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INTRODUCTION
What Was He/She Thinking?



As a kid, I was my familys tomboy. My sister had staked her claim on being the girly girl. Tomboy was the only choice left, but it suited me. I loved sports, getting dirty, and catching animals; my best friends were always boys.

As a teenager, the tomboy experience landed me in a realm of odd confusion. At last bonded with female friends too, I hardly recognized the heartless, narrow-minded boys they often described. The girls my guy friends talked about seemed just as cruel, shallow, and strange.

I realizedearly ontruth is often subjective. Perception colors human reactions. If something happens, and two people were witnessesone male and one femaletheir descriptions of the event might differ significantly, even if they were both determined to tell the truth.

Do you ever wonder, What was that guy (or that girl) thinking?

I was considering that question one night when it came to me. What if a group of authors took on the challenge of perceptionboys versus girls? What if one writer wrote a story from a male or female point of view, then another writer of the opposite gender told the same story from the other characters perspective?

Girl Meets Boy represents the fascinating fruit of that literary labor. Twelve writers, paired to explore the differences and similarities.

Chris Crutcher wrote his story of a funny, great-looking jock falling for a dangerous girl first. I responded as the toxic girl who might never learn how to be loved. Cynthia Leitich Smith created her fearless, Native American basketball star. Joseph Bruchac introduced her to the tender, artistic boy she never knew she wanted. James Howe wrote about a gay boy aching to fall in love. Ellen Wittlinger revealed the girl who might help make it happen. Terry Trueman explored a white boys crush on a fine African American young woman. Rita Williams-Garcia went back and forth on giving that player a shot. Terry Davis gave us a glimpse of a Bangladeshi boy trying to survive in Iowa. Rebecca Fjelland Daviss farm girl found an ally in the Islamic boy she soon came to love. And finally, Sara Ryan and Randy Powell revealed why romance wasnt an option for a very compelling girl and boy.

Each pair of stories in this anthology is about bridging the gap of gender-based misunderstanding that can happen between girls and boys with the most reliable of human structuresthe truth, said author Terry Davis. Each team of writers deftly illustrates the courage required to ask, What is really happening here? and, more important, to ask why.

With those two informational toolsthe what and the whyreal enlightenment is attainable. And when both genders (both races, both countries, both political parties, both sides of any disagreement) find enlightenment, they discover theyre different in some ways, but heart-linked by sameness in many, many more.





LOVE
OR SOMETHING LIKE IT
by Chris Crutcher



My name is John Smith, and though Im aware that an overwhelming number of men use my name to check in to motels they shouldnt be checking in to, I try to be a man of virtue. Okay, Im sixteen; a boy of virtue. On the surface, with one exception, I couldnt seem more average if I lived in Kansas and drove my Ford Taurus to my job at the John Deere dealership five days a week. Im five feet ten and a half inches tall with dark brown hair and light brown eyes. I weigh a hundred fifty-three pounds. My grade point average is a 2.5 out of a possible 4.0, and Ive never had a grade lower than a D+ or higher than a B. Average guys should be calling me average. But I said there was one exception, and this is it: My face is so handsome it hurts. If People magazine knew I existed, theyd swarm this town like bumblebees on a turned-over honey truck right before their Beautiful People issue came out.

It probably sounds like Im bragging, and if I were most guys, I probably would be, but this thing is a curse because it turns me into one lying son of a bitch. And I hate myself when I lie. I grew up going to Sunday school, learning the Ten Commandments and the Golden Rule; got a snoot full of the wrath of God from the Old Testament and the kinder, but just-as-firm, teachings of Jesus from the New Testament. They taught me that bad things happen if you lie and you stand a better chance of getting to heaven if you dont. My sixth-grade teacher was also the pastor of our church, and he was one no-nonsense kind of dude, the kind of guy who knows the true meaning of the word smite. In church he called them commandments and in school he called them rules, but the bottom line was, whether they were prefaced by Thou Shalt Not or Youd Damn Well Better, they were written in stone and were to be followed.

I have no problem with that, seriously. Theres nothing in the Ten Commandments that, under most circumstances, wont make you a better person. Under most circumstances, you shouldnt be killing people and you shouldnt be taking their stuff, and it would probably be in your best interest if you werent having wet dreams about their wives or girlfriends, much less acting on those dreams. It probably doesnt help you much to covet their stuff, either. I admit its hard to get behind not taking the Lords name in vain; that one should probably be demoted from a commandment to a suggestion. I mean, if there is going to be hell to pay for breaking commandments, it doesnt seem right that a guy who cusses should pay the same hell as a rapist or murderer.

But I digress, because this isnt as much about my belief system as it is my integrity, which goes right out the window every time I get involved with a girl. As I said, I have learned that lying is a bad thing. I dont cheat on my homework anymore, and I dont shoplift like I did for about a month there in grade school, filling my pockets with SweeTarts and Tootsie Pops. If a cop stops me and asks if I know how fast I was going, I tell him. When my football coach asks if I followed the summer workout regimen, out comes the truth, whether it means running a mile after practice every day or not.

But when any of my old girlfriends asked if I was ever attracted to anyone else, I looked her right in the eye with an expression that said, ME?! and told her unequivocally she was the only one I ever thought of. I mean, I spoke in italics. Now, for reasons I may or may not go into here, I was a virgin each and every time I told that whopper, so while I wasnt breaking the adultery commandment, I was setting records alone in my room coveting to beat the band, and whatever else. At first that would be as far as it went, but then (and I hate to say it, but its because Im so darn good-looking) some girl who was also into coveting would come along and start telling me her problems, because I seem to have a sign on my flawless forehead that says Tell Me How Awful Your Life Is, and I Will Save You (which I have since been told comes from having an alcoholic mother), and I would set about saving her. Only the next thing Id know, wed make some secret unspoken agreement that the best way to save her was to have my hands all over her and my tongue in her mouth. I guess maybe my behavior around my current girlfriend would change because shed start asking more and more often if I ever thought about anyone else, and then it would turn into was I messing with anyone else and, well  eventually, the girl followed my integrity right out that window. When I turned around to lick my self-inflicted wounds, guess what? There was another girl waiting. To my credit, I didnt jump right into a relationship with the first girl in line. Sometimes Id wait as much as a week.

So I wanted to do the next one differently. I figured there had to be some kind of science to it; the idea of random mate selection probably wasnt a good one. If I wanted to know about fish, Id see a marine biologist, right? If I wanted to know about space, as in the universe, Id ask an astrophysicist. So, I thought, who would be the scientists when it comes to this love thing?

Counselors, thats who. Therapists. Psychologists. Only I didnt know any counselors or therapists or psychologists, except for Mrs. Dont-Take-It-Out-for-Anything-but-Urinary-Relief Hartson, our school counselor. So the next best thing would be to go to someone who had been to one. Doesnt that make sense?

Maybe on paper.

Her name was, and still is, Wanda Wickham, and she was sharper than the piece of glass she keeps in her purse to cut on her arms with. She was sixteen and had been in five foster placements in the past three years. She wasnt very tall, maybe just over five feet, and built like  Well, put it this way: If you were part of the crowd streaming out of Sodom and Gomorrah right behind Lots wife, and you saw Lots wife look back and turn into a pillar of salt, and Wanda Wickham was back there waving a handkerchief and cooing your name, youd look back, too. Instant deer lick, but youd look.

So in the beginning I was just going to use her for deep background, you know? I mean, shed been in trouble every day shed been to school, which was about fifty percent of the time, telling off teachers or breaking the dress code in ways that sent most of us guys home sentenced to night sweats. It was that or getting into physical altercations with girls who had to slap their boyfriends slack jaws shut every time Wanda accidentally rubbed up against them in the lunch room or out by the lockers. I figured something had to be keeping her out of alternative school, and I figured that something was more than likely a good shrink.

I was right.

I didnt have to seek her out, really. Wanda and I were well acquainted. My last girlfriend, Nancy Hill, had barely escaped a three-day suspension after I broke up a fight between her and Wanda. There had been an hour-long session in Mrs. Hartsons office following that fight, during which I had to back up Nancys version of the story. Wanda sat across the counselors office from me, just out of Mrs. Hartsons line of vision, running her fingernails over the soft rise in her tight sweater, a smile playing around her lips as she wet them with her tongue. I was in more trouble with Nancy after I bailed her out of a three-day vacation than I had been going in.

So, Wanda, I said now, whats going on?

She closed her locker and held her books tight to her chest. Youre going on, Johnny Smith, she said. Youre always going on.

I said, Listen, Im doing a little research project, kind of a thing for psychology, and, uh, I wonder if you would  could  tell me  like, do you see a counselor, by any chance?

Wanda put a finger to my nose. That should have been a warning, because what might be just a cute gesture coming from most girls was electric coming from Wanda. Youre doing a research project for psychology on me? I think youre doing a research project for yourself on me.

At that point I was a few days out of my last relationship, so I was trying to catch my lies before they did that geometric thing they do. Actually, youre right, I said, and I told her my plan, which basically amounted to a poor mans way of talking to a psychologist. So, do you? See a therapist?

Wanda laughed. Ive seen more therapists in the last three years than our whole class has seen McDonalds workers. Tell me how I can help. Damn you are good-looking. She touched the side of my face.

I blushed and gave her my story in a nutshell. Every time I get with a girl, I think Im going to do it right this time. No matter what, Im telling no lies, except for the necessary onesyou know, How do you like this blouse? Do you like my hair this way? Or Am I the best kisser youve ever kissed?

Those are good questions to lie about, if you have to, she agreed. How do you like this blouse?

This blouse included about two inches of cleavage. I said it looked very nice.

So how long does it take you to start lying? she asked.

Depends, I said. If I like her a lot, not very long. The first lie is easy. It comes in response to her first question about how I feel; the minute I know how I really feel is not the way she wants me to feel. I can read that stuff like a book.

Oooh. She laughed. You are every needy girls dream.

That is the line to which I should have paid maximum attention.

So Wanda Wickham and I made a deal. We would sit down once or twice a week, and I would vent a little history for her to run by her therapist. Shed come back and tell me her shrinks responsegive me some free psychological advice. She had spent the last six months covering the same old territory in her own life and thought her therapist might enjoy the divergence. It seemed like such a good deal I was considering majoring in business when I go to college.

Think bankruptcy.

Our first meeting was at the Frosty Freeze only hours before her next appointment.

Wanda said, So tell me about your mother.

What?

Your mother. Tell me about your mother.

Why would I tell you about my mother?

Thats the first thing any therapist wants to know. Trust me. If I dont give her that information, shell just tell me to come back and get it. Any therapist worth her salt has to know about your mother.

I felt like I did wearing that gown they gave me when I stayed overnight in the hospital having my tonsils out. My butt was exposed.

Well, nothings free. Lets see. She works as a checker at Walmart and cleans houses on her days off and on weekends. She does some of the light bookwork for my dads business. She always has dinner ready on time and keeps the place cleaned up; you know, laundry and dishes and all that.

Do she and your dad have sex?

I dont know! How would I know that? Your therapist would want to know that?

She patted my hand. Take it easy. People do that, you know. So, she works outside the home, cleans and does laundry, gets ignored by your dad. Does she have sex with you?

Im up. I mean, Im up. Standing over Wanda, who looks at me innocently. What kind of question is that? Whats the matter with you?

She smiled, reached over, and patted my chair. Sit down, she said. I was just messing with you. Thats the kind of thing therapists ask. Usually they wait quite a few sessions, though.

I stared at her.

I was kidding.

I sat back down.

Anything else? she said. About your mom, I mean.

Well, shes an alcoholic.

That information didnt have much impact. What kind?

What do you mean, what kind? What kinds are there?

Lots. There are people who drink all the time, people who go on binges, people who only drink at certain times of the day

Thats my mom. She starts drinking when she starts making dinner. Goes to bed about nine. Actually, passes out about nine.

Hmm. Workaholic and alcoholic. Tell you what. I can give you a little therapy without even asking Rita. Ill make some statements, and you tell me if theyre right or wrong.

Okay. Shoot.

Your mom and dad dont talk to each other much.

Shes right.

Your moms sad.

Right again. Theres a pervasive sadness about my mother. Even when shes enjoying herself, shes sad under it.

Your dads distant.

Meaning?

You never know how he feels. He just tells youand your motherhow things are.

Right.

She looked into my eyes and squinted. So when your mother feels bad enough, she tells you how she feels.

Whoa. She was so right I didnt even nod.

She put up her hands, palms out. Dont answer, she said. I know the answer to that one. And you try to make her life better. You tell her how cool she is and how good of a mom.

I wanted to ask her how the hell she knew that, but to tell the truth, I didnt want to know. I have always listened to my mothers woes for hours on end. The more she curses herself, the more I tell her how cool she is.

Okay, then, she said cheerily. Im off for your therapy session. Wish me luck. She stopped at the door, turned back, and shook her head slowly. God, but you are good-looking.

And that was the way it went. Wanda Wickham would sit with me in the Frosty Freeze and listen to the stories of my slow parade of girlfriends since age thirteennone of whom liked me anymoreand take them back to Rita whatever-her-name-was. I dont remember much of her return advice, other than at one point she told me Rita said I was a very conscientious boy and it was good that I took care of my mothers emotional pain. Had I really known anything about therapy, that line alone would have told me trouble was brewing.

The problem was, as you might have already guessed, that I was paying less and less attention to what Wanda said to me and more and more attention to how she was dressed and what it felt like when she accidentally brushed my leg or pressed something soft against my elbow.

She was waiting for me at the Frosty Freeze when I got there after herourfourth or fifth session. Im sorry, Johnny, she said. I think were going to have to stop this.

How come?

Well, I mean, whats in it for me? What do I get out of it? Look at you. Youre going to figure out how to have a good relationship with a girl and go off and find one. Where does that leave me? She stood up. Tears rimmed her eyes. God, I hadnt even thought this might be hard for her. Wanda Wickham traditionally went out with guys at least four years older. Guys in the army. Guys with kids. And wives. From a heat standpoint, she was so far out of my league we were playing a different sport.

I said, Wait

No, she said back. Im sorry. This isnt your fault. I didnt think Id  Fall in love.

WHAM!

In a court of law on trial for my life, I couldnt tell you what sequence of events took place in the following few minutes, but the next thing I remember we were kicking the windows out of my fathers 1979 Chevy pickup from the inside and I had passed up double-A ball and triple-A ball and landed in the majors.

Wanda pulled her blouse back on and looked at me. Tears welled up. Oh, she said. What have I done now?

What do you mean? I think

I dont give myself to a man unless I love him, she said. But I promised myself that next time I wouldnt do it until he loved me back.

Well, uh

Dont, she said, putting two fingers to my lips. I know you dont want to lie, and I dont want to hear any more lies. This wasnt your fault. Ill deal with it.

But

Shhh.

She was out of the pickup and gone.

I didnt see Wanda other than to pass her in the hall for almost a week. She would glance at me with a sad smile and turn away, and it scooped out my insides. The only thing I wanted more than a return engagement in the pickup was to make her feel better. Okay, maybe the pickup antics took over first place once in a while, but still, I had such a powerful urge to make her life better. Look what she had done for me. Shed befriended me, talked with me about my problems, even taken them to a professional. And shed gone away feeling bad.

The only things I know that increased geometrically faster than my lies in an ill-fated relationship were my late-night and early-morning small-motor calisthenics before I was able to get close to Wanda again. I have heard it said that the adolescent male is in possession of two brains, and his capacity to be a decent human being is dependent on his capability to choose wisely when to use which. Well, thats a lie. There is no which. There is one brain. It is a ventriloquist, which is the only reason it ever even appears to come from the cranium.

I called Wanda. I asked her to meet me at the Frosty Freeze. I only wanted to make her feel better, I lied. She said she didnt trust herself to keep her hands off me. I lied again and said I would keep things under control. I wanted her to know she was cared about. I wanted her to know that all guys dont just want sex. (And in the end, I should say, that wasnt completely a lie. All guys dont just want sex. But all guys want sex.)

We met. She wore jeans and a blouse with an open sweater over it. The blouse buttoned at the top, but had an open circle just below the top button. Not a very big one, just big enough to make me visually fill in the blanks. She looked beautiful, but worn out, beaten. I ordered us both a Coke and sat staring, feeling cautious about how to start. She smiled weakly, but let me stew, figure it out for myself.

Im really sorry, I started.

You dont have to be sorry, she said. It was my fault.

Im not sorry about that, I said. I liked that. I liked it a lot. Im just sorry you feel bad. I mean, I know youve had a hard life. The foster care and everything. Losing your parents and all.

Yeah, she said. I cant even tell you. And then she proceeded to tell me of drug-dealing biological parents who lived in a crack house and who were so strung out they let anyone who came and went have access to Wanda. Her dad went to jail, and her mom cleaned up three times before finally losing Wanda for good when she was seven. By then shed already been in and out of foster care four times. She had attended thirteen schools total, had been sexually approached by teachers three different times. Three of her foster fathers had molested her, including the one she lived with now. Only she had threatened to kill this one in his sleep and he stopped. She just wanted the carnival to end, she said. She just wanted some peace. And she just wanted to be loved.

God, just hearing it made me love her, and I wanted to say that, but it seemed forced, like maybe it would feel like she was hurting too much, or looking for it. She smiled when I just sat there looking at her, not knowing what to say.

Listen, she said. I dont know how much longer I can take this, but I want you to promise me that if something happens, you wont blame yourself.

Something happens, I said. Like what?

Dont worry about it. Just promise me.

Something like what? I said. My agitation grew. Like when my mom was desperate to have my dad pay attention to her after dinner sometimes. She would wash the dishes with tears dripping off her nose, her rum and coke hidden in the cupboard next to the sink while he snored through Law and Order on the couch.

If anything ever happens to me, dont you blame yourself.

Anything happens? Like what?

Anything. Anything at all. And you make sure your father knows I love him.

I said dont worry about it, Wanda said. It isnt about you. She got up to leave.

I followed her out to her foster parents car. She got in, placed both hands on the wheel, and stared ahead. A tear trickled down the side of her cheek.

I do love you, Wanda, I said. I mean, I think I really do. You havent been off my mind for five minutes since I saw you last.

She turned her head and looked at me, smiling weakly. You couldnt love me, Johnny. Shes the only person whos ever called me Johnny. Nobody could. Theres nothing to love. She started the car and pulled out.

I jumped into the pickup and followed her, past my place, past hers, out to the river. She pulled into a wide spot hidden in the trees. I pulled in behind her, shut off the engine, walked over, and knocked on her window.

She rolled it down.

I do love you, Wanda. I can prove it.

Best sex I ever had.

Course, I only had that one other time to compare to.

Its too late to make a long story short, but for a while, nothing could keep us apart. I picked her up for school and took her home. I stopped going to intramural sports and dropped out of the music quartet I was practicing with to compete in the state music festival. I was able to give up those things that were once staples in my life as easily as a case of chicken pox so I could spend time with Wanda. Her foster mom thought I was the best thing in the world for her; she hadnt skipped a class since we started going together. Her caseworker and teachers were ecstatic because of her grades.

But as any relatively sane person knows, you can only breathe rare air so long before you need it to be mixed with the toxins that everyone else breathes. Caviar is great, but so is a burger. Im not talking about other relationships here, not other girls. Im talking about the things any stable human needs in his life to provide balance. Friends. Activities. A night alone watching TV. Time to let your member heal. You want to remember that I was a guy who, before I turned into a sex fiend, relieved myself a couple of times in the morning, a couple of times at night and once a day on a restroom break from Pre-Calc. I thought I held records. But Wanda Wickham wore me out. Sometimes wed get done and Id think I needed stitches in my back. And just try saying I was too tired or that I had to get homework done or that body fluids were finite. Okay, shed say. I thought you loved me. I knew it would end. It always ends. Go ahead. Forty-five minutes later, Id be driving home hoping Id crash into a paramedic truck.

Suddenly I was on twenty-four-hour call. Wandas panicked voice would breathe into my cell phone with increasing frequency. Fifteen-minute intervals, ten, five, three. Where was I? Had I been in a crash? Would I please call? Would I please call?

Then anger seeped in: What was I doing? Had I turned off my phone? Why had I turned off my phone? I was a lying son of a bitch. So it was going to end the way the others had.

The plain and simple truth, that I was sitting in my room, grabbing some minutes for myself, wondering who I was when I wasnt running to put out one of Wanda Wickhams fires, was not the answer she could tolerate, and I became a liar of Shakespearean status. My car broke down in an electronically dead place. My phone was lost, and I just found it. I never turned my phone off when I thought she might call. I didnt know why it went straight to voicemail; probably some glitch in AT&T. I thought of no other girls or women, ever. How could I?

Truth was, I was as smitten as the day I met her.

Before it was over, I had broken half the Commandments. No one died, but I stole my parents pickup in the middle of the night to take her out to the river and hear the horrors of her foster father, who she always escaped, but who became more and more menacing. I had actually never met him because he worked long hours, and was never to even mention him to her foster mother, because Wanda could not afford to lose this placement. The last three times I snuck out after midnight it was to keep her from committing suicide. Nothing I did, no random act of kindness, no random act of desperation, made a dent.

So I went to see Rita the therapist.

Hi, I said. Im John Smith. Thanks for seeing me.

Rita Crews had the same look on her face I always got the first time I said my name was John Smith.

No, really, I said. John Smith. I think youve probably heard my name.

She smiled. She was probably in her late fifties, smooth skin and shocking salt-and-pepper hair. Ive heard the name John Smith a lot, she said, but until now, never in relation to a specific person.

I remembered. You might know me as Johnny.

She looked pensive, shook her head.

Wanda Wickham?

No expression whatsoever.

Shes one of your clients.

Confidentiality keeps me from telling you whether she is or isnt, Rita Crews said, but I can assure you no ones mentioned your name in my office.

Whoa!

Your ad said you do one consultation free, I said. Is that a whole hour?

A whole hour, Rita said. And let me give you some direction. Instead of using peoples names and dates and times and places and all that, why dont you give me a hypothetical. I think I could answer your questions better if you could give me a hypothetical.

Okay, I said. Lets say there was this girl named Wendy Walkman  

At the end of our freebie session, Rita Crews just smiled and shook her head. How about instead of asking you a million questions, I just tell you what to do, and you do it, she said.

Id have done anything.

Turn your cell phone off and leave it with me. I promise not to answer it. Call your girlfriend, whoever she may be, and tell her youre emotionally distraught and are calling off the relationship. Do not get into another one for one year. You can go out with friends, you can play sports and music, you can mix with boys and girls equally, but you cannot go with anyone. Keep your offending member in your pants. Paste pictures of Britney and J.Lo on your ceiling and make passionate love to them to your hearts content. Then buy yourself a catheter if you have to and duct tape said offending member to your leg and padlock your zipper shut. Midnight to six in the privacy of your room is the only time it gets to breathe.

Can you believe that sounded good?

And one more thing; when you think you have even the tiniest inkling why trying to save your mother and trying to save the hypothetical Wendy Walkman felt exactly the same, you call me and well go out for coffee. Okay?

I thanked her as if she had led me to the Promised Land.

When I reached the door to her office, she said, John?

Yeah.

My goodness, you are a good-looking boy.

I hate to say this, I said, but I know it. And Im scheduling plastic surgery for early next week.
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