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Introduction



To the Lighthouse


I WOULD LIKE TO TELL YOU about a theory I’ve developed, in the past two years or so, about a certain brand of people I like to call “lighthouses.” This theory was developed after years spent in the company of one such member of the species, carefully observed in her natural habitat. She was the prototype, basically. Her name is Rylee and she’s my best friend. You might as well know that now because she’s going to come up a lot.


Rylee, since the time I met her seven years ago, has dated nine people. This is probably not remarkably high. It could even be average. What do I know? It could be that that number only seems large in comparison to my own figures, which are so low they’re practically negative. But what’s really crazy, what’s really impressive about it, is her lack of time off between boyfriends. When she’s single, Rylee hardly needs to leave the apartment (or, in some of those cases, dormitory building) before anywhere from one to four different guys profess an interest in being her next boyfriend. There is a constant stream there. She’ll make her interests known, of course, but she always has options. She could sit down on the floor, be still, and wait, and I honestly believe that somebody would show up, sooner or later, to ask her out.


This is what I like to call being “a lighthouse.”


Lighthouse people are beacons that call all the sailors in ships back to land, beckoning them in toward the light. Lighthouse people are magnetic and luminescent, so much so that even when one sailor manages to row all the way to land and climbs up into the lighthouse, the rest of the sailors will stay out there on the water, waiting for their chance to come to shore. They will feel that it’s always best to keep an eye on the lighthouse, even if they have to come and go due to other sailorly obligations. The lighthouse might act like it doesn’t know it’s so popular with the sailors, but it does. How could it not? Even if the lighthouse has a special sailor for the moment, its light is always on. It can’t help it.


Now, I’ve had it pointed out to me (by a bunch of boys who couldn’t possibly understand the metaphor) that this is not how lighthouses actually “work.” These jerks tried to tell me that lighthouses are actually there to keep sailors away from particularly dangerous shorelines, because otherwise they’d crash into the jagged rocks found there. I mean, fine. If you want to get technical about certain structures’ designated functions, then yes, that is correct, even though I think that’s dumb because people and creatures are drawn toward light and if lighthouses really wanted to keep people away from rocky shores they’d be big audio speakers that played scary ghost sounds. But I still think I’m right, in the metaphorical sense. And anyway, this is my book, goddammit. Lighthouses will work the way I want them to. And the lighthouses of my world are big, sexy, man-eaters. They don’t even try to be that way. They just are.


I am not a lighthouse.


The first time I told Rylee that she was a lighthouse, she asked me what that made me. (Lighthouses generally recognize those that are—and aren’t—fellow lighthouses.) I thought about it for a minute. I said: “The Bermuda Triangle.”


The Bermuda Triangle is so far from sailors’ minds that it isn’t even really on the map. They’d rather not even think about it. Even if a few of them knew, theoretically, that the Bermuda Triangle was out there, they wouldn’t be able to find it if they wanted to. They would become lost, possibly forever. For the most part, though, they don’t want to try. The Bermuda Triangle is scary and confusing. Sailors hear bad things about it. They’d rather just go around it, staying as far away as humanly possible.


I know that sounds like an exaggeration. And sure, to some extent, it probably is. For instance, there isn’t anything about me that is analogous to the Bermuda Triangle’s “rogue wave” phenomenon (at least I hope there isn’t). I don’t capsize sailors, much less entire ships. I keep myself to myself, you know? In fact, I think that’s probably what the Bermuda Triangle is up to. It doesn’t mean to do any harm, and it’s actually pretty nice once you get to know it. It’s just that Bermuda doesn’t know how to handle itself when somebody sails into its territory, because that hardly ever happens. It hasn’t had much chance to practice, and it’s used to things going a certain way. So if a sailor DOES come around, it gets a little nervous, freaks the fuck out, and creates hurricane-like devastation in every direction around it. And then it gets embarrassed and sad and calls its friends.


I do not present this theory because I feel sorry for myself. It’s just the way things are. Not all of us can be born lighthouses, or nobody would ever get anything done and there would be more sex happening than you could even believe. I just think it’s important that I make my Triangular nature clear up front, because later on in the book you might have a hard time believing that a real live person could be capable of such mortifying attempts at romance. You might worry that I don’t even realize how terrible I am at basically everything to do with love. So I want you to know that I warned you. I’m aware. I’ve been collecting evidence for twenty-five years, and now I’ve gone ahead and documented it here in this book. The conclusions are irrefutable.


My name is Katie Heaney, and I’m a Bermuda Triangle.


As a result, and possibly as a result of other factors like “luck” and “being interested in people who are unavailable and/or terrible for me,” I’ve been single for my entire life. And I don’t mean that I haven’t had any major long-term relationships, or that I haven’t dated anyone in a really long time, or that I’ve only dated people for a few months at a time. I mean that I have been wholly and totally single for my entire life. Not one boyfriend. Not one short-term dating situation. Not one person with whom I regularly hung out and kissed on the face. To be honest I don’t even know that I could fairly say that I’ve been on more than one real date. There were a couple of times when I hung out with a boy I liked and he paid for me and we were both single so I think those were dates, but then like a week later he had a girlfriend that wasn’t me and I was cursing his very existence, so it’s hard to say for sure. But more on that later.


People have interesting reactions when you tell them you’ve never had a boyfriend and you’re over the age of twenty-one. Most girls are pretty good at acting like they aren’t shocked, because most of them have at least one friend who doesn’t date as much as the others for whom they’ve learned to be uncondescendingly empathetic. When I’m having one of my “something is seriously wrong with me for being alone” phases (which are, thankfully, relatively infrequent), my friends have learned to conjure up relatives/mythical acquaintances/Grey’s Anatomy characters who have gone even longer than I have without having a boyfriend, so it’s totally not weird at all that I haven’t had one yet. Practically everybody, except for every last person they can think of at the moment, has been single for as long as I have. My darling, patient friends tell me that I’m still single only because I’m picky, and because I haven’t met the right person yet. This would feel truer if I hadn’t been shut down by quite so many wrong people that I, despite my allegedly high standards, chased after. In any case, it’s a nice thought.


Sometimes it feels like this is something I should be worried about. Sometimes, during a couple days every month in particular, I want to spend some time lying on the floor and feeling like there must be something terribly wrong with me. I am at the point in my life where I no longer know another person in my shoes. I could count on my friend Colleen for a long time, but then she had to go and get a pseudo-boyfriend last year. I couldn’t believe that. It was almost like she wasn’t thinking about how her relationship would affect me.


Most of the time it does not upset me to think about my sad, old, decrepit spinster body. Obviously there are about one trillion things that could be worse about my life. Not having a boyfriend at any given moment bothers me very little. Not having ever had one bothers me only slightly more, only because I want to know that I’ll get to fall in love at least once, for real. Not in the way I’m used to, which involves one-sided daydreaming prolonged over embarrassing lengths of time, projected onto boys and men (and Boyz II Men) who either don’t know me at all, or who know me but don’t exactly like-like me. I’m getting too old for that. At least that’s what I keep trying to tell myself, right after the latest episode of me acting like some extra-tall preteen with a Justin Bieber problem has passed.


It makes me feel good to know, though, that I am not alone in every way. Even if I’m the only permanently single person in my group of friends, or the entire world basically, I’m not the only one to have made a royal mess of my love life. (Can you make a mess out of something that doesn’t exist? Yes, actually!) My absolute favorite thing to do is sit around a room with my friends and some wine and remind each other of our worst-ever dating stories. We all screw up. We all keep company with weirdos and assholes. We have all taken too long to realize that something that wasn’t even good for us in the first place has ended. That’s what I hope this book feels like. You and I are hanging out, and I am drinking too much and talking to you—about my most embarrassing adventures in flirting and kissing and liking boys—for a really long time. You are such a good listener. I mean it.


Okay, where do I even begin? Here, let me get you a refill.













Part One
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THE EARLY YEARS















Heart and Soul



IN 1991 I WAS A KINDERGARTNER at a small Catholic K–12 school in St. Paul, and on the first day, when my mom dropped me off, I cried.


My ability to negotiate successful social relations in those hallways got better, but not by much. For the most part, I kept my head down, my notebooks and my markers arranged in pristine, clinical rows, and my three-inch-long clip-on Polly Pocket earrings on my earlobes. (Only during free time, obviously. Those were the rules.) My report cards all said the same thing: “Smart and shy; a quick learner, but quiet; very, very quiet. A ghost of a student, a whisper on the wind.” I’m paraphrasing.


Teachers and parents call any kid that’s quiet “shy,” but that’s not always it. I wasn’t shy, I was reserved. I needed time to figure out what the hell was going on with these masses of people running and screaming around me. I wasn’t afraid of talking to my fellow children. I was simply watching and plotting. I have always chosen my friends from a silent distance, picking them out after a short observation period and only then attempting to get to know them. I couldn’t tell you the criteria I use. I just know them when I see them. It’s taken years of practice to get it completely right, and it started back in that brightly carpeted kindergarten playroom.


There are really just four things I remember about kindergarten. One, my new best friend was a nice and weird girl named Christy with a big pouf of hair like Hermione Granger’s well before any of us knew who Hermione would be. Two, my teacher taught us about segregation by having the brown-eyed kids represent white people and blue- and green-eyed kids represent black people (there were no actual black students in my class), and I and my blue eyes couldn’t use the water fountain for like an hour, and everyone cried. Three, I must have looked like a boy, because once I was biking in my neighborhood and an older boy asked me, “Are you a boy or a girl?” and all I could do was say, in an inexplicably apologetic whisper, “Girl.”


Four: Cody Williams, heartthrob of the Twin Cities’ Catholic elementary school community and probably the surrounding counties as well. My first crush.


There is no love like the love you have for your first crush. There isn’t supposed to be, anyway, because your behavior toward your first crush was embarrassing and hopelessly naive. Don’t fight me on this. I saw it with my own eyes.


First crushes inspire the sort of shenanigans that would get an older and allegedly wiser person in legal trouble. You can’t just go around smacking a person on top of the head just because he has adorable ruddy cheeks, for example. The message that small acts of violence conveyed when you were five will not be conveyed now. You will frighten the person. He will look at you like you’re some kind of lunatic, because you are.


First crushes last for years, no matter how they change as you make that all-important transition from age six to age seven, when all of you become harder, somehow. More world-weary. Some kids start out like buttons, or anything else cute that you want to pinch between two fingers, and then they grow up into Mr. Hyde versions of themselves (see: virtually every boy who became a TV or movie star before the age of twelve). These developments cannot touch first crushes. First crushes, in that way, breed resilience.


First crushes, generally speaking, have absurdly American-sounding names, like Mike Smith or Johnny Anderson or Mark Liberty. Sometimes they’re so cute and masculine (well, for a child, anyway) that they have two first names. Paul Thomas. Freddy George. Sam Nathan. Look these names up in your elementary yearbook: These are the boys for whom the ink of a million glittery gel pens was spilled.


Thus was Cody Williams.


Everybody—and I mean everybody—had a crush on Cody Williams. First crushes and witch hunts are both born this way: out of mass hysteria. Cody, like so many first crushes before and after him, was nonthreateningly cute and pretty. He had floppy blond hair, which was ideal, because that way he kind of reminded us of the boys in Tiger Beat, who were all blond. He was athletic and popular and funny (by six-year-old standards). Again like most other first crushes, we all knew then, on some level, that Cody would never surpass a height of five-foot-six in his adulthood, and that was okay. He would always look like Cody Williams, or some slightly off older version of himself. In fact, I just checked on Facebook, and he looks exactly the same. Seriously, it’s a little creepy. Like, you could hold his picture from our kindergarten yearbook up to his Facebook picture and you’d promptly forget which picture was which. You’d think they were identical six-year-old twins, one of whom had the genetic-mutant ability to grow facial hair.


So every last one of us loved Cody. We might have had other crushes, too—it was more about quantity than quality in those days, and it’s always nice to have a secret—but he was consistently up there on the collective pedestal of my elementary class. My friends and I didn’t mind that we all liked the same boy. We bonded over loving him. Cody Williams gave us something to talk about, because six-year-olds don’t have real interests aside from double Dutch and Pizza Lunchables. That’s a nice thing about little girls, I think—the ability to pin our youthful romantic aspirations on the same little boy, and talk to one another about it, without thinking about it as competition. There was no competition to be had because kids don’t have any real end goal to crushes. We called certain people our “boyfriends,” but these relationships lasted only days, or sometimes even just a few minutes. Best of all, the same person could be boyfriend or girlfriend to literally dozens of people and nobody cared. It was a simpler life.


Christy and I were both crazy about Cody because we were, after all, alive. We’d sit in the play kitchen under the lofted reading area and watch him across the room, building a fort out of foam bricks with some of the other boys. It was sort of like the 1950s, but with very small people and food that is plastic. Christy and I made ourselves busy pretending that two toy eggs and a piece of rubber lettuce thrown in a bowl result in muffins, imagining ourselves as the joint housewives to our husband, Cody. Sometimes we didn’t even pretend like we were cooking, and we’d just sit at the kitchen table and talk about how much we loved him. Across a sea of kids playing with trucks, throwing things at one another, and pretending like they knew how to read (six-year-olds are so dumb), we watched him build towers, then kick down towers, and build more towers yet again.


One of the things about Cody that really sealed the deal, heartthrob-wise, was that he was also sensitive. Or, at least, that’s what I decided about him based on the revelation that he had musical abilities. Conflating interest/talent in music with emotional maturity and a romantic soul is a mistake that even children make, apparently. Oops!


We had a piano in the kindergarten playroom that went largely untouched, because we weren’t supposed to “play” it unless we could actually play it, a rule that seemed unjust at the time but that I now understand completely. On a few magical occasions when he needed a break from his normal building-block routine, Cody would sit at the piano and the girls from my class would gather around to listen to him play, because, despite the Catholic school uniforms, we were all shameless hussies. One time Christy and I each draped ourselves over separate ends of the piano, chins resting on our hands and eyes fluttering, like those blond triplets in Beauty & the Beast mooning over Gaston. She probably talked me into that one—she was the kind of friend I have always wanted and needed, one who makes me do things I want to do but am too scared to do—but it’s also possible that I was involuntarily drawn to the piano’s edge by gravitational pull. Cody was playing “Heart and Soul.” Both parts at the same time. I mean, come on. I didn’t even know that was possible.


Cody was also just plain nice. He cheered everyone on in gym class, even if they weren’t on his team, and even if it was that kid who always ate peanut-butter-and-pickle sandwiches as well as his own snot. When we played T-ball, Cody would yell and clap for every single student who went up to bat, regardless of whether they were able to make contact with the stationary ball (it was harder than you would think). He was just happy for everyone. And because having a cute person say your name aloud is all it takes for most of us to fall in love, having it yelled enthusiastically by a cute person pretty much laid waste to our entire grade’s female population. It’s really no wonder that half the girls in class seemed to want to run to third base after hitting the ball instead of first base. We were all delirious with love and youthfully uncoordinated. It was chaos in that gym.


Picture this glorious day with me: Cody standing behind home plate, having just offered to give hands-on batting-stance lessons to anyone who “needed” them, followed by every last girl in kindergarten lining up to his left, suddenly and completely helpless when it came to holding a bat properly. At least half of us were lying. At least half of us played on intramural T-ball leagues and/or had families well versed in teaching us how to play baseball. I stood in line, shaking. Before that day, our main interaction of note went like this:


[Scene: before class has started. Children rowdy. Cody swaggers around classroom, holding imaginary concession case in front of him.]


Cody: “Tootsie Rolls! Whooooo wants a Tootsie Roll? Come and get ’em!”


Me, standing, shrieking accidentally: “I DO!!!!!!!”


Cody, throwing imaginary butts (?) in my direction: “*fart noise*”


Class: “*LAUGHTER*”


I shook off that shameful memory. I mean, how was I supposed to know that “tootsie roll” was a poop joke? Honestly. I was a lady.


I stepped up to the plate, dragging the Wiffle ball bat behind me like, “What’s this thing, *wink*!” I looked behind me to Cody, who stepped forward on cue. He stood behind me and moved my hands to the “proper” position on the bat—a bit high, to be honest, but I didn’t care. This wasn’t about baseball anymore. It was about me and Cody, sitting in a tree. K-I-S-S-I-N-G. Hands now in place, Cody pulled a move I like to think was shared with only me and not with the rest of the little girls in my class: He touched my lower back. There is no way for it to not sound inappropriate when I say that he was doing this to “bend me forward into position” but that was the idea. Plus, we were SIX. Don’t be so gross.


That experience held me aloft—like an angel, with wings made of heartbeats—for over three years, and I would have kept right on being in love with Cody were we not cruelly separated when my family moved to the suburbs before I started the fifth grade. It was like my parents didn’t factor him into their decision to move. I swear to God, we would have dated for at least a week within the next couple of years if I had stayed at that school. That back touch really meant something. I’m sure of it, still.
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As far as I know, there is only one other man (“man,” haha) who captivated at least as many girls as Cody Williams did for as many years as Cody Williams did, and that person is Jonathan Taylor Thomas. Tiger Beat and BOP referred to him as “JTT,” and thousands and billions of girls followed suit. “JTT.” It still feels good on my tongue.


Ten-year-old JTT starred on Home Improvement—a show my parents somewhat reluctantly allowed me to watch with them—in 1991, when I was five. He played the middle son, Randy. Brad, the oldest son, was popular and athletic. Too much of a jock. He also had a mullet, which I found problematic to say the least. Mark, the youngest, was overly sensitive and, later, a goth. Randy was the one for me, a selection that I felt probably set me apart from the undiscerning masses. He was the funny one. His voice was adorable—kind of a drawl without sounding southern, and sort of raspy. He was tan and had sandy brown hair that, no matter how long it got, always looked perfect. I thought he was dreamy, and it turned out that basically every American girl aged five to fourteen agreed with me. I cut out pictures of JTT from Tiger Beat and BOP, where he was featured on the cover every month, and taped them to my wall. My dad found it hilarious to comment on my JTT collage by asking me, “Who’s that kid? Is that that Jonathan Diller-a-Dollar boy?” And I’d be like, “DAD, it’s JONATHAN TAYLOR THOMAS! UGH!” And he’d be like, “Oh, Jonathan Bilbo Baggins. Sorry.” And I’d be like, “UGHGHGH, DAD!”


My crush on JTT intensified to almost unmanageable heights in 1994, when he voiced the role of young Simba in Disney’s The Lion King. I was eight at the time, and became convinced that I was able to sing “I Just Can’t Wait to Be King” and sound exactly like JTT. I am not now nor have I ever been able to sing, so my assessment may not have been totally accurate, but it’s probably fair enough to say that there wasn’t much difference between the pitch of my eight-year-old girl’s voice and JTT’s then-thirteen-year-old boy’s voice. That’s just how it works. Anyway, I figured it was a perfect in—if JTT and I were ever to meet, I could sing to him and he’d fall for me. Presumably because he’d be in love with the sound of his own voice, coming out of another person’s mouth, I guess.


It’s only now, having looked up the YouTube video of this song, that I discovered that JTT did not sing young Simba’s songs. They were sung by Jason Weaver. At first I was kind of outraged, all, “Who is THAT? Does HE have JTT’s wit and sandy-brown hair?” but then I realized Jason Weaver is also an actor—he played Marcus on another much-loved sitcom from my childhood, Smart Guy. So now it turns out that I have a good in if I ever meet Jonathan Taylor Thomas OR Jason Weaver. Anyway.


Like most good things, my crush on JTT was doomed to end before I could get everything out of it that I hoped for (i.e., a diamond ring). I suppose it was bound to happen eventually, because we grew up to be very different-sized people. Standing as tall as he could, he would likely come up to my nipples, which might sound like a good thing but isn’t, at least for me. I have a weird need to Google the heights of celebrities I have crushes on to make sure they are at least my height or taller. As if, like, Zac Efron came up to me in real life and asked me out, I’d say, “Ummm sorryyy, no,” just because he happens to be five inches shorter than me. (For the record: I would not say no.) It’s dumb, but I have to lighten my load somehow. I can’t be in love with every hot movie star; it’s exhausting. So I sometimes use height to make adjustments to my all-star celebrity crush team where I can, though I’ve learned that this is a hard game to win at in Hollywood, where the world’s most beautiful, tiny little men go to live and work.


A person cannot take the strain of maintaining lifelong crushes on every last celebrity who has ever graced her adolescent walls. We all have our reasons to let them go: They become sullen drug users, or they come out as gay, or we come out as gay, or they go and do something so terrible, so heinous, that we must forget that we were ever attracted to them in the first place. So it was with JTT.


It all fell apart on October 22nd, 1995. Doomsday. The following passage is taken directly from my Mickey Mouse diary from that year. Though it starts off cheerfully enough, do not be fooled. Genuine heartbreak will follow.




Morning Diary! Boy, I slept real good. Listen, have you ever had a crush, and then have it ruined? I have. It was on JTT (short for Jonathan Taylor Thomas). If this stupid “Tom Sawyer” movie would never had [sic] been thought of, this whole thing wouldn’t have happened. Anyway, he cut his HAIR! His gorgeos [sic] HAIR! Worse than that, he likes it!!!! He said it was better for the heat. (I know that ’cause Christy has a magazine of him.)





Can you believe that? He cut his hair, without even calling me up to ask what I thought. It was unimaginably cruel, selfish, thoughtless. What was I supposed to imagine running my fingers through now? His stiff little gelled spikes? Did he seriously not consider how uncomfortable that would be for me? No, he did not. He didn’t think about that because he never thought about me the way I thought about him. That was clear now. I imagine I must have put down my diary and walked around my room, calmly and slowly tearing down the photos of JTT—the old, good JTT, the one who had cared—and throwing them into the trash bin: my first step toward completing the grief cycle that would follow, unabated, for months. Years, even—right up until the appearance on my television of this adorable, bleached-blond-haired boy named Justin, singing to me about how much [He] [Wanted] [Me] Back. That’s the other thing about first crushes: There’s always someone even cuter coming along, even though you could have sworn it wasn’t possible.















I Actually Have More Than One Boyfriend



TWO YEARS BEFORE I FILLED my Mickey Mouse diary with angry scribbles about the bad and unforgivable haircut decisions of certain celebrities-who-shall-not-be-named, there was another book I poured my bitter heart into.


Because it was the nineties and I was a girl, my first diary was a Lisa Frank hardcover. The cover depicted two unicorns sort of lovingly poking each other with their rainbow horns, hearts flying everywhere. My entries in it are meticulously dated, so I know that I received it as a gift on my seventh birthday in 1993. The first page provided a “favorites” form to distinguish me from the other carriers of Lisa Frank’s lesbian-unicorn model. Most of these “favorites” are no longer accurate, or weren’t even accurate at the time: My favorite color, I write, used to be red. My favorite song was “A Whole New World.” My alleged favorite sport, soccer (a lie—that was just the one summer I tried to play a team sport), has been crossed out, with the more accurate choice BASEBALL written in a different-colored pen to the side. I would still consider reading among my favorite pastimes, it’s true, but I can’t say I still hold the same fondness for Joe Scruggs that my diary states I did back then. He’s fine. It’s not important.


What matters is that the Lisa Frank diary was the start of a trend.


Ever since then, I have purchased a new diary each time I feel the need to lie profusely to myself for a few weeks or months. Most of these diaries have no more than a third of their pages filled with my writing. I am terrible at keeping them up. I write in them only when I’m obsessing over some guy and want to detail the waning of my optimism. I like to start them right when the fixation has taken hold, when I know enough to be interested and not nearly enough to justify my hopefulness. Then I like to pretend that things are going great for a while. And then I like to track the tragic decline. “Oh well,” I write. “Whatever. IT’S NOT A BIG DEAL.”


This diary, the Lisa Frank, starts off strong, with bold and declarative statements about Who I Was at age seven, like, “I like school very much. It is fun.” and “I sometimes play on the computer.” I use innovative and stylistic language devices, pushing the boundaries of the English language with words such as “like’d” and “crazzy.” I for some reason keep asking my diary if it also likes all the things I like: “Do you like to swim, Diary? You do? Good!” It’s nice to have a friend with common interests.


But what stands out most in my first diary is my repeated and misleading insistence that I had anywhere from one to five boyfriends, at once. (Interestingly, Cody Williams is not among them. His name may not appear in this diary, but I can see him there, in the spaces. The written word was sort of beneath him and me.) What I think I meant by this is that I thought these boys were cute, so I giggled about them, and blushed if they were ever required, for academic reasons, to talk to me. I took mental note of a few small characteristics (like, “brown hair” and “dimples” and “taller than me—for now”) and deluded myself into thinking this meant I really knew him. In fact, we were practically dating. Not to alarm anyone, but this pattern of shocking and egregious mischaracterization of the facts started with Lisa Frank and persists in various recycled eco-notebooks to this very day.


It all began on November 28th, 1993. After reminding my diary that, seriously, I really like school, I wrote, “I have a boy Friend at school. He is funny. And cute too.”


I may have written it in two words with confusing capitalization choices, but I know that I meant boyfriend-boyfriend. And yet: no name. Who was this young man? How did we meet? How was our relationship progressing? Paging through the diary for answers, it takes a while for any clues to come together. The next couple entries are intriguingly dated November 27th, so there’s a distinct possibly that at that point in my life I had taken a brief interlude to explore time travel.


My “boyfriend” resurfaces on February 17th, 1994. To mark what appears to have been a nearly three-month-long relationship at that point, I transcribed the following love note: “I have a very cute boyfriend. He is funny. I love Jesus. Oxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxox.” No further remarks as to what Jesus has to do with any of this are included.


The next day, a confession: “I actually have more then one boyfriend and here are there names: Terry, Louie, Will, Jacob. Arn’t they nice names? I think they are.” If I had any remorse for playing so recklessly with the hearts of four of Minnesota’s finest young Catholic school boys, I showed none of it in Lisa Frank’s cloudy lavender pages. In fact, over the next several days, I had the nerve to write each of the boys identical love letters in my diary, apparently giving no thought to how the others would feel if they were ever to see them.


On February 19th: “Dear Terry, You mean a lot to me. You are sweet. I love you, Terry.”


On February 20th: “Dear Louie, You mean a lot to me. You are sweet. I love you, Louie.”


On February 21st: a blank entry, most likely meant to symbolize the inner conflict between my carnal desires and whichever of the Ten Commandments they would violate. Surely I knew I was playing with fire. But could I stop myself?


On February 22nd: “Dear Will, You mean a lot to me. You are sweet. I love you, Will.”


On February 23rd: another blank page. Where would I go from here? I had created such a mess in my wake. I knew not where to turn. Could the second grade possibly be any better? It was too far off to tell. For now: only heartbreak. Lust.


On February 24th: “Dear Jacob, You mean a lot to me. You are sweet. I love you, Jacob.”


I should note that tucked into the pages of these duplicitous love letters is a valentine. It is, of course, Lisa Frank—a dolphin jumping over the earth (improbable) with the phrase “You Mean the World to Me!” It is from Terry. My preliminary investigation led me to believe that this meant Terry was in the lead in the wholly imaginary race to win my heart, but the next few days reveal shocking news.


February 26th: “Dear Evan, You mean the most to me. You are sweet. I love you the most. Yours truly, Katie.… P.S. Sorry about the other boys.”


Who was this dashing and debonair outsider? Where had he come from? How had he vanquished the efforts of my four previous suitors? What did he have that the other boys didn’t have? Thankfully, I did not need to look much further for the answers to these pressing inquiries.


On February 28th: “Today I’m writing about Evan. Did you know I met Evan at soccer? Well, I did. He is sooooooo cute! He is the cutest boy I’ve ever seen! There isn’t any other boy on earth that is cuter than him! This is my best picture of him.” And then there is a drawing of somebody that looks like a cross between Devon Sawa and Gollum, with extraordinarily pointy lips. Would his sharp-looking lips and my lips ever meet? I wanted to know more about this perfect and forgotten boyfriend from my past.


March 1st brought no answers. March 2nd reads “Dear Ghostwriter, please write to me,” accompanied by a mysterious drawing of a circle with wavy lines coming off of it. The plot thickens!


March 3rd takes a stab at subtlety, with “EVAN” written across the entire page.


And then, on March 29th, treachery!! A love letter dedicated not to Evan, but to Will from before! I insist that he is my “best boyfriend,” that he is the one who is “sooooooo cute,” and that it is him who I “truly, truly love.” If only the priests had known of my scarlet-letter ways, I am sure I would have been banished from elementary school and, quite possibly, the state of Minnesota.


Months passed, as I spent the spring and summer thinking about my life and my mistakes, detailing my sincere love for school, and describing an eye infection. But then, I had a revelation in early August.


August 8th: “Evan is my real Boyfriend! Not Will. Not Louie. Not Jacob. (Ew.) NOT TERRY!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! Evan is! He is so cute. He Even Like’s ME!!! He said I was a great midfield! I met him at soccer. (Ed. Note: There may have been some persistent questioning from the public as to where, in fact, I really met Evan. Further research needed.) He is so handsome! I also saw him at swimming lessons! I think He’s 6 or 7-year’s old. First my boyfriend was Terry. Then Will. NOW EVAN!!!!”


I had had my breakthrough. I was like Diane Lane in Under the Tuscan Sun, or Fievel, having successfully Gone West. Evan was the one for me. Not Jacob, not Will, not Louie, and apparently definitely not Terry. Soccer brought us together. Soccer would keep us together because I was obviously a stellar midfield. Evan told me so himself. I thought everything was perfect. But soon, the cracks in my rainbow-glass unicorn of dreams started to show.


August 26th: “Evan is just so cute! I’ll probably never see him again. Boo-hoo-hoo. Xoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxo. I still love him though.”


This ordeal sums up a pattern of behavior I would continue to perfect for about fifteen years. I saw a boy I thought was cute. He took precedence over other male humans with whom I was actually familiar, and to whom I could have actually spoken, if I had wanted. I developed unreasonable assumptions about the direction of our “relationship.” I wallowed. I bounced back with impractical enthusiasm. I mistook (or, perhaps, willfully misunderstood) his polite remarks about my athletic “abilities” for a confession of love. He eventually disappeared from my life, and it took me more than a little too long to let it go. (December 1994: “I have a boyfriend too. Like I told you before, his name is Evan.”)


I have never played an intramural, unisex team sport since that summer. Sure, this might have something (everything) to do with the fact that I have very little athletic ability and a general unwillingness to risk minor injury—I’d play tennis in high school and college, and I could hit the ball pretty hard and everything, but understand that tennis is an individual sport and I never won—but it also has a little something to do with Evan.


I never even knew his last name.















The Bad Girls and Boys



THROUGHOUT THE LATTER HALF OF the fourth grade, each day after Catholic school, I changed out of my uniform and into my at-home outfit of choice: a T-shirt with a giant furry spider on it, an unbuttoned red-and-orange flannel shirt over it, and a backward black baseball cap on my head. So it’s pretty clear that something troubling and bad was going on inside me. It wasn’t puberty, either. I had at least six more years to go before that whole mess.


I think it was rebellion. A small kind, obviously—one that wouldn’t challenge my parents or my teachers or any type of authority figure for whom I felt unquestioning respect and unwavering fear, but one that would make me want to look like I was kind of thinking about it. It would have been cooler if my skin-deep transformation had something to do with my transfer from Catholic school to public school, if I had had it up to here with the Man telling me I couldn’t wear any colors besides virginal white and… maritime navy, if a nun had rapped my knuckles with a ruler one too many times and I had burst out of my school’s doors applying eyeliner with one hand and giving a few whimpering kindergartners the finger with the other, sauntering off into the sunset and, later, into wicked, godless Pine Lake Elementary.


The sad truth is that my Catholic school didn’t even HAVE nuns.


All I really had to rebel against, at that point in my life, was myself. I don’t think most of us Goody Two-Shoes are as pleased with ourselves as we seem. After all, getting positive feedback from teachers is nice, but having friends who think you’re fun is nicer. Good grades were important to me, but the rigidity of my rule-following was a compulsion, not a source of pride. Moving was going to mean starting over, and that was going to have to mean change. After all, I was only just on the very cusp of popularity that previous year, and I had known those girls for over four years. It seemed that liking me took a lot of time. I was worried I wouldn’t have enough years to work with when I started my new school, in the last year of elementary. One year was all I’d have before Pine Lake would join up with two other, bigger elementary schools (with even higher proportions of rich and pretty girls, though I did not know this then) in the hellhole that is middle school. I couldn’t even get a head start. I didn’t even know what public school fifth-graders thought was cool. Drugs, probably. Drugs, fast cars, making out, and other lascivious behavior. I was doomed.


The move to public school was definitely going to mean clothing “freedom,” wherein children ruthlessly inflict uniforms upon one another by silently condoning certain clothing brands and styles while prohibiting others. The accessories of popularity (besides the usual glow that comes with being admired by others) at my new, big school in the suburbs could have looked like anything, for all I knew, but I was sure they must be rougher. It wasn’t just going to be Starter jackets anymore. There would be daggers, maybe. Artful facial scars. I didn’t know! I couldn’t blindly plan for such extremes, obviously, but when the time came, I would be ready to dip a toe into trouble. I wanted to do whatever I had to do to make new friends, just so long as we were only talking about wardrobe adjustments and other social markers that I could ask my mom to buy for me.


The first stage of my transformation came unexpectedly, in the summer between the old school and the new. That’s when I fell in love with my first self-evident bad boy. It quickly burned out and was done with in less than a day, but that’s just the sort of thing you have to accept when you live life on the edge.
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I saw him first on the very grand Titanic-like staircase inside the foyer of the old, historic-looking St. Paul building where my uncle was holding his wedding reception. The boy was roughly my age, maybe closer to twelve, blond, and adorable. He looked squinty and brooding—like someone who had seen the inside of a principal’s office or two. He was wearing a slightly disheveled shirt and tie, and I was wearing a black shirt, a floor-length black silk skirt with white and red flowers on it, and my hair in a half ponytail. It was not my best going-out look. Nevertheless, we made eye contact that smoldered as much as prepubescent eye contact can smolder, which is actually more than you might think. My face was flushed and my pulse quicker. I was dizzy with possibility. We were at a wedding, after all. In fifteen years at our own wedding we’d have an amazing story to tell our three hundred guests about how we met.


If I should have been thinking about how we might be slightly and technically related by that point (he was from my new aunt’s side; I hope you give me at least that much credit), I wasn’t. I don’t think ten- and eleven-year-olds think about that stuff, or at least I hope they don’t, because otherwise the fact that my ten-year-old cousin once told six-year-old me that he’d marry me someday when I was “older and prettier” might seem kind of creepy.


The rest of the night was spent like this: I walked around looking for this boy between speeches and meals and bathroom breaks, and when I’d see him I’d look at him, then look away, then look at him again. I never got closer than twenty feet, which is about how far out my anti-flirtation force field has extended since the beginning of my life. When people were dancing, I hovered around the edges of the floor, pretending like I wasn’t watching him, but I was. In my mind, he was an impossibly cool dancer. In reality, I think he was just jumping a lot? I don’t know. Boys don’t have to do anything to be cute on the dance floor if they are cute in the first place. They could just stand there, scowling with their hands in their pockets, and I’d be like, “Aww!”


He looked at me a lot, too, that evening. I am sure of this. Was I the only age-appropriate girl there, and also a person who was intently staring at him every few minutes? Certainly. Was I going to let that diminish my inflating sense of my own appeal? Definitely not. I spent a lot of time doing that thing where you pretend like you’re just going about your own business but are actually putting concerted effort into making everything you do a little bit cuter, just in case a certain person happens to be watching. I was all, “Oh I think I’ll just bite my lip and twirl my hair a little while I stand here… next to my parents” and “I always eat cake this adorably. I am an adorable and dainty eater, just naturally.”


After a couple of hours of this exercise in unfulfilled pre-sexual tension, I was forced to leave the wedding reception by my parents. They told my brothers and me that it was time to go, but I asked if we could stay a little bit longer. When they asked why, I think I just told them I was “having fun.” They weren’t buying it because I was a child at a middle-aged person’s wedding reception, so we got our things and headed out. As we walked through the foyer, I saw my true love on the staircase again. He loved that staircase. We locked eyes one last time, but I looked away quickly, because the pain was too much to bear.


This next part is when things got crazy: My family loaded into our car, which was parked across the street. As I buckled my seat belt and looked back longingly toward the house that contained my little blond soul mate, he ran out onto the porch. He came to a quick stop, out of breath (I imagine), and looked around wildly. It was like a movie, right when the music would have swelled and everyone in the audience would have started crying because love IS real. He was looking for somebody. Looking for ME.


My parents drove away and I twisted my head around as far as it could go, watching him fade out of sight. “Fate is a cruel mistress,” I wish I had whispered aloud to myself.


Some weeks later, at a family gathering, my uncle and new-aunt produced several envelopes of pictures from the wedding and the reception. My heart leaped. I had all but forgotten what the boy looked like, which is what always happens to me when I think someone is really, really cute. I tore through the photos, probably blatantly uninterested in almost everything: “Yeah, the bridesmaids, cutting the cake, the venue, the cousins, whatever! JUST SHOW ME THAT BOY.” Finally, there he was, in profile, at the far edge of a dark photo of the dance floor. I asked my aunt for his name. “Oh that’s Tony,” she said. “Bit of a troublemaker.” I think that was supposed to dissuade my interest, but I asked for the picture (embarrassing!). “Did you get a chance to meet Jack?” my aunt asked, clearly trying to facilitate a more proper arranged marriage. “He’s a very nice boy!” she said, handing me another picture featuring some non-hot ten-year-old. “Um, no, I didn’t,” I replied, setting the picture aside in the pile with everything else from the wedding I didn’t care about.


Tony was pinned to my bulletin board for at least a year after that. His presence carried me through my first year in a new home and a new school, his smoldering gaze the only constant on which I could rely. Under his watchful, semi-glazed eye, I metamorphosed from a quiet, leggings-wearing Catholic schoolgirl who never broke a single rule into a quiet, oversized-T-shirt-wearing public schoolgirl who also never broke a single rule, but who knew some people that did.
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What was left of summer after that fateful wedding reception was spent unsuccessfully trying to convert the gazebo behind my family’s new home into a neighborhood clubhouse, which I forced on my little brothers and, like, one other younger boy from our block at least five or six times. Weirdly, most little kids do not seem to enjoy having a strict twice-weekly meeting schedule and a mandatory fort-building progress-report policy, no matter how many snacks you ply them with. In my alone time, which was plentiful, I sat on my bed in my new room, pretending to smoke cigarettes that I rolled up out of notebook paper (these I would hide, afraid that my parents would learn that I was pretending to smoke pretend cigarettes and would disown me) and envisioning life at Pine Lake Elementary. I was reading Cynthia Voigt’s YA novel Bad Girls, about two precocious and strong-willed tomboys named Mikey and Margalo. Shortly after I finished the sequel (Bad, Badder, Baddest), I started school and met the Mandys.


They were these two kind of punky girls in my class who I noticed—around the edges of our classrooms, the cafeteria, the parking lot where we had recess, always on the edges—and I decided that I, who feared rule-breaking more than death and cried if I ever forgot to bring my homework assignments to class, should befriend them. Mandy #1 was, at age eleven, already five-foot-six and in possession of a decent-sized pair of breasts. She looked sixteen and was hot in a way that made it clear she would be getting into trouble over the next ten to forty years. Mandy #2 was a more normal looking eleven-year-old, save for the blue streaks in her hair, dark lipstick, and very large sweatshirts. Both of them were bratty and sullen, though I always got the feeling that Mandy #2’s meanness was more of a display to impress Mandy #1 than something she really meant. Mandy #1 seemed very worth impressing.


I don’t remember how the three of us became acquainted because my fifty-five-pound pale little self was not exactly the kind of new kid that makes the other kids whisper in the hallways, “Where is she from?” “The wrong side of the tracks, I bet!” At eleven, for me, menstruation was a distant nightmare, and breasts were (to borrow a phrase that should, actually, explain a lot) a Phantom Menace. In any case, we met and hung out at recess, where the Mandys told me about how much they loved Marilyn Manson and The Prodigy. I was like, “Cool, me too, I love those guys.”


I didn’t have a lot in common with the Mandys, but I so wanted to, because bad girls seemed to me to be the coolest, most unbelievable thing to ever live after my five years in Catholic school. (There are, of course, Catholic bad girls, but it’s hard to identify them before the age of thirteen.) I believed, if only briefly, that my daily life could live up to the books I was reading. I wanted things to be different for me in my new school. I wanted to take my own personality and transform it entirely into something that everyone else would not only believe, but would love as well.


It was because of the Mandys that I made my confused and concerned mother buy me boys’ Oakley T-shirts, despite never having even seen a snowboard in my life. It was because of the Mandys that I discovered black nail polish and lipstick (and not a moment too soon!). These were little habits and items that were not hard to take on, and for a while it almost seemed like things might really work out for us. Bad, badder, baddest: It didn’t matter if I was on the mildest end, as long as I was still a part of the trio.


When I hung out with the Mandys after school, we’d work on designs for our clothing brand, which we called “FROGG.” Our “designs” were essentially baggy jeans and T-shirts and sweatshirts, each with a frog logo printed on them. The extra “G” was just to make it clear that our clothing brand was really cool and unique. We would crowd around my bed with a notepad and colored pencils, and I would insist on drawing the bodies, because I’m bossy. It’s not that we had ever grown closer, but in the space of these afternoons we would grow apart. Mandy #1 would say something like, “Can’t we have a V-neck or something a little lower?” and I’d say, “Umm, haha, I think that would be a liiiiittle inappropriate.” We did, however, find common ground in miniature pleather backpacks, which were having what we in fashion liked to call “a moment.” Still, we just weren’t on the same page, in personality OR in hormonal development. When they left my house, my mom would tell me “those girls need to take a shower.” She said, “Their bodies are developing a little quicker than yours, I think. If you know what I mean,” and I was like, “MOM!!!!!!!”
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