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THE NOLAW MANIFESTO

Demanding

JUSTICE NOW!

for All

Weirdos, Freaks,

Queer Kids, Revolutionaries,

Nerds, Dweebs,

Misfits, Loudmouths,

Rapunzels Trapped in Their Towers,

Trolls Trapped under Their Bridges,

Animals Abused by Their Masters,

DETENTIONITES,

Monsters,

and Saints.

By the

National Organization to Liberate All Weirdos,

or
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Point I.

NORMALCY IS DEATH!

Point II.

Weirdness Is Life!

Point III.

Weirdos must COME OUT! The more weirdos who COME OUT! as weird, queer, freakish, nerdy, dweeby, loudmouthed, or otherwise unfit for quote unquote “normal society,” the closer we will come to TEARING DOWN quote unquote “normal society” and replacing it with a beautiful KINGDOM OF WEIRDNESS in which all Weirdos will be free to express every part of themselves in every part of school or the bus or work or church or temple or mosque or wherever it is they want to go. The KINGDOM OF WEIRDNESS will be a paradise of freedom on earth in which joy and happiness and clean forests and other unbesmirched kinds of nature reign and no one judges anyone else and eventually everyone will see how VASTLY SUPERIOR Weirdness is to quote unquote “normalcy” and quote unquote “normalcy” will wither away.

Point IV.

Judgmental People SUCK!

Point V.

Even before the Dawn of the new KINGDOM OF WEIRDNESS, Weirdos, Freaks, and Queers must DEMAND JUSTICE! We must DEMAND to be recognized as Legitimate by quote unquote “normal society.” We must make “Yeah? So what?” our total slogan. We must say it a thousand times a day until quote unquote “normal society” shrugs their shoulders at us and stops trying to make us Conform to their Strangulating Laws and Conventionalisms. We must DEMAND that they Leave Us Alone even if they don’t grant us full human rights.

Point VI.

We Demand
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for all Weirdos, Freaks, Queers, Other Oppressed People et cetera!!!

FULL HUMAN RIGHTS INCLUDE:

The right to wear WHATEVER CLOTHES WE WANT, WHENEVER WE WANT TO WEAR THEM.

The right to MAKE OUT with WHOMEVER WE WANT TO regardless of RACE, COLOR, CREED, CLASS, NEIGHBORHOOD OF ORIGIN, EXTRACURRICULAR AFFILIATION, or GENDER.

The right to use WHICHEVER BATHROOM WE FEEL LIKE USING and not to have to hold it until we can sneak into the one faculty bathroom that is not possibly full of abusive idiots waiting to ABUSE AND INSULT US FOR ABSOLUTELY NO REASON!!!
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Jesse

Jesse is in the sophomore hall girls’ bathroom, the farthest stall from the door, one huge, scuffed fisherman’s boot propped up on the toilet seat so she can balance her backpack on her knee and rifle through it. She’s looking for the masking tape that she totally, totally put in here this morning, she’s positive, she has a perfect picture-memory of swiping it out of the designated masking-tape cubby in her mother’s rolltop desk in the den and dropping it into her backpack, the big pocket, right here she totally put it here where is it where is it the bell’s about to ring—

The plan is to wait until the pep rally is called and then paper the entire school with the latest draft of her manifesto in one lightning-quick, thirty-eight-minute blitz while the rest of the student body is penned in the gym bleating and baaing like the sheep they are. It’s a sweet, satisfying plan, but it can’t begin to happen without masking tape. Tape tape tape tape—Jesse digs deeper, feels around frantically in the backpack’s gummy innards.

And the bell rings and the announcement comes over the PA—“annual spirit assembly being held at this time in the gym, all students proceed to the gym at this time”—and Jesse whispers, “Shit!” and starts to sweat.

The door swings open, admitting a blast of hallway-at-passing-time noise, and a clutch of girls come in, mid-giggling-conversation. In her stall, Jesse freezes, presses back against the cool cinder-block wall.

“Um, I mean, no way? It’s obviously a lie?”

Through the sliver of space between stall door and stall wall, Jesse makes out a blur of blonde as the girls arrange themselves in front of the long mirror over the sinks. One of the girls is explaining something to the others in a tone that implies that they are totally stupid. She says every sentence with an implied “I mean, duh” after it.

“She can say they hooked up? She can go around telling everyone they hooked up if she wants people to think she’s a total slut? But there is no way they hooked up, just because I know that guy and that guy is impossible to get with.”

“Impossible,” one of the other girls echoes, and giggles a little.

Jesse’s knee begins to bounce. Her jaw tightens. If they were just here to pee it would be one thing, but these girls are settling in for a full hair-and-makeup session in front of the mirrors. Prepping for pepping. Go go GO! Jesse shouts at them telepathically. She has to be clear of this bathroom by no later than one minute before first period, otherwise—

“Like, remember at Dylan’s party how hard I had to work to get him to hook up with me?” the first girl continues. “I practically had to slip him a roofie, remember?”

“A roofie.” The second girl giggles again vaguely.

“Remember I practically had to slip him a roofie and like beat him over the head with a club and like drag him back to my lair to get him to hook up with me at Dylan’s party? So there is no way he got with Lauren. If I have to go through all that just to get him? And she’s like a total barking dog? I’m sorry, I just don’t believe it.”

“But why would she lie about it?” A third girl speaks, and Jesse’s heart stops, briefly—just pulls into a parking space and pauses. It’s Emily.

“I don’t see why she’d spread a rumor about her own sluttiness,” Emily continues evenly, reasonably. Emily always sounds like that, like she’s making a point that everyone else is guaranteed to agree with.

“Uh, to seem less ugly, obviously?” First Girl sneers. Second Girl giggles: Duh.

“I don’t see where her lying about being slutty would make anybody think she’s less ugly,” Emily says. “It doesn’t make sense.” Jesse can picture her shrugging her I-guess-there’s-nothing-more-to-say-about-it shrug, perfect round shoulders in their soft J.Crew sweater bobbing up and down, a smooth, case-closed bounce.

But is it the J.Crew sweater today? Jesse’s curiosity rises in her like a blush to her cheeks. Is it the pink one with the fake pearl buttons? Or maybe the black V-neck she wears over the white button-down? It could be the Vander High hoodie—it is spirit assembly today, after all, and Emily loves spirit. If Jesse were smart she wouldn’t move a muscle until these girls were gone, but she can’t help herself. Even a tiny slice of Emily is worth seeing.

Carefully, soundlessly, Jesse brings her big, galumphy fisherman’s boot down off the toilet seat, cradling her backpack to her chest to keep it from slipping out of her grasp and crashing to the floor. She hunkers down and leans against the stall door, pressing her eye to the cold gap between door and wall. Emily is right there, not even three feet away, her back to Jesse, slim, denim hip jutted out to one side, gathering her long, thick, strawberry blonde hair into a single rope rising straight up off the top of her head. Quick as a samurai, she twists the hair-rope around and around, then spreads her left hand wide as a starfish with a ponytail holder stretched around her fingers, open to its widest width, then pulls the hair through the holder once, twice, then splits it into two hanks and yanks the whole thing tight. She tips her head first to one side, then the other, assessing the ponytail’s height, form, and placement in the mirror. It’s a move Jesse has seen her do dozens of times, but she could watch it a thousand more and never get tired of it. It’s like watching a Cirque du Soleil gymnast flip ten times through the air and stick the landing.

“You guys, whatever about Lauren, we have to not be late right now.” Emily’s voice is clear and judgment free, brightened only by enthusiasm. “We have to get seats by the back wall if we want to help hold the banner.”

As Emily steps out of viewing range, Jesse strains against the stall door, trying to keep her in her sights as she moves. It’s this pressure, probably, plus the shift in her weight as she goes to set her backpack down gently on the floor, that causes the rickety, worthless stall door to unlatch and fly open, sending Jesse sprawling face-forward onto the floor right at the girls’ feet, her backpack beneath her and her big green boots kicked out behind her.

The girls squeal. Jesse grunts.

“Oh my God,” shrieks First Girl, “oh my God oh my God!”

“Sorry”, Jesse mumbles, facedown. She hauls herself not terribly gracefully to her feet, afraid to look up, afraid to meet Emily’s eye.

“Um, excuse me,” First Girl says, her initial shock mellowing into casual contempt. “Don’t you know this is the girls’ room?”

Second Girl giggles abruptly, then stops.

Ocean roars, distantly, in Jesse’s ears.

She lifts her head and looks straight at them. Emily is in the center of the trio (it is the Vander High hoodie—navy blue with the big yellow V on the left breast), her arms crossed over her chest, summery head tipped quizzically to one side, flanked by her two virtually identical friends. It’s like there’s a mirror Emily on either side of the real Emily: hoodie hoodie hoodie, jeans jeans jeans, ponytail ponytail ponytail. In the center of the triptych, Emily stands looking at Jesse with terrible blankness, a perfectly placid unrecognition. It’s like she’s never seen Jesse before and doesn’t much care that she’s seeing her now.

Jesse turns to First Girl, on Emily’s left. First Girl’s eyes and the corners of her mouth are merry with evil. Jesse feels her fists clenching involuntarily.

“I’m sorry, what?” Jesse says. The calm she tries to maintain in these moments is fraying, and this comes out sounding a little bit like a threat.

First Girl takes it as one. She lengthens her neck defensively, tosses her blondeness over one shoulder, and repeats, “I said, this is the girls’ room.”

Every time this happens—and it happens to Jesse a couple of times a week, in the bathroom at the library, the locker room at the pool, Friendly’s, Starbucks, the ladies’ fitting room at the hideous disgusting hateful Fashion Bug, at school, at school, all the time at school—there comes a moment in the confrontation when it is Jesse’s turn to speak. Sometimes, especially with confused adults, she says politely, “I know, I am a girl.” Sometimes she gets it together and educates the person: “There are lots of different ways to be a girl.” Sometimes, if she’s having a bad day, she says, “Yes, it is the girls’ room, are you lost?”

But today, with Emily looking at her, just looking at her and not saying anything in her defense, Jesse comes up empty. She opens her mouth but nothing comes out.

First Girl gasps a little and grips Emily’s arm. “Oh my God, you guys,” she says, “she was watching us in there!”

“Ew gross!” Second Girl wails.

Jesse’s heart starts to pound. Her tongue thickens in her half-open mouth.

“She must have been, like, waiting for us to take our shirts off or something,” First Girl hisses. “Oh my God, disgusting. Oh my God, I feel so gross right now.”

Jesse turns back to Emily, searching her face for anything—backup; sympathy; defense; some big, distracting move that would steal their attention away from Jesse. But there’s nothing there.

Over the PA comes the final announcement: “One minute remaining in passing period. All students proceed to the gym for spirit assembly at this time.”

Now Emily springs into action. “Okay, you guys, come on, let it go,” she says in a light, coaxy-friendly way to her friends. “We cannot be late for assembly today.”

First Girl turns a fake-sympathetic face on Emily. “Oh, Em, that’s so nice that you’re trying to protect your boyfriend. You should stay and hang out with her, look, she totally wants you.”

Instantly, Jesse looks down at the floor. Her face cannot sustain examination for traces of lust for Emily Miller—it might be there, even if she’s trying to suppress it with every ounce of her energy.

“Oh, stop it,” Emily says, exasperated—the way you’d speak to a pesky child. “I’m leaving.” Emily turns and holds open the bathroom door, a wordless command. Despite herself, Jesse thinks, You’re not even going to look at me one more time?

First Girl sighs. “Whatever, you’re such a control freak, Em.” She gives her hair a final check in the mirror. “Bye, dyke!” she chirps cheerfully over her shoulder as she leaves, pulling Second Girl along with her.

As Emily turns to walk out the door she meets Jesse’s eye for a fraction of a second. Her expression is scrunched-up and confusing, part Sorry and part What can you do? and part I know, this is so dumb and part Hey, it’s no big deal! A pity mishmash. This is not at all what Jesse wants. Jesse wants These girls are titanic mega-idiots and I renounce their friendship as of this moment and I’ll meet you in our usual spot at the library this afternoon and totally, totally make it up to you. Jesse takes a step forward as if to stop Emily, but even as she moves, Emily lets the door fall shut behind her.

A moment of quiet.

Jesse realizes that her heart is pounding.

In the mirror above the row of sinks, Jesse looks back at herself. She doesn’t look like much. Dark, angry eyes, messy thatched-roof haircut the color and texture of straw, clenched fists, square shoulders, ringer tee, cargo pants, fisherman’s boots.

Why do you have to wear those boots? Wyatt asks her almost every time he sees her. If you have to wear boots, fine, but why giant, loose, flopping, knee-high rubber boots that make you look like you just got off work at the slaughterhouse?

They make me feel solid, Jesse almost always says. I like to feel planted when I walk.

Crazy, Wyatt says to her. Rebel Without a Cause.

From outside the door in the hallway comes a muffled blast of static, like a blip from the sound track of the moon landing—far away, but close enough that it makes Jesse’s neck stiffen, wild-animal style. Blast of static means Snediker’s coming, walkie-talkie live and crackling, clipped to the lower pocket of her blazer.

Ms. Snediker, dean of students, is an iron marshmallow. She’s short and stout, pink cheeked and gray haired, and she rarely blinks. She always wears a flower-print dress with a skinny belt straining to stay clasped around her high, tight basketball of a middle. In her yearbook picture every year she poses, unsmiling, plump arms hanging stiffly by her sides, beside the wall of mug shots she keeps in her office, photos of kids she’s caught violating handbook rules or trying to sneak off campus during school hours. She calls this her “Hall of Shame.” She has a small, nasal voice that she never raises and that in no way matches the things she uses it to say: “busted,” frequently; “suspended,” whenever she gets the chance; and sometimes, on her luckiest days, “expelled.” Snediker is the Terminator. Snediker is coming.

Jesse is trapped.

The bathroom sweep is Snediker’s specialty. Out the door would mean running right into her meaty arms—a one-way ticket to disciplinary. But back into the stall is the fool’s direction: Snediker keeps a long-handled retractable mirror tool on her person at all times that she snaps out to its full length during bathroom sweeps to check under stall doors for toilet-crouchers. Anyway, the boots make crouching impractical. Jesse scans the bathroom desperately for an exit strategy, molten panic bubbling in her chest.

High up by the ceiling above the radiator unit is a long, narrow portal window, the kind you push out to open. It’s too high and too small for anyone but a moron or a super-hero to try to squeeze through. It’s decoration, not an escape hatch. It’s not part of a realistic plan. Jesse tugs her backpack over her shoulders and clambers up onto the radiator unit to reach it.

In her mind, Jesse hears Wyatt, calm and firm: Absolutely not. Absolutely not, have you finally, completely lost your mind? First of all it’s as high as your head, you’ll never get up there. Second of all it’s as wide as a Pop-Tart, you’ll never fit through it. Third of all what are you gonna do if you do get through, fly? It’s fourteen feet down to the ground and then you’re trapped in the inner courtyard, where do you think you’re gonna go from there?

Jesse thinks about Emily’s scrunched-up, confused expression as she left the bathroom: Sorry, sort of!

She unhooks the window latch and punches the swivel frame out—it opens about twenty inches, not nearly enough for her to squeeze through. She grips the sharp sill with both hands and, sending all her strength to her arms and shoulders, jumps! up and manages to wedge herself into the window frame. Her head and shoulders are crammed through, but her whole back three-quarters is still dangling inside the bathroom. The rounded tiptoes of her fisherman’s boots just graze the radiator cover now—not enough contact there for leverage—and her shoulders are so squeezed she can’t wriggle another inch forward. She tries to reverse course but the backpack, fat with manifestos, has her stuck.

Behind Jesse, a blast of static. In front of her: a square of gravel, a dwindling horizon of possibilities.

Jesse hears the squeal of the bathroom door swinging wide on its hinges, feels the rush of air around her that is suddenly sucked through the room when it opens.

And then, Snediker’s high, mirthless whine:

“Busted.”
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Emily

With me, it’s about the person. I don’t believe in labels. I think people should be free to do whatever they want with whoever they want. Some people might say I’m bisexual and the only reason I wouldn’t say that is because I don’t believe in labels of any kind. I feel so grateful to be growing up today, when things are so much more free than they used to be. Nowadays people can just be who they are, they don’t have to define themselves in words.

I’m very tolerant of all different kinds of differences. I was the one who proposed the Diversity Circus event to student council last year and headed the committee that organized it and found us a venue for it off campus and figured out how to rent the pony for pony rides and it was a ton of work but P.S.? We made a huge pile of money on it—it was one of our top three biggest moneymaking events of the year for student council, after the Fall Formal and the Lasagna Supper, which are always the biggest events of the year and which are traditions, so they’re guaranteed to make money. Diversity Circus was a brand-new event on the student council calendar and still it came in third for revenue for the year, and we used part of the money we made on it to bring in a speaker from the national office of GLSEN, which is the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network, an awesome organization, and even though I didn’t have time to attend that event, I did book the room for it and I had a big part in making it happen and I heard that it went really well. Lots of people came.

One of the things I love best about our school is that it’s such a diverse place. I have one friend who has a small hand from birth and one other friend who’s a Muslim—she wears a head scarf and everything. At some schools those people might get teased or made to feel unwelcome, but at our school those kids are as welcome as any normal kids. I’m really, really proud of that. As vice president of student council, I feel personally responsible for making our school such a welcoming, diverse place. To me, that’s one of the most important parts of my job.

But unfortunately, that’s partly why my personal life has to be so complicated. As vice president of student council I have a responsibility to be sort of the public face of the school. When I walk around school, or around town, even, I don’t just represent myself, I represent the entire student body. That’s why I don’t just get to do whatever I want whenever I want to. It’s like, if I wanted to get drunk on a Saturday night and go joyriding in my parents’ car—tons of kids do this, I’ve seen them—I can’t, because I have to think about my public persona and my responsibility to the school. If I wanted to cut class and go do some shoplifting at the mall, or smoke cigarettes in the parking lot, or not do my homework, or do any different kind of rule-breaking thing that other kids do for fun without even thinking about it, I can’t, because for a person with a public persona like me, there are consequences. If I want to get sort of involved with Jesse Halberstam in any way, I have to really, really think about what that could do not just to me, not just to Michael, but to the entire school. It’s a serious responsibility.

The problem with Michael isn’t even Michael, it’s that we’ve been together for so long. Michael and I have known each other since we were born, and we’ve been going out since eighth grade, which is really too young to start dating someone, I realize now that I’m older. Our parents let it happen because our moms are best-best friends, they’ve known each other forever, since before college even. They love that we’re together, our dads love that we’re together, everyone in school loves that we’re together. We’re the proverbial perfect couple. Sometimes I feel like I don’t know what would happen to this town if we broke up—so many people have so much invested in our relationship. I mean, I do, too—I love him, we’ve shared so much over the years, and we know each other so well. We’ve grown up together. We’re practically brother and sister. Which is the problem. You shouldn’t go out with someone who feels like a member of your family.

Jesse Halberstam does not feel like a member of my family. Sometimes she doesn’t even feel like a member of my species. She’s so… I don’t know, I can’t explain her. She’s a mess. She cuts her own hair with a Swiss Army Knife. She picks the mosquito bites on her arms until they bleed. She wears those unspeakable rubber boots. Half the time when she talks I don’t understand a word she’s saying, and the other half the time she’s saying something totally bonkers about how we have to, like, smash society and live in its ruins like futuristic barbarian cave people or whatever. I just tune her out when she talks like that. If I actually listened to her theories about the world, I’d have to conclude she was mentally insane. But most of the time I don’t have to listen to her theories because she’s not talking, she’s kissing me.

She’s an incredibly good kisser. I don’t… I can’t explain it. It’s not something I can explain.

When me and Michael kiss, it’s like I’m making out with a cut cantaloupe. He is the wettest, squishiest kisser on the planet. He’s so cute from a distance, you know, he’s such a good-looking guy, like a male model practically, but then when he goes to kiss me it’s like all the muscles in his face go slack and his lips get all spongy and loose and he opens his loose face and sort of lays his spongy lips all over me and drools his melon-juice spit into my mouth. It’s horrible. I don’t mean to criticize him, I’m sure lots of other girls would think he was a totally amazing kisser, it’s just… sometimes I have to pretend he’s getting too powerful and intense and I push him off me, but really I’m pushing him off me because he’s getting too disgusting. One time he kissed me so wetly for so long that his drool actually dripped down my neck. Sometimes right when I’m about to fall asleep, I suddenly remember the feeling of his spit sliding down my neck and I wake up so fast and hard my heart starts pounding in my chest and it takes me, like, hours to fall back to sleep.

It’s not his fault. He just gets really excited, like a dog. Like a sweet, slobbery golden retriever.

When Jesse Halberstam kisses me, she’s really focused and really intense. She puts her hands on the sides of my face to hold me where she wants me, or she winds her fingers up in my hair and tugs it tight, and somehow, just by the way she touches me, she makes my mouth open, she makes my eyes close, she makes me breathe faster and faster until I feel dizzy and I think I might black out. Sometimes when she’s kissing me, I swear to God, the edges of my body melt and I become sort of part of her. Sometimes when she kisses me I forget my own name.

But then when I go home again I remember. I know who I am. I’m Emily Miller.
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