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The future is no more uncertain than the present.


—Walt Whitman















PROLOGUE



The clan of the petrified bat


So we drank it—the two of us. Ellie drank it first and acted like it tasted good. I followed. And it wasn’t half bad.


When we woke up the next morning, the world was different. We could see the future. We could see the past. We could see everything.


You might say, “Why did you drink a bat?” Or, “How did you drink a bat?” Or, “Who would do something like that?”


But we weren’t thinking about it at the time. It’s like being on a fast train that crashes and someone asking you why you didn’t jump before it crashed.


You wouldn’t jump because you couldn’t jump. It was going too fast.


And you didn’t know the crash was coming, so why would you?













BOOK ONE



The origin of everything




School is the same as anything else. You do it because you’re told to do it when you’re little enough to listen. You continue because someone told you it was important. It’s like you’re a train in a tunnel. Graduation is the light at the end.


















Hippie weirdo freaks



Ellie Heffner told me that the day she graduated would be the day she left her family and ran away forever. She’d been telling me that since we were fifteen years old.


“They’re freaks,” she said. “Hippie weirdo freaks.”


I couldn’t argue with her. She did live with hippie weirdo freaks.


“Will you come back and visit me, at least?” I asked.


She looked at me, disappointed. “You won’t still be here then, will you?”


I had one week to go. Three more school days: Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, and optional Baccalaureate on Friday and then a weekend wait to graduate on Monday. I still got postcards and letters from colleges and universities in the mail every week. I still threw each of them away without opening them.


It was Sunday night and Ellie and I were sitting on the steps on my front porch facing her house, which was across the road.


“I don’t know,” I answered. “I have no idea where I’ll be.”


I couldn’t tell her the truth about where I thought I’d be. I almost did a few times, weak times when I was gripped by fear. I’d almost told her everything. But Ellie was… Ellie. Ever since we were little, she’d change the rules of a game halfway through.


You don’t tell your biggest secrets to someone like that, right?


Anyway. I had a week until I graduated. I had zero plans, zero options, zero friends.


But I didn’t tell Ellie that either because she thought she was my best friend.


It was complicated.


It had always been complicated.


It would always be complicated.















The origin of the bat



The bat lived at Ellie’s house. We saw it first on a weekend that February. She pointed at the tiny lump of fur lodged in the corner of the back porch and said, “Look. A hibernating bat.”


We saw it again in March and it hadn’t moved. We talked about the bat’s upcoming awakening and how it would soon swoop to the surface of Ellie’s pond and eat newly hatched insects and touch its tiny wingtips off the water.


But spring came and the bat didn’t move. Didn’t swoop. Didn’t seem to be dining on any of the tasty neighborhood pond bugs. One of its elbows—if that’s what bats have—stuck out a little, like it was broken or something. We talked about how it might have an injury or a birth defect.


“Like the way I can’t bend this finger down all the way since I broke it,” Ellie said, showing me her right-hand index finger.


Life on Ellie’s commune was different. They used hammers before they could walk. They didn’t have any plastic. They swung on a homemade swing with a wooden plank as a seat. They played on the frozen pond without adult supervision and had chores that involved livestock. Ellie was in charge of chickens. One time when she was seven, she broke her finger while hammering a door hinge on a chicken house back into place.


I was convinced that the bat was out of hibernation and was simply nesting there at night in the exact same place under the eaves of her back porch. If we were in any way smart, we’d have stayed until dusk that night to watch the bat leave in order to answer our curiosities about it, but we didn’t. Ellie had commune chores and a secret boyfriend. I had reluctant homework and senioritis. We were happy believing the bat was fine.


When we met on Easter Monday in late April, the bat was still there, elbow pointed to the eastern horizon like it had been since winter. Ellie found a stick and poked it and then sniffed the stick.


“Doesn’t stink,” she said. “And there are no flies or anything.”


“Don’t bats have fleas?” I asked. “I heard they carry fleas and ticks and stuff.”


“I think it’s dead,” Ellie said.


“Doesn’t look dead,” I said.


“Doesn’t look alive, either,” Ellie said.


She poked it again and it didn’t move. Then she nudged the stick up into the siding where she could force the whole bat out with one slice and it fell into her mother’s sprouting summer lilies. Ellie reached into the lime-green and came out with this oddity—perfectly intact, still furry, still with eyeballs, still with paper-thin wings folded like it was resting.


We leaned down and looked at it.


“It’s petrified?” Ellie said.


“Probably more like mummified,” I said.


She ignored my correction and placed the bat on the picnic table and went into the house and got a jar. I took a picture of the jar. I named the picture in my head. Empty Jar.


“It’s so light,” Ellie said, weighing the bat in her palm. “Do you want to hold it before I put it in?”


I put my hands out and she placed it in my palm and we looked at it. Even though it was dead, Ellie seemed to see it as a new stray pet that needed a mother or something. When I put it in the jar, she sealed the lid and held it up and said, “I christen thee the petrified bat! Hear ye, hear ye, the petrified bat is king!”


“Might be a queen,” I said.


“Whatever,” Ellie said. She inspected it through the glass. “It’s alive and dead at the same time or something.”


“Yeah.”


“It’s the closest I’ve ever come to God,” Ellie said.


“Amen.” I was being sarcastic. Because Ellie said stuff like that sometimes and it was annoying. Because we were seventeen and this was silly, us finding a bat and acting like it was something special. This was what nine-year-olds did.


But then something serious came over me. I said, “Hold on. Let me see it.” Ellie handed the jar to me and as I looked at it—a tiny lump of mummified fur—I said, “Maybe it is God.”


The bat was dead but somehow it represented life because it looked alive. It was mysterious and obvious in one hollow, featherweight package.


“We’ll put it in the shed,” Ellie said. “My mom will never find it there because that’s where we keep the cleaning supplies.”


Ellie’s mother didn’t believe in cleaning.


My mother was dead, and I had no idea if she was ever a clean freak or what.















The ballad of Darla O’Brien



My mother wasn’t conveniently dead, like in so many stories about children, whether they jarred dead bats or were attracted to beasts in woodland castles. She didn’t die to help me overcome some obstacle by myself or to make me a more sympathetic character.


She haunted me—and not in some run-of-the-mill Hollywood way. There were no floating bedsheets or chains clanking in the night as I tiptoed to the bathroom to pee.


My mother, Darla O’Brien, was a photographer. She haunted the walls of our house with pictures. She was always there and never there. We could never see her, but every day, I saw her pictures. She was a great photographer, but she never became famous because we didn’t live in New York City. Or that’s what I’ve heard she said.


Getting dead didn’t make her famous either.


Regardless, having a dead mother isn’t convenient, especially when she died because she stuck her head in an oven and turned on the gas.


That is not convenient.


Although, I’d argue that there is some convenience in having a death machine right there in your kitchen waiting for the moment you finally get the nerve to do it. I’d argue that’s more convenient than a fast-food drive-thru. You don’t even have to leave your house to stick your head in the oven.


You don’t even have to change out of your bathrobe.


You don’t even have to take your kid to preschool where it was Letter N Day and she was ready to show off her acorn collection. You don’t have to remember to do anything but breathe in and breathe out.


That’s about as convenient as it gets.


What’s inconvenient is: Living in a world where no one wants to talk to you about your dead mother because it makes them uncomfortable.


What’s inconvenient is: Not having a mother at middle school graduation. Not having a mother when I tried to figure out how to shave under my arms. Not having a mother when I got my period. My dad was helpful; but he’s a feminist, not an actual woman.


I always knew that one day, it would be inconvenient as hell not having a mother at high school graduation. The last few weeks of senior year were filled with all the girls in my homeroom talking about buying dresses and shoes and all I could think about was how small those things seemed.


I sat in homeroom thinking Shoes. Dresses. Disposable bullshit.


I sat in homeroom thinking Where am I really going, anyway?


Though my yearbook photographer duties were over because the year’s book was done, I still carried my camera with me everywhere. I took candid shots of those girls talking about their dresses and shoes. I took pictures of my teachers trying to teach near-empty classrooms. I took pictures of the people who thought they were my friends, but who I’d never let all the way in.


I didn’t let anyone sign my yearbook. I decided: Why fake it?















Everything tasted like radiation



Ellie hadn’t been to public school with me since we finished the eighth grade, and in the four years since, she’d said, “Homeschooling is faster because there’s no repeating everything all the time,” about eleven trillion times to me. Maybe it was true. Maybe not. Seemed to me homeschooling was just another way to keep all those kids in the commune from seeing the real world.


I didn’t like the real world, but I was glad I knew about it.


Darla O’Brien didn’t like the real world either, so she stuck her head in an oven.


My dad loved the real world. He ate it up. Literally. He weighed two hundred and forty pounds now. Not a bad weight unless you were five foot four and 120 pounds when you started out.


Dad had never replaced the oven. Not even with an electric one. Our kitchen had never had an oven since Letter N Day. Just a freezer full of food that could be cooked by the microwave.


Everything tasted like radiation.


Ellie wouldn’t come to my house if we were cooking because she believed microwaves gave you cancer. She never could understand why we didn’t have a huge stove like they had on the commune—a stove that could pickle and blanch and reduce fruit into jam for the winter.


“It’s not like that could happen twice, right?” she’d said once. By that, she meant Darla sticking her head in the oven.


I’d answered, “No. No, I guess that couldn’t happen twice.”


But it could. Right? There were still two people left in my house. I was one of them. Whenever I thought about what Ellie had said, my guts churned. Sometimes I got diarrhea from it. Sometimes I threw up. It wasn’t as easy as it can’t happen twice. Anyone who knew anything about what Darla did knew it sometimes did happen twice because it’s often hereditary. But Ellie just said things without thinking. That was hereditary too.


Ellie’s mother, Jasmine Blue Heffner, believed that the microwave oven was no different from an atomic bomb because it was invented by defense contractors during World War II.


I figured by the time Ellie applied to colleges, she’d either be smarter than me from learning so much faster in homeschool, or she’d be so brainwashed by Jasmine Blue that she would score badly on her SAT because she believed a microwave oven was the same as an atomic bomb.


Ellie might have defended homeschooling to me, but deep down she knew what she was missing. From the day she stopped getting on the yellow school bus with me she started complaining about the commune. It was as if school was her one real-world connection, and cutting it off made her feel like a bird in a cage.


She asked about what other girls were wearing to school. She asked about makeup. She asked about boys, TV shows, social media sites, dances, sports games.


Mostly, she asked about sex, even though we’d just turned fourteen.


“Did you have health class today?” she’d asked.


“Yeah.”


“Did you get the rubber demonstration yet?”


“Today we learned about meth,” I’d said.


I told her that real sex ed wasn’t until eleventh grade and she looked disappointed. “I think that’s too late to learn about sex.”


“Yeah. By then, we know everything already,” I’d said.


We knew enough. I had the Internet at home. (Ellie did not have the Internet. Jasmine Blue believed the Internet was an atomic bomb full of porn and lies. In that order.) By fifth grade, we’d Googled it. First we Googled penis. We looked for images. That was the day we found the butter penis. A penis carved from butter—anatomically correct. We made jokes about it. What good is that if it melts? Bet it tastes better than the real thing. We wondered why anyone would sculpt a penis out of butter. But then we found penis cakes, penis candy molds and penis lollipops, and we figured adults were gross.


That’s as far as it went in fifth grade. Adults are gross. Nothing more to it.


We made a promise that day. We promised to tell each other the minute we had sex. Both of us doubted in fifth grade that it would ever happen, but if it did, we swore we would tell each other and talk about it.


In middle school, before homeschooling, Ellie became an expert, as if she was preparing for the most important event of her life. She got her friends to buy her the latest women’s magazines and she’d talk about orgasms and balls and how to please your man. She would sometimes give the magazines to me to keep for her. I had a box of her contraband under my bed. Mostly magazines and eye shadow. A condom that a random boy gave to her. A weekend section of the newspaper with a page of exotic dancers, with names like Leather Love, Lacey Snow, Shy-Anne, who would perform at the local lap dancing bars. I looked through the magazines sometimes, too. In front of Ellie I pretended I wasn’t interested. But I was.


In front of everyone else, I pretended I didn’t care about all the stuff girls start to care about in middle school—the right clothes, shoes, mascara, hair products, sex—but I did. I was interested in the why. Why? Why do we care so much about this?


I wasn’t sure why I cared about not caring. Or why I didn’t care about not caring.


I figured it had something to do with what everyone else was avoiding talking about, which was Darla. Maybe had Darla still been around, she’d have given me a direction. Or something.


Jasmine Blue’s homeschool sex education was contained in a simple mantra. If you do it too early, you’ll regret it. I watched as each mention made Ellie more curious and more rebellious and more determined to have sex just because she wanted to test Jasmine’s theory.


“What do you think it’s like?” she would ask me, even though she knew it made me uncomfortable to talk about it. I think she figured since she was fourteen and curious, so was I.


“I don’t know,” I’d say. “I don’t really care.”


“You don’t care? Really? Come on. You care.”


I didn’t care.


“What about that kid on the bus you used to crush on? Didn’t you ever think about doing it with him?” she asked.


“Markus Glenn?”


“Yeah.”


“Don’t you remember? He was such a perv.”


She picked at a fingernail that was bothering her. “What’d he do again?”


“The porn guy.”


“Ohhh. Yeah. Him,” she said. “So, who do you like now?”


“Nobody.”


I never told her that after Markus Glenn showed me those pictures on his computer in seventh grade, he asked me to touch him there where his shorts were sticking up like a tipi. When I wouldn’t touch it and I told him I was going home, he said, “You’re never going to be a real woman acting like that, you know! Anyway, you’re flat as a board!”


I didn’t tell her that from that moment forward, I never even wanted breasts because then kids like Markus Glenn would look at them. I didn’t tell her that from that moment on, I sometimes didn’t know what a woman was really supposed to look like.


“You liked one kid in your whole life? I don’t buy it.”


“I told you. I don’t care,” I’d said.


I picked up my camera and held it at arm’s length and took a picture of myself not caring. I called it: Glory Doesn’t Care.















The Zone System



Everyone in school on those last days posed. Before then, I’d catch them at their desks working, or in the computer lab researching, or in the library reading. They never looked up. On Monday, three days of school left, they made funny faces. On Tuesday, they hugged a lot. The last day of school for seniors, the Wednesday before graduation, everyone looked right into my camera and smiled or grabbed friends and acted as if they would never see each other again—as if they were never going to have a class reunion, as if we were all going to die on graduation day. You could see the fear in their faces, masked by joy, but it was there. I snapped picture after picture even though I didn’t plan on sharing any of them.


“Us! Us!” a group of jazz band girls said. Snap.


“Can you take a picture of us, too?” nearby vo-tech guys said. Snap.


“Hey, Glory! Take a picture of us, willya?” Football cheerleaders draped all over each other. Snap.


On the way to lunch for the very last time, there were three girls who never liked me because of the FEMINISM IS THE RADICAL NOTION THAT WOMEN ARE PEOPLE bumper sticker on my [dad’s] car, one of whom claimed this made me a dyke back in eleventh grade. “Last day at lunch! Come on. Take a shot of us buying our last crappy high school food.”


I did.


But they didn’t know that I focused on the chicken nuggets, soggy fries and lump of macaroni salad on their plates instead of their clueless faces.


It would seem from this that I was popular, and with my camera, I was. My camera kept me safe. Kept me in good standing with people who wanted a picture of themselves. Kept me behind the camera rather than in front of it. I even skipped the one group picture I should have been in for yearbook—which was the yearbook club picture. I didn’t get regular senior pictures taken either. Instead, I submitted a self-portrait with my eyes closed. I had to fight to get them to include it. Luckily, the only pull I had in school was with the yearbook advisor.


The picture looked like me, dead.


I was interested in death the way Ellie was interested in sex. The less adults talked to us about things, the more we wanted to know, I guess.


Anyway, I knew that one day the picture would be accurate, because everyone dies.


[image: image]


I got my first camera from my mother for my fourth birthday. I wasn’t allowed to use it, but it was mine… for the future, which, looking back, is a bizarre idea when one’s mother doesn’t make it to one’s fifth birthday. But anyway. It was a very simple Leica M5 in a leather case. Not a digital camera. Darla O’Brien believed in film. She believed in emulsion and silver halide. She believed in something called the Zone System, which was developed by two photographers named Ansel Adams and Fred Archer around 1940.


The Zone System divided the tones in a black-and-white photograph into eleven zones between maximum black and maximum white. The challenge was to make an image that represented all eleven zones. Maximum white was 10. Maximum black was 0. Max white was blown out. Max black was nothingness.


Max black was my code for dead. “Max Black” would be what I secretly called the petrified bat because I was picky about saying something was what it wasn’t. The bat was not petrified. Minerals couldn’t have replaced its cells. It was just dead. Zone 0. Max black.


My one regret was that I never photographed the bat before we drank it. It would have made such a great image—so many zones represented, standing at attention, carving themselves into the emulsion. It would have represented me. Glory O’Brien, light as a feather. Glory O’Brien, jarred. Glory O’Brien, faking everyone out looking alive when really I was disintegrating. Glory O’Brien, wings folded, not flying.


I’d taken a picture of the jar, of the picnic table, of Ellie staring into the bat’s mummified eyes, but I never took a shot of the bat itself. Maybe this meant something. Maybe it didn’t. You choose.


Maybe I was avoiding death at the same time as I was obsessed with it.


Humans are weird, right? We’re walking contradictions. We are zone 10 and zone 0 at the same time. We aren’t really sure.


Or, at least, I wasn’t. But that was a secret.


I loved the challenge of the Zone System, but I had never tried it. Darla’s darkroom was off-limits. It was an acrid-smelling shrine in the basement where her secrets lived. And the more my own secrets emerged, the more I wanted to get into that darkroom and compare our notes.


Did she get those dizzying panic attacks too? Was this a sign?


What about not wanting to make friends?


What about not trusting people, in general? Was that normal?


What about feeling lost in the world? Lost in my own future?


What about my curiosity about what she did to herself? Why did she do it? Why did she seal the kitchen door with wet towels to spare me the gas?


Did she really spare me? Was this what spared felt like?















Boobs



Max Black would bring me closer to God than anyone ever did. Eventually.


Up until then, no one had ever convinced me that there was a real God. Not the priest who buried my mother when I was four years old, not my aunt Amy, who tried to school me in Catholicism after Darla died.


Because no god would make my mother put her head in the oven.


Not with me in the house.


Not on Letter N Day.


No god would let my dad suffer so much that he ended up resembling a hairy hot-air balloon. No god would make him ride one of those Jazzy carts at the supermarket like old people do because his knees hurt too much to walk.


He was only forty-three years old.
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I was seventeen when I drank the bat with Ellie. Seventeen is the average age of one’s first sexual encounter in America. I’m not sure what the average age of bat ingestion is.


The average age of childbearing in America is about twenty-five, which is when Dad and Darla had me. But nothing else about Darla and Dad was average.


Darla was a nearly famous photographer. Dad, before his present incarnation as the man on the Jazzy in the freezer aisle, was a painter. They built this house with the money Darla inherited from her mother after she died from non-microwave-oven cancer in 1990. Darla inherited $860,000, which was a lot of money. Her sister, Amy, inherited the same amount and blew it all on frivolous things. A tanning bed. Trips to Mexico. Bigger boobs. Shoes. A lot of shoes.


As sisters go, they were as opposite as Helen of Troy and Clytemnestra. Sadly, the immortal one in this case was too distracted by sales at Macy’s to start the Trojan War or launch a thousand ships.


After Darla died, Aunt Amy tried for years to con me into having a First Communion in a pretty white dress. She would try to teach me about confession and sin and the Virgin Mary, but all I could see when she told me about Catholicism were her weird, round, wobbly silicone boobs.


She always wore low-cut tops.


Even when she dressed to sell God to little motherless girls.


[image: image]


Amy didn’t come around anymore. I didn’t expect a graduation card or any sort of present from her, though she did still send birthday cards—usually with overly girly motifs that made me want to puke. Amy always had a way of going over the top because I told her I was a feminist when I was twelve, and she told Dad he’d brainwashed me into being some sort of half-boy.


Which was bullshit. I was not a half-boy. I was still totally myself. I just wanted Aunt Amy to get paid as much as a man if ever she got off her lazy ass and got a job.


Why did everyone mix up that word so much?


My dad didn’t brainwash me; I was simply aware. And from the looks of things around my high school, I was in the minority.


Ellie told me once that the feminist years were over.


“What the hell does that mean?” I’d asked.


“It means that’s so 1970s or something. Twentieth-century.”


I looked her up and down. “And hippie communes are twenty-first-century? Seriously?”


“You know what I mean,” she said. “It’s over. We got what we needed. We don’t have to fight anymore.”


I remember exactly what I said that day when she said that. I said, “Homeschooling is making you stupid.”


But it wasn’t homeschooling.


She’d said what most people really think.















Empty plastic



I hadn’t always been the yearbook photographer. Halfway through senior year, they asked me to step in. Ms. Ingraham, the yearbook advisor, said she figured I’d have a good eye. She did not mention why she figured this. She did not mention that I might have inherited my eye from Darla-whose-eyes-no-longer-saw.


“John Risla was expelled,” Ms. Ingraham said.


“I heard.” He was a serial plagiarizer. We all knew it was coming.


“Do you think you’d like to be our yearbook photographer for the rest of the year?”


“Sure,” I said. “But I don’t want to be part of the club.”


“But—I…” she stammered.


“I just want to take pictures,” I said. “That’s all. No club.”


“Okay,” she said. “That would be great.”


Dad supplied the camera—a digital. To make myself feel better about using a digital, I tried to shoot every yearbook picture using the Zone System.


It was totally possible. Just because it was invented by two guys who used to make their own emulsion and paint it on 20 × 24-inch glass plates in the 1940s didn’t mean the Zone System couldn’t be used by anyone using any kind of camera.


It was all about exposure.


While everyone else my age had their digital cameras set to automatic, I dug out Darla’s old handheld light meter.


A light meter could tell you what zone everything in a scene fell into. Bright spots—waterfall foam, reflections, a polar bear—were high numbers. Shadows—holes, dark still water, eels beneath the surface—were low numbers. You had to let the light into the camera in just the right way. You had to meter: find the dark and light spots in your subject. You had to bracket: manually change your shutter speed or aperture to adjust the amount of light hitting the film—or in my case, for the yearbook, the microchip. You didn’t want to blow out the highlights, and you had to give the shadows all the detail you could by finding the darkest max black areas and then shooting them three zones lighter.


By shooting the darkest areas three zones lighter, you turned a black, lifeless max black zone 0 into a zone 3.


I think, in life, most of us did this all the time.


You essentially called the woman in the oven “unhappy.” You called her “frustrated.” And you called the family who was left over “grieving.” You called them “hanging in there.” You called them “dealing with it pretty well.”


Everything is about detail in the Zone System, so if you shoot a zone 0 as a zone 0, there is nothing you can do with your exposure that will bring any detail to that zone. It is max black. There is no emulsion left on the negative. All you have is empty plastic.


That’s how I felt about Darla. Like empty plastic.


Dad would say, “Come on, Cupcake, it’s not that bad.”


I wondered if that was what he’d said to Mom on Letter N Day. I wondered if his meter was off. If he was accidentally reading threes where there were zeroes. Or purposefully. You choose.


Dad was a recluse outside of his trips to the grocery store, which usually happened between 2 AM and 4 AM on a random weekday night. He never seemed to think about art anymore.


Now he just made calls all day from the couch and worked on his laptop. He got paid to help people through their computer issues. I always hoped that deep in his brain he was brewing a series of German expressionist paintings of domestic gas ovens and one day he would paint it.


[image: image]


After school on Wednesday—the last day of school before graduation—I went over to see Ellie with my camera to show her the pictures I’d taken of the kids posing at me all day as if they were movie stars.


As I walked across the road, I noticed no one was really around at the commune, which was strange because a lot of people lived there. Three families in the barn, two in the old hunting cabin out back, two in the ugly blue-sided prefab, and then the RVs, three or four of them, with a family apiece.


Of course, Jasmine lived in the best house—the old farmhouse—with Ellie and Ed Heffner, Ellie’s father, who I rarely saw on account of his being a hermit.


Ellie said he was shy. When I met him the few times I did, though, he just seemed annoyed. I wasn’t sure what he had to be annoyed about. Dad said none of them worked. They lived off the land and got by without having to have jobs, which sounded like heaven to me. Dad said they were nonconsumerists and when I asked him what that meant he said they didn’t want to buy anything.


When I found Ellie, I could tell something was wrong with her, but when I asked, she said, “I’m fine.”


I didn’t push because I didn’t really feel like caring. She was wearing a hippie shirt with the buttons undone just to the edge of the warning zone. Like Jasmine did. It could have been Jasmine’s shirt for all I knew. Jasmine could have been the one who suggested to unbutton it to that point… while at the same time saying If you have sex too early, you’ll regret it.


Ellie wasn’t graduating with me, so I couldn’t officially celebrate my last day of school ever with her, but I showed her the pictures on my camera.


“Who’s that?” she asked, pointing at the tall guy from jazz band.


“Travis something. Johnson. Travis Johnson,” I said.


“Shit. He grew.”


“And that’s Morgan,” I said, pointing to an old busmate of ours.


“Damn! She’s punk rock. Who knew?”


“I know, right?” Morgan used to be a geek. Then she found Joey Ramone.


“Is that Danny?” Ellie asked. Danny was her secret eighth-grade crush. In the picture, his girlfriend was hugging him and kissing his cheek.


“Yep.”


“Huh. He isn’t as cute anymore somehow.”


“Yeah. A lot changed since eighth grade,” I said.


“So today was your last day?” she asked.


“Yeah.”


“Why aren’t you out eating at McDonald’s or at the diner or something to celebrate? Like—the normal things seniors do?”


My yearbook club had invited me to the diner. But I wanted to come home on the bus one last time. (I took a picture of the interior of the bus after everyone but me and a kid named Jeff got off. I called it: Empty Bus.)


“Nah. I’m just glad it’s over,” I said.


“Why? You’ve been ignoring all those college letters, right? Why be happy something is over when there’s nothing to go to next?”


I looked at her and frowned. “I don’t know.”


“Oh.”


“I’ll figure it out.”


“You will.”


I clicked forward on my camera setting and showed her Empty Bus.


“What’s that?” she asked.


“It’s the empty bus. It’s, like, the last empty thing that has to do with school or something. Or it’s some sort of proof that I don’t have to do that anymore. I don’t know. But today was the day I had to take it.”


“My mom says I’ll graduate over the summer sometime, maybe,” she said. “They send me a real diploma and everything.”


I said, “That’s nice.” But I was pretty sure she was lying.















Obligate parasites can’t live without a host



The next morning, my first day of no-school-ever-again, I went to Ellie’s. As I crossed the road I felt weird about it—I asked, Why am I always going to Ellie’s? The answer was a shrug. I don’t know why you’re going to Ellie’s. You always go to Ellie’s. You don’t have anywhere else to go.


I found her on her back porch, sulking.


“Last night my mom said it might take until December for me to graduate,” she said. “She says I shouldn’t rush the most important thing in life.”


“Is that why you’ve been so pissed off?” I asked.


“Yeah,” she answered. “And other stuff.”


“Boyfriend stuff?”


“Maybe.”


Ellie’s boyfriend’s name was Rick. He was nineteen and he’d lived on the commune since he was seven and we used to call him Ricky. He bragged that he’d had sex a lot, but Ellie and I couldn’t figure out where or how because the commune was small and it wasn’t like there were a ton of girls to have sex with.


“He’s acting weird,” she said. “Like he doesn’t like me anymore.” She waited a second to see if I’d say anything and when I didn’t, she added, “And some of the kids have lice and I can’t stand lice.”


“Bummer,” I said, because lice on the commune was more common than lavender bushes, knitting, or basmati rice. I backed away. I think this is a normal human reaction.


She scowled. “It’s not like I have them! Geez!”


“It’s lice. They jump. I learned it in health class.”


“Lice don’t jump.”


“Oh,” I said, still keeping my head at least a meter from her head.


“Fleas jump. Lice crawl.”


She said it like it was a normal thing to be talking about. Fleas jump. Lice crawl. I said, “You can’t blame me for not wanting to get lice. Who wants lice?”


“I don’t have them! I just know we all have to be careful because some of the kids have them.” She started to cry a little. “I’m so fucking sick of this shit, you know that?”


I thought she meant me, so I kept my mouth shut. Ever since Rick showed up in her life, I was hoping she’d get sick of me. I’d even daydreamed about starting a new life somewhere else, anywhere else. A place where no one knew about Darla and no one would seem insensitive for not talking to me about it.


“The minute I turn eighteen, I’m getting the hell out of here. With Rick, maybe. He’s getting out, too. And we can get our GEDs and won’t have to homeschool anymore.”


I nodded but didn’t offer a hug. Lice spread somehow. It’s a fact.


“Are you itchy?” I asked, pointing to my head.


“I’ve had so much tea tree oil in my hair since Mom told me, I’m hoping they just stay away.”


Ellie gave me lice twice as a kid—the last time when we were eleven years old. Dad and I washed and dried every linen in the house on high heat and then put them in the microwave oven for five minutes to make sure.


Microwave ovens are like atomic bombs to lice.


“Are you coming to my graduation Monday?” I asked.


I’d asked this twelve times before. I’d given her the invitation the day I got them. I got four. I still had two left over, and was thinking of putting one in the mail with no return address. Darla O’Brien, Heaven or Hell, You Choose, The Universe, 00000.


“My mom hasn’t made up her mind. She says I can go, but she can’t figure out how I’ll get there. The van will be out for a day trip.”


“I can drive you if you don’t mind hanging around for a while,” I said.


“I think she’s planning a star party for the same night, so I may not be able to get out of that,” Ellie said. She tried to look sad about it, but star parties were the one thing she loved about the commune. They had them every other week in summer—or whenever the planets did something exciting. Ellie could tell you every constellation in the sky. It got annoying.


“So what are you gonna do about those if you have them?” I asked, pointing to her head.


She scratched her head. “I’ll probably ask you to get some of that drugstore stuff for me. Would that be okay?”


“Sure,” I said. “Because those little fuckers are using us, you know.”


“Yeah.”


“Obligate parasites can’t live without a host.”


“Okay, Professor.”


“Did you know they came from gorillas, like, two million years ago?”


“Really?”


“Actually, I think that was pubic lice.”


“Ew,” she said.


“Yep.”


“Does that mean some human had sex with a gorilla?”


“I think it was just lice to gorillas. It only became pubic lice to us because we lost our body fur. Uh. Well. Most of it, anyway.”


We sat down on the grass and then lay back to look at the sky. It was clear with a few high clouds. Since I could remember, we would play the cloud game; we’d say they looked like animals or other shapes and then we’d watch them morph into other animals or things until they drifted out of view and were replaced by new ones.


“Are you gonna shave yours off?” she asked.


“What?”


“You know—your hair,” she said. “Down there.”


“Uh—no.”


She sighed.


“Why?” I asked.


“A lot of people do, I guess.”


“Does Rick want you to?” I asked.


She didn’t answer.


“I don’t know,” I said. “Just seems unnatural.”


She didn’t answer and we lay there looking at the clouds some more.


“Have you seen Jupiter this week?” she asked. When I shook my head no, she said, “You should. Just go outside at about ten and look southeast. Can’t miss it. It’s blue and really bright.”


“Okay,” I said. But I didn’t care about Jupiter.


“Markus is coming home from college today,” she said. Markus Glenn, porn perv, lived down the road from us. He used to take the yellow school bus until he transferred to a private school in sixth grade. “You still crush on him, don’t you?”


“Not since seventh grade, no,” I said. “Remember?”


She nodded. “Did you know nearly every serial killer in history had a porn addiction? Helped them dehumanize people so they could kill them,” she said.


“You didn’t learn that at homeschool.”


“Rick told me. He’s got all these books about serial killers.”


“Wow. That’s not creepy at all.”


“Stop it.”


“Okay,” I said, but I still thought it was creepy.















Say that in a sheep voice



Star parties were a big deal on the commune. They’d bring out their drums and play beats for the stars. They’d eat organic treats and drink elderberry cordial. They would dress up.


It was all very special.


Jupiter had been around for a few months and visible every night. But cool things were happening with the moon and Pluto or something, so Jasmine called the party and the commune answered a bleating “Yes, please.”


Say that in a sheep voice.


My dad did.


It’s not that he didn’t like the commune people. He just thought they were flaky and he didn’t like that they would drum through the night during solstice or equinox or star parties.


There was something deeper going on, but I hadn’t figured it out. I had this feeling that Jasmine Blue hadn’t been very sympathetic after Letter N Day.


She’d never mentioned Darla once—nor my father, which was weird because he was still alive. In my seventeen years, thirteen without Mom, my dad and Jasmine Blue had never talked on the phone or seen each other even though they lived across the road.


Dad would pretend he didn’t know who I meant unless I said “Ellie’s mom.”


He would use the term himself, too.


“Does Ellie’s mom think it’s okay for you two to be walking on the road to Markus’s house at your age?” (We were twelve.)


“Does Ellie’s mom have a landline in case I need to get ahold of you?”


Jasmine made me keep my cell phone at home. Cell phones caused cancer. We were all talking into atomic bombs.


We all had our collective heads in the oven.


[image: image]


As Ellie and I cloudbusted for an hour, I watched cloud after cloud go by and saw each one as an oven. Sometimes the door was open. Sometimes the door was closed. Sometimes there was a pie baking inside. I thought of the pie as my future. I thought of the pie as an impossible goal. I knew from experience that microwaved pies tasted like shit.


When Ellie asked me a second time about college, I told her I just wanted some space. This was a lie. The real reason was tucked deep inside my brain and Ellie wasn’t going to find out. Especially considering that sometimes, it was hard to tell where Ellie stopped and where Jasmine began.
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