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After all, it was the seventies, so Allen and Betty thought nothing of leaving their younger daughter, Jamie, home alone for three nights while they went camping in Death Valley. And although most girls who had just turned fourteen would love a rambling Spanish-style house (with a rock formation pool, of course) to themselves for four days, Jamie, who erupted with bouts of fear with the here-now/gone-now pattern of a recurring nightmare, found the idea of her parents spending three nights in Death Valley terrifying. Jamie was not afraid for Allen and Bettyshe did not fear their death by heat stroke, or scorpion sting, or dehydration (although each of these occurred to her in the days preceding their departure). She feared her own deathbeing murdered by one of the homeless men who slept between the roots of the giant fig tree near the train station or being trapped on the first floor of the house, the second floor sitting on her like a fat giant, after having fallen in an earthquake.

Jamies older sister, Renee, was also away that weekend, at a lake with the family of her best and only friend. But even if she had been home, Renee would have provided little comfort for Jamie, as her tolerance for the whims of her younger sister seemed to have vanished around the time Jamie began menstruating while Renee still hadnt grown hips.

I invited Debbie and Tammy to stay with me while youre gone, Jamie told her mother.

They were in the kitchen. Betty wore only cutoff shorts and an apron (no shoes, no shirt, no bra); it was her standard uniform while cooking. Bettys large, buoyant breasts sat on either side of the bibher long, gummy nipples matched the polka dots on the apron.

I know, Betty said. Their mothers called.

Jamies stomach thumped. Of course their mothers called. They each had a mother who considered her daughter the central showpiece of her life. So whatd you say? Jamie prayed that her mother had said nothing that would cause Tammys and Debbies mothers to keep them home.

I told them that I had left about a hundred dollars worth of TV dinners in the freezer, that there was spending money in the cookie jar, and that there was nothing to worry about.

Whatd they say?

Tammys mother wanted to know what the house rules were.

Whatd you say?

I told her there were no rules. We trust you.

Jamie knew her parents trusted her, and she knew they were right to do soshe couldnt imagine herself doing something they would disapprove of. The problem, as she saw it, was that she didnt trust them not to do something that she disapproved of. She had already prepared herself for the possibility that her parents would not return at the time they had promised, for anythingan artichoke festival, a nudists rights paradecould detain them for hours or even days. There was nothing internal in either of her parents, no alarms or bells or buzzing, that alerted them to the panic their younger daughter felt periodically, like she was an astronaut untethered from the mother shipfloating without any boundaries against which she could bounce back to home.

Allen walked into the kitchen. Hed been going in and out of the house, loading the Volvo with sleeping bags, a tent, lanterns, flashlights, food.

You know Debbie and Tammy are staying here with Jamie, Betty said, and she flipped an omelet overit was a perfect half-moon, and she, for a second, was like a perfect mother.

Why do all your friends names end in y? Allen asked.

Tammy, Jamie recited, DebbieDebbies i e.

But it sounds like a y.

So does my name.

Youre i e, Betty said, Youve been i e since you were born.

Yeah, but Jamie sounds like Jamey with a y.

Theres no such thing as Jamie with a y, Allen said. But there is Debby with a y.

Well Moms a yBetty!

Im a different generation, Betty said, I dont count.

And shes not your friend, shes your mother, Allen said.

Oh, theres also Kathy and Suzy and Pammy, Betty said.

No one calls her Pammy except you, Jamie said.

Too many ys, Allen said. You need friends with more solid names. Carol or Ann.

No way Im hanging out with Carol or Ann.

Theyve got good names. Allen sat on a stool at the counter, picked up his fork and knife, and held each in a fist on either side of his plate.

Theyre dorks, Jamie said.


Betty slid the omelet off the pan and onto Allens plate just as their neighbor, Leon, walked in.

Betty, he said, and he kissed Jamies mother on the cheek. His right hand grazed one breast as they pulled away from the kiss.

Allen, Leon stuck out the hand that had just touched Bettys breast toward Allen, who was hovered over his omelet, oblivious.

Did you find some? Allen asked.

I stuck it in your trunk, Leon said.

What? Jamie asked.

Nothing, Allen said, although he must have known that Jamie knew they were talking about marijuana. They rolled it in front of their daughters, they smoked it in front of them, they left abalone ashtrays full of Chiclet-sized butts all over the house. Yet the actual purchasing of it was treated like a secretas if the girls were supposed to think that although their parents would smoke an illegal substance, theyd never be so profligate as to buy one.

So what are you going to do in Death Valley? Leon asked.

Allen lifted his left hand and made an O. He stuck the extended middle finger of his right hand in and out of the O. The three of them laughed. Jamie turned her head so she could pretend to not have seen. Unlike her sister, Jamie was successfully able to block herself from her parents overwhelming sexuality, which often filled the room they were in, in the same way that air fills whatever space contains it.

And what are you doing home alone? Leon winked at Jamie.

Debbie and Tammy are staying with me, she said. I guess well watch TV and eat TV dinners.


You want an omelet? Betty asked Leon, and her voice was so cheerful, her cheeks so rouged and smooth, that it just didnt seem right that she should walk around half-naked all the time.

Sure, Leon said, and he slid onto the stool next to Allen as Betty prepared another omelet.

Jamie looked back at the three of them as she left the kitchen. Allen and Leon were dressed in jeans and T-shirts, being served food by chatty, cheerful Betty. Wide bands of light shafted into the room and highlighted them as if they were on a stage. It was a scene from a sitcom gone wrong. There was the friendly neighbor guy, the slightly grumpy father, the mother with perfectly coiffed short brown hair that sat on her head like a wig. But when the mother bent down to pick up an eggshell that had dropped, the friendly neighbor leaned forward on his stool so he could catch a glimpse of the smooth orbs of his friends wifes ass peeking out from the fringe of her too-short shorts.

Jamie wished her life were as simple as playing Color-forms; she would love to stick a plastic dress over her shiny cardboard mother. If it didnt stick, shed lick the dress and hold it down with her thumb until it stayed.



Debbie and Tammy were dropped off together by Tammys father, who got out of the car and walked into the house with them.

Did your parents leave already? he asked.

Yes, Mr. Hopkins, Jamie said.

Mr. Hopkins looked around the kitchen, toward the dining room, then out the French doors toward the pool, which had an open-air thatched bar in the shape of a squat British telephone booth, and boulders like stone club chairs embedded in the surrounding tile.

What are the pool rules? he asked, his belly pointing in the direction of his gaze as if it, too, were scrutinizing the situation.

No one is allowed to swim alone. Jamie recited the rules from Debbies house: No glass or other breakable items by the pool, no food by the pool, no running by the pool, no skinny-dipping, no friends over unless my parents are informed ahead of timeUh

No swimming after dark, Debbie said.

Right. No swimming after dark.

What are the house rules? Mr. Hopkins asked.

Jamie was stumped. She had heard house rules at other peoples houses during sleepovers but couldnt recall a single one.

Um. She yawned once, and then yawned again. We have to behave like ladies. She had little faith that that would go over, but it did. Mr. Hopkins nodded and smiled, the corners of his mouth folding into his cheeks like cake batter.

Well then, he said, you girls have fun. And call us if you need anything.

When his car had pulled out of the driveway, the girls tumbled into one another, laughing.

House rules?! Debbie said. Hes got the wrong house!

Tammy burrowed into her pressed-leather purse and pulled out a pack of Marlboro Light 100s. Hes got the wrong century, she said, lighting her cigarette, and then Debbies, with a yellow Bic.

Tammy was wiry and small with bony knees and elbows, big floppy feet, knobby breasts, and shiny dangerous-looking braces on her upper teeth. Somehow, the cigarette made her look more pointed than she already was. Even her hair appeared sharp, hanging down her back in white clumpy daggers.

Debbie was round and smooth. She had black, shiny hair, thick black eyebrows, and lashes that made it look as if her eyes had been painted with liquid velvet. Her skin was white in the winter, golden in the summer, and always a contrast to her deep eyes and red mouth, which at that moment was smacking against a Marlboro.

Tammy offered Jamie a cigarette because Jamie had smoked one with her once and Tammy couldnt believe that she didnt plan on smoking another in her lifetime. The problem with smoking, Jamie had decided, was that it didnt look right on her. She had straight, matter-of-fact brown hair that hung to just past her shoulders. There were freckles running across her nose and cheeks. Her eyes were round, brown dots. Her nose was a third dot on her face. If you were to draw a caricature of her, she would be mostly mouth: soft pink lips, straight wide teeth; she smiled when she talked, a broad smile that glinted on her face. In her most self-flattering moments she thought of herself as Mary Ann on Gilligans Island; she knew she could never be Ginger.



By seven oclock, the thrill of having the house to themselves had dampened. Tammy played Frampton Comes Alive! so loudly that the windows vibrated; they ate ice cream out of the carton using their bent first two fingers as a spoon; they perused the deeply unsexy drawings in The Joy of Sex, which sat beside the toilet in Allen and Bettys bathroom; and they squeezed into and modeled sixteen-year-old Renees child-sized clothes. Eventually the three girls ended up back in the kitchen, where Tammy and Jamie leaned their flat bellies across the stools while Debbie stood at the open freezer door looking for dinner.

Didnt your mother buy any frozen pizza?

I dunno. She bought whatevers in there, Jamie said.

I dont even know what this stuff is. Debbie pulled out a box, rotated it and examined it. What is kasha and bowties?

Just order pizza, Jamie said. My mom left me money in the cookie jar.

Debbie, who knew her way around the kitchen, left the freezer and went to a cupboard drawer, where she pulled out the phone book. She picked up the receiver on the white wall phone and dialed. Tammy and Jamie pulled themselves up and sat properly on the stools.

Can you deliver a pizza? Debbie said.

Get pepperoni! Tammy said.

He said they dont deliver, Debbie said.

Let me talk. Tammy went to Debbie and took the phone. Hey, whats your name?

This question alone caused Debbie and Jamie to hunch up in silent laughter. Although this was the first summer where boys and men had paid attention to them, they understood the rules of fourteen years old, one of which was to not take the initiative with someone older than you, especially if you wanted that someone to be interested in you.

Im Tammy, Tammy said, and she twirled a blond rope of hair with one finger, as if the voice on the phone could see her. Uh huhuh huhuh huh. Tammys chin tapped down each time she responded to whatever the pizza guy had said. She smiled. With words alone, Tammy seemed to have reeled in someone old enough to work in a pizza parlor.

Were at my friends house. Her parents are camping in Death Valley and so its just us three girls alone.

Jamies mouth gaped wide as she mimed a silent scream. What if this guy was a pervert, like the man two doors down who watered his front garden in his bathrobe, which always seemed to accidentally flap open when Jamie and her sister rode by on their bikes? What if he was a serial killer?

Uh huhMe, Jamie, and Debbie. Were sixteen, but we dont have a car.

Debbie and Jamie gave each other open-mouthed stares. The girls often exaggerated their expressions, as if they were actresses on a daytime soap opera; they thrilled in experiencing everything beyond routine with self-aware hyperbole. But this, their names and false ages being given to the anonymous pizza guy, was even more huge than their usual excitement.

2703 Garden Street, Tammy said.

Debbie and Jamie jumped off the stools, went to the phone, and leaned their heads into the earpiece so they could hear.

So, someone will be there in about twenty minutes. Tammys boy had a surfers drawl: low, slow, mellow.

Great, Tammy said.

Cool, he said.

Cool, Tammy said.

Later, he said.

Later. Tammy rushed the phone into its cradle before bending over and screaming the way girls scream when they win things at school: first cut for cheerleading tryouts, last cut for drill team, a solo in My Fair Lady.

Oh my god. Debbie was breathless.

Hes sending a friend over to pick us up, Tammy said. His friend is going to bring us back to Pizza Rhea so we can have a pizza.

How will we get home? Jamie asked, imagining the three of them standing on the windy freeway entrance, thumbs out as an invitation to rapists. Imagination, at the time, was Jamies greatest problemher parents had taken to hiding the Los Angeles Times so as not to feed her the fuel on which her neurosis ran. The local paper, the Santa Barbara News-Press, however, with its front-page articles on the shifting sand at the breakwater, the drought, seagulls with tar glued to their greasy feathers, was never off-limits. The in-town news, Allen and Betty knew, did not carry the same perceived threats as the dramas that played throughout the frayed web of L.A.

Hell drive us home when he gets off work at eleven.

Are you sure? Jamie asked.

Yeah, of course! He is such a nice guy, a total sweetheart! Tammy spoke as if he were an intimate friend. Her absolute confidence was all Jamie needed to reformulate logic, like when her mother insisted that there wasnt a building high enough in Santa Barbara to topple in an earthquake; Jamie was always happy to give up her fears to a voice of authority.



The girls rushed up to Jamies bedroom to change their clothes. Each outfit they tried on was neither better nor worse than the one they had previously been wearing; the act of changing was simply an act of momentum. (Although the girls did believe that clothes had more influence on the events to which they were worn than did the person who wore them.)

Tammy put on a cap-sleeved, striped T-shirt. Her arms hung out the sleeve holes like straight, hollow plumbing. She pressed her white hair with a curling iron, framing her face with perfect, toilet-paper-roll-sized cylinders. With a blue makeup pencil she underlined each eye: facial italics. Debbie combed her hair down, a thick black waterfall that tumbled over her shoulders. Then she leaned over the sink, mouth hanging open as if she were getting her teeth checked, and brushed black mascara onto her thick lashes, which looked like tarantula legs stuck to her face. She held the mascara wand out toward Jamie, who waved it away. To Jamie, there was an edge to mascara, like smoking, that didnt match her good-girl personaas if suddenly wearing it would put her into a level of maturity for which she wasnt prepared, the way losing ones virginity pushes you around a bend from which you just cant return. She did, however, slather her lips with bubble-gum lip gloss, which was oily and tacky and caused her hair to stick to her mouth when she shook her head. She combed her thin hair flat against her head, then changed her shirt several times so that her hair was tangled again and the lip gloss had rubbed off, finally settling on a red T-shirt that belonged to Debbie and said MAIDEN FRANCE across the breast line. Debbies maternal grandmother was from France, so she considered herself more French then American. Before Jamie could recomb her hair and regloss her lips there was a knock at the front door. The girls froze, looking toward the bedroom door, like dogs pointing, then collapsed over their knees in silent, restrained laughter.


Duckishly, they descended the stairs in a row. Jamie opened the front door and immediately started laughing, although there was nothing funny before her. Standing on the porch were two beach-haired, college-aged boys. These were the kind of boys who grow only in Southern California. Girls in Minnesota dream of boys like this. Certain men in New York and San Francisco dream of boys like this, too.

Hey, the taller of the two said. His eyes were sea green. He was swinging a single key on a dirty string around his finger.

Hey, Jamie said, and then uncontrollable laughter overcame the three girls. They hunched over their knees, holding their stomachs, until finallyafter clasping hands and taking deep, stuttering breathsthe laughing stopped. The guys stood there, both of them open-mouthed breathers, staring with dazed, patient smiles.

Youre the girls who wanted the pizza, right? the other guy said. His hair was dark brown at the center part and yellow-blond on the ends. His skin and eyes were identical in color: the brown of a buckskin shoe. He wore a Mr. Zogs Sex Wax T-shirt, which was practically a uniform for surfers that year. Jamie couldnt speak when she looked at him; it was as if she were suddenly asthmatic and couldnt get enough air.

Well, Sea-Eyes said, lets go.

The boys sat in the front and the girls sat in the back of the gasoline-smelling Dodge Dart. Debbie, Tammy, and Jamie smiled the entire ride, their shoulders pressed together, digging their nails into one anothers knees and giggling at anything the boys said. The driver, sea-eyed Mike, was going to be a junior at the university, studying marine biology. The other guy, Joseph, had graduated over a year ago. He was hanging out in town, he told the girls, working at the pizza parlor at night, surfing in the day, and waiting for his friends to graduate so theyd have more time to hang out with him.

College must be fun, Jamie said. Debbie widened her eyes and nudged Jamie with her elbow as if to say, Good one!

Yeah, Joseph said, its a fuck of a lot better than junior high.

This, of course, sent fingers flying into nervous, clandestine pinches as the girls wondered if the boys had somehow figured their true age not to be sixteen.



Bill, the pizza boy Tammy had spoken with on the phone, was cute, too. He had bunny-white hair, white eyebrows, and a golden-pink tan. His T-shirt had a saucer-sized hole under the breast pocket, revealing taut, smooth skin. When the girls walked in, he gave a coolheaded jut of his chin as a greeting. Then, like a gymnast on a pommel horse, he pressed his hands onto the bar counter and propelled his body up and over to the other side. The girls stood motionless, watching and waiting, as the pizza boy walked to the door, flipped over the open sign, and turned the key in the lock.

Beer? Joseph asked. He had poured one for himself and was carrying the mug with him as he cleared tables with his free hand.

No-o, the girls sang.

Coke? he asked.

I made you pepperoni, Bill said.


Beer? Mike asked. He stood at the tap, pouring one for himself.

They want Coke. Joseph winked at Jamie and she stiffened up as if they were playing freeze tag.

Mike poured three Cokes into bumpy, opaque plastic cups, then carried them to a booth where Bill had set down a large pepperoni pizza. The girls rushed to the booth; Tammy and Jamie began eating immediately. Debbie removed her retainer and gingerly placed it underneath a napkin.

Dont let me forget that, she said. My mom will kill me.

Somebody turned up the stereo and a Hall & Oates song reverberated out of hidden speakers. The boys went about their business, closing out the cash register, wiping down the tables with a scrunched-up grayed rag, and covering giant silver tubs of grated cheese and sliced pepperoni with Saran Wrap. They drank beer as they worked, and shouted a conversation that had something to do with the size of the waves at various beaches that day. Occasionally one or the other of them looked over at the girls and smiled; in response, the girls giggled and dropped their heads, reached for a new piece of pizza, or took a sip of Coke.

They ate more than three quarters of the large pizza. Debbies chin was slick and shiny and Tammy had a piece of pepperoni caught in a square of her braces. Debbie picked the food from Tammys braces, then dipped a corner of a paper napkin into her Coke and worked a smear of tomato sauce off Jamies face. Jamie sat still and quiet as Debbie groomed her. She remembered when her sister used to make her ponytail in the morning and how good it felt to have her sisters tiny hands running against her neck as she picked up the scrawny clods of Jamies hair.


Mike tossed the leftover pizza into the trash, then flung the silver platter, Frisbee-style, over the counter and into the sink, where it made a hollow, clanking ruckus.

You girls ready to get outta here? Mike said, dangling the stringed key from his index finger.

Mike drove, Bill sat up front, Jamie sat on Debbies lap in the backseat, and Joseph sat in between Debbie and Tammy.

Youre not really sixteen, are you? Bill asked.

No-o. They giggled.

They turned fourteen last month and I turned fourteen in February, Tammy said. Two Geminis and a Pisces.

Thats cool, Bill said.

Theyre as cute as any sixteen-year-olds Ive ever seen, Joseph said, looking at Jamie. She met his stare for a moment, then dropped her head, terrified.

So your parents are at Joshua Tree? Mike pulled the car into the driveway.

Death Valley, Jamie barely whispered.

Oh yeah, Death Valley, Mike said. He turned off the ignition.

They all climbed out and stood in a circle with the boys on one side and the girls on the other. Joseph looked at Jamie and she looked away at his friends. Bill was eyeing the house up and down, the way men in movies ogle pretty women.

Rich girls, he said.

Her dad hardly works, Tammy said, and she pulled out two cigarettes and passed one to Debbie. My dads always saying he must be a spy or something, cause they have this gnarly house and her dad never even wears a tie.

Whose house is it? Bill asked.


Mine. Jamie flushed as she spoke. And my dads not a spy, even though everyone thinks he is!

Well, what does he do? Bill asked.

What difference does it make? Joseph said. Shes the one whos interesting.

Jamie looked toward the house because she could not bring herself to look at this college-aged boy who had just said she was interesting.

He, like, tells businesses how to make money, right? Smoke puffed out of Debbies mouth as she spoke.

Her dads home all the time, Tammy said. My mom said if my dad was home that much shed have to divorce him.

Maybe I should tell businesses how to make money, Bill said.

Oh my god, Debbie said. That would be so cool if you did exactly what Jamies dad does!

So, can we come in? Bill asked. He stood in the center of the group. All faces were turned toward Jamie, who felt like a helium balloon bobbing above everyoneremote and out of reach.

Uhsure, she said, and she rushed to the front door and waited for everyone to catch up.

Once inside, the girls headed for the kitchen.

Lets make brownies, Debbie said.

The boys filed into the kitchen behind them. Bill went to the French doors, opened them, and spread his arms as if he were presenting the backyard to the group.

Pool, he said.

Pool. Mike stood behind Bill and looked out.

We need music, Joseph said. Do you have any music?


They have speakers all over the house, and you can turn a knob and the music comes out by the pool! Tammy said.

Jamie had always felt that her life and her friends lives were equalthey all had nice houses, pools, parents who werent troubled with money. But Tammys enthusiasm for the things Jamie barely noticeda father who is home, speakers by the poolstartled her and she saw, not uncomfortably, how padded her life was.

Whos making brownies with me? Debbie asked.

Got any weed for them? Bill said, and the boys laughed.

Ill make brownies, Mike said. He walked behind the counter and stood beside Debbie. Jamie looked over at them and could barely breathe. Mike was holding up the box of brownie mix and reading the directions. Debbie was baking brownies with a sea-eyed college boy.

Tammy stepped just outside the French doors; Bill followed, while pulling his ripped T-shirt off over his head.

Awesome boulders, he said. Do I have to wear a suit?

No way, Tammy said. This is a party house. Jamies parents dont even own swimsuits!

Jamie was relieved that Bill seemed impressed by this fact.

Where are your records? Joseph asked. He stood so close to Jamie that his voice was like a whisper.

I dont have any records.

You dont have any records?

No. My parents have records.

What do they have? Burt Bacharach? Barry Manilow?

They have Barry Manilow!

I was kidding. Joseph smiled. His eyes alit on her the same way her parents did when she said something they found adorable. She hoped he couldnt see how deeply she blushed.

Show me their records, Joseph said, and he put his man-sized hand on Jamies twiggish, near-hairless forearm.

Jamie took Joseph to the tiny, internal room off the living room, which was a walk-in closet when her parents bought the house but had been converted into the record room. There was a multilayered black stereo system on one shelf. The other shelves held records, perhaps a thousand, filed by category and then alphabetically. On the far wall was a panel with white circular knobs that sent music from the record player into various rooms, or the backyard. The single overhead dome light was dim and Joseph had shut the door. Jamie had the feeling she was in a taped-up cardboard box.

This is so, way, totally, cool, Joseph said.

He squinted and read the room names, which had been meticulously typed out on Allens plastic label maker and stuck below the corresponding knob.

Rock and roll is over here. Jamie waved her hand up and down a wall of records, then suddenly shoved it in her jeans pocket. It had looked floppy and strange to herlike someone elses hand.

Help me choose something, Joseph said. He put his palm on the small of Jamies back and lead her over one step so that they were standing together in front of the floor-to-ceiling shelves of rock and roll.

What do you like? His voice was slow and hushed.

I dunno, she said. And she really didnt know. Jamies parents chose the music; they chose what to play and when to play it. She had never thought to choose music for herselfas if she had no right to fill the air with something she in particular wanted to hear. And when Jamies friends were over, they chose the music.

Tammy loves Frampton Comes Alive!, Jamie said.

Nah, Joseph said, you cant understand a word hes saying.

Debbie always puts on Jethro Tull, but I think its kinda boring.

How about Wild Cherry. Joseph pulled the record off the shelf and smiled at the cover.

Cool photo, he said, and he looked at Jamie so shed look down at the picture of glassy red lips holding a dripping cherry. The stem came out the corner of the mouth and made a line that ran off the edge of the album. Jamie felt a jolt of panic. She was reminded of the time a year ago when Tammys older brother had been packing to leave for college. He had called Jamie into his room as she was walking by to use the bathroom. Once she was standing near him at his desk, he had opened a drawer, pulled out a Playboy magazine, and unfurled the centerfold while staring intently at Jamie.

What do you think? Tammys brother had said, and Jamie had just shrugged her shoulders and hurried out of the room. She didnt know what she thought, all she knew was that Tammys brothers intentions were beyond her understandingthey took place in a world where she didnt know how things operated or what the rules were. And now, Jamie was standing on the border of that world again, this time with Joseph, who was the cutest boy shed ever seen in person, but who scared her nonetheless.

I like maraschino cherries, Jamie said, trying to rein the focus into her world, but my mom wont let me eat them because she says they cause cancer.


One wont kill you. Joseph slipped the record out of its jacket and held it perpendicular to his flat palms.

Thats how my dad holds the records, Jamie said.

You dont want to get grease or fingerprints on it, Joseph said. Oh, get that House of Honey record, too.

Jamie pulled House of Honey out of the jacket and handed it to Joseph, who sandwiched it between his hands with Wild Cherry. He slowly lowered the records, piercing the tiny eyeholes with the silver prong that stood up from the center of the turntable. When he turned on the power, House of Honey dropped down, leaving Wild Cherry hovering above like a spaceship. The music started and in her head Jamie heard her mother singing along as she always did.

She was a sweet, sweet lady with big blue eyes

Now, who should we let listen? Joseph asked, and he turned to face the panel of knobs.

Pool, Jamie said.

Pool, Joseph said, turning the knob.

Kitchen, Jamie said.

Kitchen.

Living room?

Okay, living room.

UhI guess thats it.

What about the bedrooms?

No ones in the bedrooms.

Lets put the music on in your room. Joseph turned the knob that rested above the piece of red plastic tape with JAMIE BED popping out in white.

Jamie bed, Joseph said. The word bed seemed pornographic when Joseph said it. Jamie felt as if he were talking about her sexual anatomy rather than simply the place where she slept.


Its my bedroom, Jamie said. Not my bed. I think Dad just got tired of turning that dial and punching.

Take me to your bedroom, Joseph said. I want to see if this system really works.

Uh, okay. Obedience had always been a problem for Jamie. She didnt know how to not do what shed been told. And with Joseph, whose very presence dulled her intellect into a warm ball of Play-Doh, Jamie didnt even think to not do what he had asked.



Upon entering the bedroom, Joseph walked straight to Jamies bed and flung himself across it, facedown. Jamie couldnt see him at first, as all she could focus on was the white bra and rejected T-shirts that lay in a heap on her floor.

Where are the speakers? Joseph asked.

Jamie kicked the pile of clothes under her bed.

Up there and there, she said, pointing to the black boot-box-sized cubes hanging from the corners of the ceiling.

Joseph rolled onto his back and patted the bed beside him.

Come here, he said. Lets lie together and listen.

Jamie stared at her unmade bed, the pink, chenille bedspread bunched in a corner at Josephs feet. He was wearing flip-flops that had a layer of hardened beach tar on the soles. His feet were bonycadaverous lookinganachronistic on his solid body. Jamie moved to the edge of the bed, put her hands on the brass foot rail, and looked at Joseph. There was a clicking in her brain, like a playing card clicking in a bike tire. This clicking told her what hadnt yet occurred to her: Joseph might try something. What hed try, she wasnt sure, but she knew it would be something shed never done before, as thus far Jamie had kissed only three boys and had yet to be touched anywhere on her body by any boy.

Jamie exhaled and laughed because she didnt know what to do or say.

Come on the bed with me, Joseph said again. I wont hurt you. I swear.

It was a promise Jamie didnt doubt, and so she did as she had been asked. So, for the first time in her life, Jamie was on her bed listening to House of Honey with a boy. A post-college boy. A post-college boy who had the dazzling looks of a Tiger Beat cover.

Do you have a boyfriend? Joseph asked.

No. Jamie snorted and laughed and didnt even think to ask him if he had a girlfriend.

Joseph rolled to his side, head propped on the triangle of his right arm. With his left hand he traced his fingers up and down Jamies out-turned forearm.

You have beautiful, soft skin, he whispered.

She didnt answer. The song ended. For a second all was silent and still.

Jamie looked at the ceiling, afraid to turn toward Joseph, whose face was inches from hers, and whom she sensed was staring at her.

You know, Joseph said, continuing to stroke her arm, when a man touches a woman its a beautiful thing. A beautiful, wonderful thing.

Oh yeah? Jamie looked at him quickly, then turned away.

Joseph shifted Jamies T-shirt up toward her rib cage. She tensed up momentarily, and then tensed up in a different, less fearful way as he stroked her belly. A tingling began to run through Jamiean internal telephone line, calling up all her bits and parts. Somewhere in her mind was the unfocused idea of pressing her body against Josephs.

Youre very beautiful, Joseph said, and he swirled his long, dark finger into the whorl of Jamies belly button. The telephone ringing echoed in a hollow Jamie never knew she hadshe found the sensation captivating and disturbing.

Have you ever kissed a boy? Joseph leaned in so close to Jamies face that she could feel his hot breath on her cheek.

Yes, she said.

With tongues or without?

With.

Did he touch your breasts?

The word breasts three inches from Jamies ear caused her to shudder.

No.

Did he touch you between your legs? Josephs hand paused just below her navel. Jamie felt a ghost sensation of him touching her lower, but she glanced down and saw that it wasnt true.

No, she said.

He didnt touch you right there? And then Joseph delicately placed his hand over the fly of Jamies jeans. A shooting heat ran up and down her body.

No, she whispered.

You see, I love to make girls happy, Joseph said. And theres nothing that makes a girl happier than when you touch herright there.

Jamies right leg kicked in a spasm as he pulsed his fingers against her. She looked at him, her mouth half openhypnotized by this good, scary feeling. She was being fed something that, prior to that instant, she had never hungered for. And now that the feeling was there, now that desire for a body other than her own had been pressed into her, she couldnt remember not feeling it.

There was a clomping of fast feet coming up the steps. Joseph pulled his hand away just as the bedroom door swung open and Debbie appeared, a giant red oven mitt on one hand.

Brownies will be ready soon, she said. Im borrowing one of your suitsTammys swimming in her underwear!

Debbie flung open the top drawer of the white, painted dresser and pulled out a black crocheted bikini Betty had bought Jamie at Sabado y Domingo, the local arts and crafts show. She rushed into Jamies bathroom and pushed the door shut but not hard enough for it to fully close. Jamie hopped off the bed and stumbled toward the door. She turned and looked back at Joseph.

Do you want brownies? Her voice was paced with Debbies staccato.

Joseph rotated his legs off the bed and sat up slowly; he reminded Jamie of her father trying to rise on Sunday mornings.

Okay! Jamie chirped. So Ill see you down at the pool!



Tammy sat on the shallow-end steps in her padded white nylon bra and blue cotton underwear, holding a fistful of gooey barely baked brownie. Her braces were spackled a tarry brown.

Oh my god, she said. These are so, so good! Can you believe that Debbie could make such good brownies? I mean, theyre, like, raw!


Bill was in his boxer shorts jumping on the diving board. He jumped higher and higher, his arms whirling like rotors. Finally he threw himself off the board, screaming a war cry that was silenced by the water. When he popped up for air there was a new explosion of sound as he belted along with the song that had just started. Bill swam to Tammy on the steps and took a bite of brownie straight from her fist.

Mike sauntered out from the kitchen wearing an oven mitt that matched the one Debbie had on. The pan of brownies was in his hand. He was picking at it with his finger, feeding himself frosting-soft balls.

Want some? he asked.

Jamie reached into the pan and pulled out a wad just as Joseph emerged from the house. As she was eating, standing beside Mike, Joseph quietly slipped off his jeans and T-shirt to reveal a pair of loose-hanging, faded yellow boxers.

Pool heated? he asked.

Um, Jamie had a wad of brownie in her mouth that stuck her teeth together, clogged her throat. Uh huh, she hummed.

Joseph looked back at Jamie with one long, cinematic gaze and she regretted that her finger was in her mouth loosening splotches of brownie from her gum line. He dove into the water and swam two fast laps: back and forth, back and forth. No one watched except Jamie, who felt like her body was operating on its ownshe had no choice but to look at what every cell beneath her skin insisted she look at, pointing her to the place her body wanted her to be.

Debbie appeared in the black crocheted suit.

Oh my god, she said. Do you love those brownies? Mike and I made them! Can you believe how good they are?!


Theyre great, Jamie said, although she was still trying to swallow. The mass of brownie was stuck like peanut butter; she could feel the forces of her body squeezing and undulating the lump down her throat.

Tammys favorite song, Pick It Up, came on. She screamed like she was at a concert, then climbed out of the pool to dance. Debbie clapped her hands and danced beside her, then Mike jumped in and did the bump between them. Bill raised his fist in the air, bouncing in the pool, singing along so loudly that they could hardly hear House of Honey.

Jamie looked over at Joseph, floating on his back, his head cocked in her direction. She wished she could break the spell and crawl out from beneath his gaze so she could do the bump and sing loudly and put on a swimsuit and eat more wet brownies off her fingers. And not worry about swallowing them down.



At two in the morning the boys loaded into the Dodge Dart and drove away. Tammy, Debbie, and Jamie each threw on oversized T-shirts and climbed into Allen and Bettys king-sized bed, Jamie in the middle. Tammy and Debbie fell asleep instantly, as if each had an Off switch in her head that had just been flicked down. Jamie lay still between them, careful not to breathe too loudly or shift and jostle them. Her heart fluttered as she feared shed never fall asleep, that shed be struck with a years-long case of insomnia, a world-record-worthy feat, like the man in the Guinness book who had been hiccupping since 1922. Tammy rolled to her side and tossed a bony leg over Jamies knee. Her friends flesh against her own made Jamie tingle, made her forget about interminable insomnia. She shut her eyes and she could feel it all over again: the buzzing down deep, the stirring of newly discovered pockets of sensation.
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