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For every girl

who’s trying to be her best, truest self.

I believe in you!
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Thirteen

March

THE THING ABOUT BIRTHDAYS, especially if you just that very day turned thirteen, is that you should know in your heart of hearts that the world is your oyster. Even if you don’t like oysters, because of the slime factor. And because they’re gray. And have no eyes. Eating an oyster is like swallowing a fishy blob of Jell-O, and frankly, I’m not a fan. I would not, however, run away shrieking if someone dangled an oyster in front of me, like my BFF, Dinah, would.
Last year on my birthday, I snuck home a shrimp from Benihana, because in addition to being anti-oyster, Dinah is also possessed of a shrimp phobia, the poor dear. I waited until just the right moment, then whipped out the shrimp and jiggled it in front of her, making scary shrimp I’m-going-to-get-you noises. There was shrieking. There was cat fur. There was an extremely irate older sister—that would be Sandra—who huffed off with her tub of shrimp-juice-tainted mud mask, which Dinah and I had kind of borrowed.
Ah, the good ol’ days.
But today is a good day, too, because today I turned thirteen. It is big, and that bigness hummed inside me even though I tried to play it cool when first Mom and Dad, and then my friends at school, made the obligatory “Ooo, a teenager at last” sort of comments. Dorky, dorky, dorky.
And yet, there’s truth behind the dorkiness. I will never be a “child” again. People might call me a child. In fact, I’m sure they will, and I’ll glare at them hormonally. But my childhood days are over. There’s a Bible verse Grandmom Perry made me learn…what was it? When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child. But now that I am grown, I have put away such childish things.
It has a tinge of sadness to it, despite the glory of my slumber-party-to-come, complete with Bobbi Brown makeovers at the mall. Growing up is always tinged with sadness; that’s what I was coming to learn. You got boobs, but you also got zits. You got to wear cooler clothes, but you felt self-conscious when people noticed you in them. You realized your parents weren’t perfect and amazing and all-powerful, which was liberating in a way, but, well, you also realized your parents weren’t perfect and amazing and all-powerful. Which sucked. As a little kid, I thought my parents had all the answers. As I got older, I realized no one did.
And let’s not forget the friend thing. Back in the olden days, it was all so easy. Take my little brother, Ty, for example. He’s six, and he’s friends with everyone, even the kids he doesn’t like. I went with Mom to pick him up from school last week (because Westminster, where I go, had a teacher workday, and Trinity, Ty’s elementary school, didn’t), and I saw this kid reach over and pinch Ty on his side. The kid laughed after he did it, and not in a nice way.
“Who was that who pinched you?” I asked him after he climbed into the backseat.
“Gary,” Ty said.
“Why did he pinch you?”
“Because he has sharp fingernails. And because he wants me to think he’s a snake, because I’m scared of snakes.”
“What a jerk,” I said.
“Winnie,” Mom warned.
“Fine, he was acting like a jerk,” I said. Mom was okay with that, with our saying that someone was acting jerky or stupid or annoying. She just didn’t want us saying someone was a jerk. My opinion was that Mom was acting naïve to think that made any difference. “Anyway, a snakebite wouldn’t feel like a pinch.”
“What would it feel like?” Ty asked.
“I don’t know. Not a pinch.”
“A stabbing pain of hot lava?”
“And it wouldn’t be on your waist, either, unless the snake slithered up your pants.”
“Winnie!” Mom said.
“It wouldn’t,” I said. “And I don’t like Gary for doing that.”
“Me neither,” Ty said. “He should go to the juvenile detention center.”
“Maybe you should stand in the pick-up line with someone else,” I suggested. “One of your friends, and not Gary.”
Ty had looked puzzled.
“Gary is my friend,” he said, as if he were explaining some basic fact.
In seventh grade, if someone pinched you hard enough to bring tears to your eyes, you wouldn’t stay friends with them. Only instead of pinching, a seventh grader was more likely to be snakelike in other ways, like whispering to someone that you were “trying too hard” if you wore pink eye shadow. Or that your shirt was too tight. Or too loose. Or that you really needed to clip your toenails if you didn’t want to gross everybody out.
So as a seventh grader, no, you weren’t friends with people you didn’t like. But sometimes you also weren’t friends with people you did like, which was complicated, and which didn’t make sense if you tried to explain it. Sometimes things just changed. That’s where the sadness came in.
I can’t really complain, though. Dinah is my BFF number one; Cinnamon is my BFF number two. Plenty of people have more than one best-friend-forevers. That’s allowed. And my ex-BFF is Amanda.
On the very extremely plus side of being thirteen, I also have a—yikes!—plain old BF, as in boyfriend. Maybe. I mean, I don’t want to be braggy about it, because it’s not as if he rented a billboard and painted “I LOVE WINNIE” across it for all the world to see. And please, we are not to the love stage. Nonie, nonie, no.
But he did hold my hand, tee hee. He held my hand for the first and only time last Thursday, and it was glorious. Plus he’s absolutely gorgeous, with his hazel eyes and slouchy-boy saunter and messy, adorable hair. He jokes around with me, and sometimes I feel almost normal with him, and I definitely have the thought that I could be even more normal around him one day, with practice and mental pep talks and shoulders back, stomach in reminders. And then, far off in the future, we can get married and watch TV together and have billions of little Larses and Winnies.
No! Ack! Where did that come from?
Please don’t let Lars have received that as a weird psychic message through the stratosphere, I begged the world. Sometimes, even though I knew it was impossible, I feared my innermost thoughts could be heard. Not just by God, but by unintended recipients like my dead grandfather and a certain hazel-eyed boy.
Just kidding! I thought loudly. Not planning on marriage, at least not for a long, long time! Not that desperate and girly!
It did unnerve me, liking Lars and having him (yes, just admit it) like me back. That was a big part of why I had so much to be thankful for, on this day of becoming a teenager. And when I said that a thirteen-year-old should have the world as her oyster, what I meant was this: I hope my life will be this good forever. I hope my life will always be a secret pearl, shimmery and full of promise.
Thirteen-year-olds are too old to blow out candles (though I know I will anyway), but that’s my birthday wish.
 
Dinah’s dad pulled into our driveway at five, and Cinnamon’s dad followed right on his heels. Or wheels, rather. Dinah and Cinnamon both live with their dads: Dinah because her mom died way back when she was a baby, and Cinnamon because her parents are divorced. Her mom lives in North Carolina, a three-hour drive from Atlanta. Cinnamon has a stepmom, but it isn’t a great thing. Her stepmom puts people down a lot, including Cinnamon.
Cinnamon’s dad is cool, though. He’s a hotshot Atlanta developer who has big-time clients, and sometimes he gets us tickets to random concerts.
Cinnamon hopped out of her father’s Lexus and ran up the driveway, past Dinah who was still saying “bye” to her dad. I bounced on my toes on the front porch.
“Happy birthday, you birthday-having fool!” Cinnamon cried, giving me a big ol’ hug.
I grinned. “Thanks.”
Dinah kissed her dad’s cheek in the front seat of their station wagon. They were very close, in a totally sweet way, and I was glad for both of them, because I think you’d need that if someone you love died. She climbed out, got her overnight bag from the backseat, and came to join us. She and Cinnamon were going to spend the night even though it was a Sunday—so cool! We squealed and did a group-hug-spazzy-thing. We were like jumping elephants.
“Party time!” Cinnamon said.
I helped the two of them lug their stuff inside, then called out to Mom.
“We’re ready!” I said. “It’s time to go! Our personal beautician awaits!”
“Not beautician,” Cinnamon said. “Beauticians are frumpy old ladies who went to beauty school.”
“With big hair,” Dinah contributed.
“Our personal makeup consultant awaits,” Cinnamon said.
“Riiight,” I said, like thank you, O Wise One.
Mom clopped downstairs in her heels and a snazzy pants-and-blouse combo. She wore such Mom clothes, tailored and put-together. Even when she wore jeans, they were crisp and dark blue and high-waisted, with her shirts tucked in according to the law for forty-year-olds. She was cute in her little outfits.
“Hi, girls,” she said.
“Hi, Mrs. Perry,” Dinah and Cinnamon chorused.
“So let’s do it,” she said, because she still thought she was hip. To Dad—who showed up in the kitchen to see us off—she said, “See you on the flip side, homie.”
“Oh dear god,” I said, as Dinah and Cinnamon giggled. “Mom? Do not ever say that again.”
Mom laughed. “Tell me not to say something, and that’s exactly what I’ll greet you with the next time I pick you up from school. And I’ll be wearing clown shoes.”
“Have fun, girls,” Dad said, ruffling my hair and then Dinah’s and then Cinnamon’s. “Just don’t go too crazy!”
 
At Lenox, Mom told the woman behind the Bobbi Brown counter at Neiman Marcus that we were “only” thirteen (which wasn’t even true, Dinah was still twelve) and to please give us a look that was “appropriate.” Then she gave me her credit card, said we could all pick one product to buy, and went off to check out the sales rack in the women’s department.
“Okay, this is going to be fun,” the Bobbi Brown lady said as soon as Mom was out of earshot. She was Asian, with gorgeous pale skin and dark eye makeup. I guessed she was in her late twenties. “My name’s Aimee, and I say let’s just go for it. What do you think?”
“I think I like Aimee very much,” Cinnamon said under her breath.
“Winnie first, because she’s the birthday girl,” Dinah said.
“No, I want to go last,” I said. I was excited about being made over, because I myself was crappy with makeup, and so pretty much avoided it like the plague. And it seemed so naked and embarrassing to have it on your face, visible to the world in a way that said, “Hey, look! I care about being pretty!”
Except I do care about being pretty. Der. I don’t think there’s a single person in the world who doesn’t care about being pretty. Any female, at any rate.
Well…backtrack, backtrack, backtrack. I used to not care what I looked like. On a scale of one to ten, my appearance scored about a “two” in terms of importance. One more weirdness of getting older: appearance now ranks way higher, like even an eight or nine.
But I didn’t want to be the first to get made over, because I’d been struck with a sudden case of the jitters. The naked thing again.
“Do me,” Cinnamon said. She hiked herself onto the stool. “I want smoldering, baby.” She growled. “I am a tigress!”
“You got it,” Aimee said.
She smoothed moisturizer over Cinnamon’s skin to provide “a good base” and explained that Cinnamon didn’t need foundation. “None of you girls do,” she said. “Enjoy it while you can.”
She stroked green eye shadow over Cinnamon’s lids, which she said Cinnamon could pull off because of her green eyes, and used a black eyeliner around her eyes. “But only from the middle of the iris out,” she said. “You don’t want your eyes looking squinched together.”
Cinnamon blinked at Aimee’s touch, although she was clearly trying to hold still. The eyeliner made Cinnamon’s eyes “pop,” to use Aimee’s expression.
She finished the look with jet black mascara and something called a “color brick” on Cinnamon’s cheeks. It was a cool shimmery blush that was a mix of three different pinks.
“Ta-da,” she said, twirling the stool so that Cinnamon faced us like a painting.
Dinah drew in her breath. “You are so gorgeous!” she said.
“Yeah?” Cinnamon said.
“You look terrific,” I said. She did, in a striking, daring, club-girl way that was perfect for her. It was a look I could never pull off. It just wasn’t me. “You look so old!”
Cinnamon hopped off the stool and picked up a hand-held mirror. “Aw, man, I love it,” she told Aimee. “And I already know I want that color brick thing for sure. Or maybe the eye shadow!”
“Would you wear the eye shadow to school?” I asked.
“Yes,” Cinnamon said, like, Of course, why wouldn’t I?
“Your turn,” Aimee said to Dinah. She patted the stool. “Hop on up here, sweetie.”
That made Cinnamon and me laugh. Sweetie.
Dinah blushed. Out of all of us, she had the absolute least experience with makeup, because of having no mom or stepmom or older sisters. And because, even though she was twelve, she didn’t always act it. When it came to makeup and boys and stuff like that, she acted more eleven-ish, or maybe even ten.
Like how she was wiggling backward onto the stool, adjusting her bottom by lifting up one cheek and then the other. When it was my turn, I’d do a quick, confident hop, like Cinnamon had. I wouldn’t adjust my bottom.
“Let’s see,” Aimee said, tilting her head to study Dinah’s features. Dinah held her smile in a way that showed she knew she was being scrutinized. Round face, white skin, blue eyes—that was Dinah. My little kitty-cat girl, so not a tigress. Which was as it should be. In a threesome of friends, there isn’t room for more than one tigress.
Aimee got to work with something called “Moon Glow,” which she said would “add radiance” to Dinah’s skin. “It has reflective particles that catch the light and bounce it back,” she explained. “Angelina Jolie uses it.”
Dinah giggled. She jutted her chin forward to meet Aimee’s touch.
Aimee stroked on a smoky eye shadow and lightly lined Dinah’s blue eyes with gray eyeliner. I noted how she did it, with lots of small dashes rather than one continuous line. She used a tiny brush to paint Dinah’s lips with a deep cherry stain.
“There,” she said. “What do you think?”
Dinah looked in the mirror. Cinnamon and I leaned over her shoulders.
“Whoa,” Cinnamon said when she got her words back. As for me, I remained speechless. Dinah looked…beautiful. How had Aimee done that? Was it the cherry-red lips? Or maybe it was the Moon Glow. Dinah’s skin was luminescent.
“Oh my gosh,” Dinah said. She put down the mirror and grabbed a Kleenex, rubbing at her lips.
“What are you doing? Leave it!” Cinnamon said.
“It’s too red!” Dinah said. “I look like a…like a streetwalker!”
Aimee laughed. “Sweetie, you do not look like a streetwalker.”
She kept scrubbing. “I do!”
“Dinah, stop,” Cinnamon said. She grabbed Dinah’s hand. “You’re not used to it, that’s all.”
I wasn’t used to it, either. I was confused by what I was feeling, which I recognized by its prickly claws in my stomach.
“Honest, you look fabulous,” I said, trying to push the jealousy away. Jealousy was stupid and wrong, especially when it came to Dinah. I should be happy she looked so great! I was happy. I was.
“Anyway, it’s just for fun,” I said. “Nobody says you have to make yourself up every day.”
“You’ve got to get that lip stain,” Cinnamon said. “That has to be your one thing.”
“Well, don’t force her.” I laughed. “Dinah, it’s totally up to you.”
She got off the stool, easing herself down until her feet touched the floor. It was downright weird seeing this beautiful Dinah. I couldn’t get over it.
Aimee patted the stool to say it was my turn, while Dinah gravitated to one of the mirrors on the counter.
I tore my eyes away. I hopped up on the stool and straightened my spine. Then I felt stupid and let myself slump. Then I felt slumpy and straightened up again. Ack! Why was I was so awkward in my body?!
“Hold still,” Aimee said. She did her thing with the moisturizer, her fingers light and birdlike, and I focused on soaking into the moment. This is your birthday treat, and you’re supposed to enjoy it, I reminded myself. It was part of my normal existence to give myself instructions like this. Maybe other people acted and lived in total naturalness. I often wondered if they did. But me? I needed an operating manual.
“For you, we’ll go with dark brown eyeliner,” Aimee said. “You have such pretty eyes. We want to emphasize that.”
That made me feel better. Pretty eyes, I have pretty eyes. Were Dinah and Cinnamon catching this? No, Dinah was still peering at her at reflection and Cinnamon was uncapping lipsticks and testing them on her forearm. I felt a stab of irritation. I’d watched them get made over. Shouldn’t they be watching me?
Cinnamon felt my gaze and glanced up. “Looking good!” she encouraged.
Aimee applied a pink glitter dust called “Rock Star” to my eyelids, and she used a miniature comb to smooth my eyebrows. “You’ll probably want to pluck eventually,” she said, “but let’s not worry about that now.”
What was that supposed to mean? Am I a hairy, over-eyebrowed beast? Or—oh god. Maybe I had a monobrow?
“Do I have a monobrow?” I asked.
“Not at all,” Aimee said. “Everyone can benefit from a little shaping, that’s all.”
“Oh,” I said. But what I thought was: Then why didn’t you mention it to Cinnamon and Dinah? Couldn’t they benefit from a little shaping, too?
I really, really hated how needy I was feeling. It was as if it came out of nowhere.
“Um…should we use the Moon Glow?” I asked.
“Not with your skin tone,” Aimee said.
I wanted to argue, but didn’t.
She reached into a drawer and pulled out a steel something-or-other that looked like it came from the Middle Ages. It was curved at the end, with a black cushiony pad between two parts that opened and shut. Aimee put her hand under my chin and said, “Okay, look down for me.”
I did. She clamped my eyelashes and squeezed. Ah, I thought. An eyelash curler. It didn’t hurt. She did the other eye, then stroked brown mascara on both with a fat brush. She finished up with a pale pink lip gloss.
“There,” she said.
Dinah and Cinnamon stopped doing their own stuff and gathered around.
“Oh, Winnie,” Dinah said.
“Sheesh, girl,” Cinnamon said. “You’re a babe!”
I looked at myself in the mirror. My eyelashes, which I’d never spent much time thinking about, curled in a dark fringe around my eyes. The pink glitter dust didn’t look awful, as I’d feared. It made my eyes sparkly. And the gloss—again, pink—made my lips shiny and soft.
I’d never thought of myself as a pink kind of girl…. but maybe I was.
“You like?” Aimee asked.
I nodded. I did like, very much.
Cinnamon and Dinah put their faces down by mine so that all of us were visible in the mirror. We were ourselves, only fancier. The heaviness in my chest lifted and floated away, all but the teeniest tendril.
“Three beauties,” Aimee pronounced.
“Aren’t we, though?” Cinnamon said. “We are foxy.”
Dinah and I giggled. I was filled with love for both of them, and I felt guilty for not always being only filled with love. When it came time to pick out which product we each wanted to buy, I told Dinah she really should get the lip stain.
“It makes you look fifteen at least,” I say.
“Oh,” she said. Then, “Do I want to look fifteen?”
I hesitated. Didn’t she? Didn’t we all?
“Of course,” Cinnamon said. She turned to me and tut-tutted. “Kids. What can you do?”
“Oh, please,” Dinah said. “Like you’re so much older.”
“Eons and eons, sweetie,” Cinnamon threw back.
I smiled, but I wondered who was right: Cinnamon for wanting to move forward, or Dinah for wanting to stay put? And where did I fit in?
“Get the lip stain,” I said decisively. “And I’ll buy the Rock Star glitter dust.”
“But—” Dinah started.
“Nope, no arguing. And Cinnamon, you should get the color brick, because you can get green eye shadow anywhere.”
“Not this exact shade,” she protested.
“Fine, get the eye shadow,” I said.
“Okay,” she said happily.
Dinah said the Bobbi Brown products were the best birthday favors ever, and I teased her for calling them “favors,” as if I was five again and handing out cellophane bags filled with candy and those cheapo soundmakers that unfurl when you blow them.
At the photo booth by the food court, we posed for three different strips of pictures, some goofy and some for real. Later that night, when we were back at my house, we cut the strips apart and divvied up the pics. I picked one, then Cinnamon, then Dinah. Then all over again until every photo was claimed.
“You have got to give that one to Lars,” Cinnamon said of one in particular. In it, I was laughing, and my hair was swished back in a particularly flattering way. My eyes were bright and happy.
“I don’t think so,” I said. We were in my bedroom, all three of us sprawled on our stomachs on the carpet. The pictures were spread in front of us.
“Why not?” she said.
“Because it would be too obvious, that’s why. What, I’m just going to whip it out and say, ‘Here, this is for you’?”
“Uh…yes.”
“Uh…no.” I glanced at Dinah for support. She tittered.
“Don’t you want him to see how hot you are?” Cinnamon said.
“Not if I have to be the one who shows him!”
“Then I’ll do it,” she said, deftly exchanging my swished-hair picture for one from her own collection.
“Hey!” I protested.
“Yeah, whatever,” Cinnamon said. She stacked her pics and slipped them into her back pocket, where I couldn’t grab them without being a perv.
My cheeks got hot, because she knew and I knew and even Dinah knew that I did want Lars to see. Just as long as Cinnamon was subtle about it…. which, given the fact that she was Cinnamon, was totally a crapshoot.
But making a big deal out of it would only egg her on. I picked up the photo she’d given me in exchange for the one of me as a babe. It was one of the goofy ones, with Cinnamon mugging for the camera and Dinah stretching her mouth out with her fingers. I lurched at an angle behind them, making a deranged, hairy-eyeball face.
I imagined Cinnamon giving Lars this one and snort-giggled.
“What?” Cinnamon said.
“Nothing,” I said.
“Seriously. What?” Cinnamon hated being left out of a joke.
I shrugged. No way was I planting the idea in her head. It did make me realize, though, how thankful I should be that we had traded. It was a nugget of unexpected good.
“Just…you know,” I said. “Thinking about oysters.”
“Oysters?” Cinnamon repeated.
Dinah abruptly sat up. “Winnie, please tell me you don’t have an oyster hidden somewhere.”
“What are you talking about?” Cinnamon demanded. “Did anyone bring up oysters? No, I don’t think so. Oysters are not a part of this conversation!”
I laughed.
“Oysters, be gone!” she cried.
“Tell me right now there are no oysters lurking about,” Dinah said. “I mean it.”
“No oysters, I promise. Only symbolic oysters.”
“Symbolic oysters?” Cinnamon said.
“Yep,” I said grandly. I rolled onto my back and gazed at the ceiling. “And in every symbolic oyster is a symbolic pearl.”
Cinnamon groaned, which only added to my pleasure. The carpet was nubbly against my skin, and I realized that the lingering sadness I’d felt at the mall was no longer present. Instead I felt expansive and happy.
Yes, there is both good and bad in the world, and more often than not, they’re mixed together. At least, that’s how it seems to me. But it’s the oyster thing again, because maybe the trick is to find the good part and pull it out and say, “There! See?”
I could do that. I could do anything.
I was thirteen.
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