless crowd
ululations, howls and barks. And then. Then Jim took off his warm-ups. It
couldn’t have been simpler or less intellectualized. I looked at his legs
and made my decision, however unconscious at the time. The instinct to
perpetuate the species attacked my brain like an ax.
“Come in,
Lisa,” Celeste said.
I grinned stupidly and turned to Celeste.
“When did he get so cute?”
“I don’t
know,” Celeste answered sincerely. The senior center came off the court
toward Jim then, a ball tucked under his arm. He looked like a man. He could
have been an astronaut or a senator already. The notion scared me a little, and
when the center took off his warm-ups, the dense hair on his legs made me feel
small, young. A man like that could hurt me. He could lie on me in a bed, and I
wouldn’t be able to escape. Or be able to breathe. The swarthy center
lifted his five-o’clock-shadowed face to the crowd and looked around. His
eyes found me. Or Celeste. Us. Jim looked at the center, and then Jim found us,
too. I smiled my flirtiest half smile and wiggled a few fingers at him in a
wave. Jim smiled and lowered his head. The center stared. Lechery, I believed,
darkened his brow.
“Stay away from the center,
what’s-his-name,” I warned Celeste.
“Why?” Her
lavender angora sweater made her eyes glow, reminding me of a fifties pinup
calendar. At the moment she approximated April, or maybe May.
 
“He’s scary,” I said.
“You think so?
Naaaw.”
“He is. Look how hairy his legs are.”
 
“Hair doesn’t make him scary. He’s … he’s
just hairy, not scary.” We giggled.
Some girls we hung out with
during lunch period sat down next to us, and we all talked about what
we’d had for supper and the family trees of European monarchies. We
suspected a pop quiz the next day. Just then the loud buzzer sounded, and the
chaotic-looking bouncing and running on the court stopped as the two teams
gathered at their benches. Our school’s stiff cheerleaders cheered a
peppy cheer. The smell of popcorn and hot dogs wafted in through the sets of
double doors. Somebody dropped a soda can. A fart. An answering belch. A few
mean-faced teachers scanned the seats for the culprits. More whistling. But I
only had eyes for Jim.
Jim moved better than the other guys out there,
I decided early in the game. He seemed more graceful somehow without looking
faggy—Grecian, or Roman, in the way that you might imagine the original
Olympians looking, only Jim was obviously taller than they would have been. I
wanted to sculpt Jim out of clay in art class and give his own likeness to him
as a gift: Here, here you go. See your jersey number? There, on the back. I
could’ve written Jim an ode.
The hairy center, Jim, and one other
guy, another senior, seemed to have a plan going that worked well. I
couldn’t really figure it out, but the three of them kept making all the
baskets. By halftime, our team was ahead by eighteen points. Jim and the others
retreated to the locker room. The pom-pom girls galloped onto the floor and
began a terrible dance routine. Celeste and I looked at each other, bug-eyed.
We were so much better, but, oh, well.
“Who’s their
choreographer?” Celeste asked.
“They do their own,”
said one of our lunch-period acquaintances, Jordan. “I don’t
understand why they put themselves through this week after week.”
Jordan’s skiing tan had started to fade, although her nose still
presented the pink, tight-skinned results of a terrible burn. She was the sort
of girl who never touched zinc oxide, sensitive as she was about the size of
her nose already. White expands, we all knew. Black recedes. Perhaps if black
zinc oxide had existed, Jordan would have used it. Still, Jordan was generous,
acerbic, droll. “Oh, look. The poor dears.”
The pom-pom
squad consisted of six somewhat unpopular girls who, despite jeers and general
disapproval, shook about for every sport in every season they were able, field
hockey, wrestling, and water polo included. They were very bad.
 
“It is hard to figure out why they would continue,”
Celeste agreed.
“They’re so …” I searched.
“… so—oh, god!” The biggest of the pom-pom girls had
just gone to jump-kick when her supporting ankle twisted gruesomely beneath all
her weight. I watched the heavy girl wince and flop into an ungraceful kneel.
Laughs erupted in the bleachers. The girl’s squad continued, but now in a
confused and halfhearted way, as if their actions were suddenly sacrilegious.
The heavy girl stood and hobbled off, twirling her hand in a gesture that
indicated the others should finish. “That had to kill,” I said.
Nobody applauded the exiting casualty.
Some guy shouted,
“That’s right, lard-ass!”
The pom-pom squad
didn’t really have a coach or anyone else in charge, Jordan told us. They
ordered and paid for their own costumes.
“That must have
killed,” I repeated.
Celeste looked in her lap, then bit
at the writing callus on her middle finger.
“We must remember,
‘survival of the fittest,’” Jordan remarked, adding,
“Anyone want popcorn?”
“I do,” another
lunch-period girl answered.
“Is the butter real?” Celeste
asked.
Jordan looked into her own eyebrows.
“No,
then,” Celeste said. “I’m going to go to the
bathroom.”
“Same here,” the other lunch-period girl
chimed, following Celeste down the bleacher stairs.
“Do you know
Jim?” I asked Jordan. “The player—”
“I
know who you mean. He lives two blocks away from me.” Jordan
tsked and shook her head. Jordan didn’t date inside our school
district for some reason.
I smiled. “He made a pass at me
freshman New Year’s.”
“Ah, yes,” she said.
“Your coming-out party. As it were.”
“You’re
not being nice.”
“Never, darling, never.
He’s a … I don’t know … bird of a different feather?
I’ve never seen him with a girl. And he’s not shy, either. Just, he
seems so involved. Or maybe preoccupied … You know.”
Jim
wasn’t the sort of guy you suspected of being gay. Maybe he had a
girlfriend outside the district. “What’s with him?”
 
“Go ask him after the game. I dare you, Lisa. Crack that shy boy out
of his shell. Want some popcorn? Oh! Do you want a raffle ticket? They’re
giving away a limo ride for Sadie Hawkins.”
The dance! I could
ask Jim to the dance. I could ask him and get him to pick me up and play pony
with me on his big knees in the back of a limo. Or something like that. I
wanted that. “Love one,” I said.
“A raffle ticket it
is,” Jordan said.
“Would you get Celeste to come back? I
need to ask—”
Jordan wagged her finger at me. “You
two should never, ever vie.”
“Who’s
vying?”
“You know better than that,” she said
somberly.
“What?” Did Celeste like Jim? I didn’t
think so.
“There’s an expression, darling: Never shit where
you eat.”
I laughed as if I understood. Jordan left for popcorn
and raffle tickets. More often than not expressions like that, the kind a kid
might call “grown-up” expressions, left me truly perplexed. I
blamed it on my unsophisticated father and absent mother. The sort of savvy so
many of my classmates possessed skipped me over entirely, though I always tried
to play along. I’d been denied a slice of adulthood, somehow, and
it’d take me ages to catch up. Ketchup. So what. I’d make up
whatever I lacked in other ways. Quickly. Fast, fast. Gimme my cake. It was
time to fuck.
 
Celeste lagged behind, like I said. I
should have let her stay there. I really should have.
She came back
and sat down next to me. “I think she broke it,” she said, a piece
of black tissue paper stuck to her lavender sweater.
 
“What?”
“Kira.”
 
“Who?”
“Kira. You know, who fell.”
 
“Oh, yeah.” It looked like it had killed. We won the game by
twenty-six.
 
I always found the expression
“losing your virginity” stupid and sort of technically incorrect.
Celeste and I knew that virginity didn’t actually mean an intact hymen.
Which was good, since William the finger fucker had done away with mine long
ago. Still, I couldn’t help wishing it had been more tangible, as though
I’d really given up something. A piece of me, you know, something along
the lines of an appendix or tonsils. Still have your tonsils? No, lost
’em years ago, heh, heh. Wink, wink. I don’t know. Nothing was
gone. If anything really changed it was just that now even more of the outside
world managed to stuff its way into us.
You know, when a portion of
you is filled with a piece of someone else, you can’t help becoming some
smaller percentage of the total. If you are a woman, technically you constitute
less of the aggregate when being fucked than before the fucking. Assuming the
outer borders of your own body are the actual limits of the measured entity, of
the circle, of self, you are, by definition, less yourself when having sex.

I somehow wanted it to be different. Here. Have an earlobe. Oh, no, I
have more. Keep it. Go on, as a memento, a part of me. Have it. My virginity. I
insist. I’m giving it to you.
Yes, my decision to offer
up my virginity was voluntary. (And in his family’s attic, Jim was kind
and sweet.)
I suppose Celeste’s offering was voluntary, too,
insofar as she’d had control enough at the time to say, “Keith, we
should have sex now.” In the grass, by the War Memorial, at night.
 
Imagine his reaction. Imagine looking at a young woman such as Celeste was
then, the purest, most unadulterated beauty around for thousands of miles, her
beauty incontestable all the way to the towering mountains of Colorado, to the
Great Lakes of the North, to the vast cotton seas of the South, to the far
reaches of the Eastern shore. Her beauty was wide-ranging and complete, enough
to challenge any goddess’. And, lo and behold, enter the beauty’s
mortal of the moment, Keith. Keith the water-polo player. Lucky, lucky
Keith.
It hurt, she said, a lot. Later she would know that, by
comparison to most guys, Keith was hung like a minotaur, notwithstanding the
Speedo that had made it all look so manageable. For a minute she hadn’t
even thought that they’d be able to do it, and then they did, and it
stung so much her eyes watered, although she wanted to make sure I knew that
she hadn’t cried.
She healed quickly and told Keith somewhat
unkindly that she wasn’t happy with their going out together anymore. He
in turn announced to every guy he could that he’d gotten Celeste and that
he had the blood on the blanket to prove it. Keith failed to achieve the
desired effect, however, as Celeste’s reputation merely changed to one of
“woman,” as in “You make me feel like a natural
woman.” Experienced, but hardly slutty. They wanted her all the
more.
So I held on to her tight after that. What else could I do?
 
 
Our girls’ track team went to state our junior
year. Celeste and I ran the first and fourth legs of the 440 relay. We placed
third all-around, a feat for our small prep school, one that has astonishingly
yet to be repeated. I also placed sixth in hurdles, Celeste seventh. Jazz-class
leaping had its benefits.
I kept Jim a while longer until a few weeks
into June, when his family went on an extended vacation to Majorca. I hated the
idea of him surrounded by bikinied girls, his great body a magnet. But by then
we’d really had enough of each other anyway. A mutual decision. No hard
feelings. Best of luck and all that. He told me not to write about who I
started going out with next. He said he couldn’t stand it. No worries.
Friends. What we both wanted. Honestly. Duh, I swear, cross my heart.
 
And, so, the summer leading into senior year spread itself in front of
Celeste and me like a banquet. We did not resist. We had no reason to
whatsoever.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Boyd_9780307275912_epub_l01_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Boyd_9780307275912_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
PRETIN WrTL= BRIRTY

AMANDA BOYDEN





OEBPS/images/Boyd_9780307275912_epub_ppl_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Boyd_9780307275912_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Boyd_9780307275912_epub_001_r1.jpg





