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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         [image: ] lay on my backpack, denying to myself that my arm was broken. The moon had made me think it was light enough to gambol down a mountain. The waterfall meadow, the tissue-paper leaves, the iceberg clouds and diamond rocks, the moon a puddle of dead frogs: looking down from the front steps, I had seen the world in shades of white. But it was black, a soft mix of hairlike grass and crumbly dirt that held me aloft, poised between Earth’s molten core and outer space, while I ran my fingers up and down my arm.

         I sat upright. A smear of moonlight led to the Isle of Avalon. But there was no island, and my arm was fine. The more I kept probing around, the more okay it felt.

         The night was warm. I took off my backpack and leaned back on my hands, looking up and out at the torn black firmament strewn with airplanes. The wind picked up and long grass tickled my face. I wondered whether my car would start. I heard a big dog snuffling, and Peter’s voice saying, “Whoa, slow down, Rabelais!”

         He was coming closer. He had something more to say to me.

         He stopped about ten feet behind me. I could hear by the scrabbling that he was holding the dog by its collar. He waited, but I could not look at him. 4

         Softly he said, “Guess what? She called first and told me to go to hell.” He paused. “What a fucking disaster. I don’t know who told her, but now there’s nothing …” He paused. “Nothing to keep us apart but this damn dog.”

         The stars blurred with inexpressible happiness. Why would they do that? Is there any possible ethical justification?

         
            *

         

         Avalon means “place with apples,” the healthy food that grows on trees. If you take good care of apples, they stay fresh all year. That’s why Arthur was taken to Avalon to heal his wounds.

         On Easter Sunday 2005, when I was in fourth grade, my mother and common-law stepfather, Doug, took me there with my common-law stepbrother, Axel. The passenger ferry sailed from Long Beach, California, south of L.A. Whoever named the tourist-trap town on Santa Catalina Island “Avalon” presumably hoped to benefit from the marketing cachet of King Arthur while evoking such additional mythical Western island paradises as Tír na nÓg, Emain Ablach, and Atlantis. “Avalon’s where Arthur lives,” my mother shouted, pointing at it and adding, “He’s not real.” Her world had a real-life king, the Dalai Lama. The ship plowed through low swells, steady as a train. Tormented seagulls tormented my ears with cries of torment, demanding French fries I did not have and would not have wanted to give up. Walleyed, impassive flying fish spoke their silent greetings—patently magical beings, stiff and papery as they outpaced the ship, Arthur’s scaly heralds.

         In Avalon, we rode in a glass-bottomed boat and saw wild goldfish. Then we ate burgers from an open-air stand. I was having a phase where I only wanted the patty with nothing on 5it, so Axel ate my bun. Catalina also has bison and antelopes, but we never set foot past the harbor.

         Not long after our trip, my mother moved to a Tibetan Buddhist monastery, leaving me alone with Doug and his family. I still have the books she left behind: The Once and Future King. The Crystal Cave. The High King. She also left a bunch of Tolkien, but Doug sold it.

         
            *

         

         I have trouble recounting my childhood in chronological order. It appears in fragments, like a cored and sectioned apple. Put it back together, and the interior disappears. My earliest firsthand memory is of the soft feel of the long rectangle of dust behind an inch-thick steel plate—the kind they use to cover holes during road construction, about four feet on a side, with two round holes so a crane can pick it up—that leans against the cinder-block wall of a fertilizer shed at Bourdon Farms. The strange hush back there, the oblique light, the sharp odor. Under my pinkish-yellowish right hand, the littering of cement and rust untouched by irrigation or rain. I know I was almost a baby, because the steel plate is still there and the space behind it is tiny. Was I playing, or hiding, or both? I have no idea. The preponderance of my information is secondhand.

         
            *

         

         The Hendersons of Torrance, California, run a business that has been passed down through generations. Their house is filled with clan memorabilia, and so is the yard. A historic freezer, door still attached, contains a mildewed baseball bat decorated with Aztec temple scenes in a combination of wood-burning and enamel paint. A shallow well run dry contains a broken rocking 6chair with a handworked needlepoint seat. Doug once tried to use it as a sled on mud after a rain. It worked enough to try once, he told me, and then he threw it in the well. In childhood I turned the crisp black pages of green photo albums, recognizing our front porch behind a white-haired man at the wheel of a familiar 1920 Model T Ford. Long decommissioned, it stank of chickenshit. There had been no chickens in my lifetime.

         The property is six-plus acres under the high-tension lines that run from La Fresa down to Redondo Beach. It stretches from road to ravine to road, with fences maintained by the power company, the perimeter traced by a dirt-bike trail where Grandpa Larry once ran races with his biker-barfly best friends. The business is a plant nursery specializing in exotic imports and topiary. In 1978, California Proposition 13 limited local property taxes to one percent of a home’s 1976 assessment. Moves, additions, and new construction triggered punishing reassessments. To maintain conspicuous consumption while living in the same modest houses for fifty years, rich people took up gardening. That was where Bourdon Farms came in.

         Whether anything other than tropical plants ever arrives in those shipping containers bound to the port of Long Beach, and whether the Hendersons’ motorcycling friends have anything to do with distributing it, I do not know. I was never considered a member of the family unless they wanted something from me.

         As with many family businesses, the key to the enterprise’s viability is unpaid labor by women, children, and recent immigrants in need of a place to lie down. At best, gray market; more likely, black. But revenuers do not fuck with the Hendersons. It would take the FBI, and it would take years. A simple search would turn up nothing. Nobody keeps the books or deposits money in the bank. They would apologize to the feds for knowing 7nothing (they reject federal authority on principle) and refer them to their imaginary absentee employer, Mr. Bourdon.

         The land is on California’s statewide property inventory. I know that much. I figured it out using the internet at my high school—that the land belongs to the state. I asked Doug about it. He told me that Great-Great-Grandpa Allan’s ranch stretched for miles, all the way to the Madrona wetlands, where he watered his cattle. The state condemned it by eminent domain to build the city of Torrance, compensating his heirs with an exemption from all applicable law in perpetuity. “That’s why we fly the flag of the California Republic,” he explained, referring to the state flag with its grizzly bear and red star. “It’s the one place left where a man can stand tall.”

         The house is an Appalachian-style Cape Cod with vinyl siding and a tin roof, hunched on brick pillars over a low crawl space. Except for the TVs, which are always state-of-the-art, the furniture is an unchanging assortment of beat-up antiques, compounding the difficulty of sorting memories into epochs without using my own size as a reference.

         Grandpa Larry occupied the master bedroom. At age two and a half I switched from sharing an upstairs room with Mom and Doug to sharing one with Axel. When I was six, I took over the unheated lean-to, which reeked of mice, outside what was once the back door. The lean-to had been added before the vinyl siding was put on, so my walls were made of pine and I could use thumbtacks to post pictures cut out of magazines. I had two doors and a tiny window that could not be opened.

         
            *

         

         The bikers maintained a clubhouse on the property, over which the California bear and a black POW/MIA flag flew day 8and night. When they were drunkest, they would sing “He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother.” They consciously maximized eating and smoking, equating size and rugged looks with masculinity. I am certain that in their minds no real man was ever naked. Identity was a question of tools, machines, leathers, and weapons. They were trans-human cyborgs.

         
            *

         

         The laborers were nicer. The foreign songs they taught me are gone, but I remember all their names—Eric, Roger, and sometimes Simon—because Grandpa Larry was a one-man Ellis Island from hell. New York immigration authorities a hundred years prior had assigned immigrants Anglo names, and Grandpa Larry approved. Each Eric was replaced with an Eric and each Roger with a Roger, so that the nursery was consistently staffed with one of each, Simon being optional for the Easter and Christmas rush. The Hendersons fed them, housed them, invited them to watch TV in their home—although they were not welcome to use our bathroom—gave them work, failed to pay them, and let them know they were free to move on at any time.

         They typically stayed for under one month. They had their own shack with propane-heated water on demand, sharing our illegal septic tank. Their shower setup was designed for horse barns off the grid and not for human residential use, but they seemed to like being off the grid. Once (I was about fourteen) I helped Doug take a Norfolk Island pine over to Rancho Palos Verdes and we ran into a guy from Burkina Faso who had stayed with us for maybe two weeks the year before. He had a team leader job with an expensive lawn-care service and was going by the name Roger Bourdon. 9

         
            *

         

         I started work at age three, gathering snails in a bucket and lugging them to West 190th Street to be run over. This was because my mother wanted Bourdon Farms to stop using snail bait. She liked cats. The strays she fed were constantly dying of metaldehyde poisoning. They were replaced by new strays, which also died horribly. The management, however, saw my work as complementary to snail bait, not as a substitute.

         Mom was never allowed up on the backhoe or the forklift, but by the time she left, she could repot, wrap root balls, and prune. On Sundays, our day of rest, she would strap me into the passenger seat of Doug’s truck and drive the PCH (the Pacific Coast Highway that ran near our house) north past Will Rogers Beach to cut back via Sunset Boulevard, always detouring to a street in Brentwood that was lined with banyans. She would roll slowly through the arcade of columnar prop roots, gazing admiringly on the wealth represented by big trees that crowded the road like a jungle straining at the leash. Then we would sit for a while under the gigantic Moreton Bay fig (my suspicion is that it started life—I mean Mom’s inner life—as Yggdrasil and become the Bodhi tree) at a Presbyterian church near Palms and Sepulveda, waiting for the service to end so we could scam food and beverages from their buffet before taking the freeway home.

         
            *

         

         When I try to remember best what she was like, I think of her on the long drive back to Torrance, wordlessly and willfully happy, with the window down and her hair tousled by the wind. Which is strange and kind of sad, because I was there the whole 10time—her own child, staring in parallel with her out the windshield, afraid to break her concentration.

         
            *

         

         There was a Buddhist center in Pacific Palisades that was the prettiest house on Sunset. Maybe that was what did it. It might have been the traffic. We would be trapped somewhere, barely moving, and she would tell me to pretend this moment was the only thing that had ever happened and would ever happen in my life and that it was eternal, and to ask myself whether life would still be worth living. She started buying magazines with pictures of all different lamas and bodhisattvas in them and sneaking away to meditate. After nine years with Doug, she took off to a Buddhist center in the Sierras, with whopping trees galore, and became a nun.

         Her parents, Grandma Tessa and Grandpa Lamont, were fond of me, but they lacked resources. Grandpa Lamont had been diagnosed as mentally retarded in childhood and housed in state institutions until he was drafted and the army discovered that he had treatable petit mal epilepsy. Grandma Tessa had been a seamstress for Bell Helicopter in Fort Worth. They met at a Masonic convention in Chicago and moved together to Pasadena to set up a debt-powered business leasing copiers to storefronts, and when I was a child they were broke. As far as I know, their biggest extravagance was my annual trip to Knott’s Berry Farm, once a year from ages six to thirteen. Their poverty denied me the American Jerusalem (Disneyland—Disney World in Florida being the Mecca). They lived in a single-wide in a seniors-only mobile-home park. When Mom left, they took me in for eight days, from a Saturday to the following Sunday. No 11one under fifty-five was allowed to stay there more than a week. They had to pay a fifty-dollar fine for keeping me an extra day.

         The Hendersons were happy to keep me on. A ten-year-old stepchild represented circa eight years of unpaid labor and a potential twenty thousand dollars in earned income tax credits, if the IRS played along. From their perspective, my mother offered me to them in payment for her freedom.

         Freedom from what? From raising me? From being around me? That was what I thought, because she never came to visit, or asked for me back. A monastery in Tibet would have taken a ten-year-old, and even in California it could have been passed off as home schooling, but her place was adults-only. It was old school Tantric—Nyingma—with red robes, a golden stupa, big statues, rock gardens, incense, prayer wheels, mantra chanting, sand paintings, whatever else, and the whole nine yards. The site was a former motel on the road from Fresno to Yosemite, hidden on an incline behind fir trees. To the first-time visitor it looked kind of amusing, because the lobby had been built in the shape of a wigwam.

         Mom worked there in exchange for room and board, as she had at Bourdon Farms. But she got a better deal. The Buddhists did not pressure her to work hard or fast, and they gave her free time to meditate.

         Their central practice was the cultivation of conscious awareness of every tiniest movement and nerve impulse, which could be combined with all kinds of unskilled labor, such as vacuuming the pool. A person who slows down enough will hallucinate a ghostly presence to take up the perceptual slack. In her case it was a blue orb behind her left shoulder.

         Doug took me to see her twice, when I was twelve and 12fifteen. Both times she never stopped smiling. The first time, she was very thin. The second time, she looked so hungry that I gave her the hard-boiled eggs from my bag lunch. She was allowed to eat animals if someone else killed them, and the eggs had never lived, strictly speaking. She told me she was happy and how much she loved me, the recruits she trained, her fellow monks and nuns, and her Rinpoche.

         When I lay in bed obsessing about her after my visits, the orb always bugged me. If the point was to cultivate minute consciousness awareness, how was it helping?

         Later it turned out she had ovarian cancer the whole time. But when she wasn’t scrubbing toilets or raking pine needles with maximum mindfulness, she was silently meditating to take her mind off reality, so that nobody noticed until it metastasized to her back and she couldn’t work.

         She died at the monastery with whatever palliative medicine Medicaid gives nuns. I cried with single-minded attention and felt her presence as a vague epiphenomenon to my rear, like the orb but yellow. Maybe because she had blond hair when I was little.

         
            *

         

         Then Doug took her back. He stormed up to Oakhurst in a hearse with an undertaker from Gardena to secure her valuables and save her remains from the heathens he claimed would have fed her to condors on a charnel ground. He had her cremated “like a normal person” and took me along to scatter the ashes in the duck pond at the park in Manhattan Beach where, he told me, they had shared their first kiss after club sandwiches and coffee at the Kettle on a cloudy summer afternoon three 13years before my father’s emigration had prompted him to leave Axel’s mother for mine.

         That was the first I had heard of my father’s emigration. I was sixteen. I was like, “What?”

         According to Doug, my father moved to Australia when I was eleven months old. My mother was still on maternity leave from her job at the yogurt factory where my father was a supervisor, because I screamed so much, ate so slowly, and had trouble keeping things down.

         My father planned the move as a surprise. He sold his parents’ former home in Hollywood out from under us and leased a one-bedroom apartment on West 190th in Torrance. He paid a year’s rent up front and gave Mom enough cash to hold out for a year.

         To my mom, Torrance was West BF, convenient to nothing unless you counted the tar-studded municipal beach where she first saw Doug. Trash bags on hoops whipped emptily in the wind while seniors fought heart disease with wrist and ankle weights in the shade of chemical potties. The contrast had made Doug look good, but not good enough, which irritated him. For the remainder of her marriage, he gave her no peace.

         Dad stayed at the Torrance apartment for two nights. Then he caught a plane to a place where he could realize his life’s dream. His life’s dream was to be single again, marry a faithful woman, have different children, pay us nothing, and ignore us, his parents, and his sister forever. After Dad left, Doug convinced Mom to give him the cash, sublet the apartment, and move to Bourdon Farms. 14

         
            *

         

         I was neither physically molested nor abused by the Hendersons. By the time I started kindergarten, Grandpa Larry was making speeches about how he would castrate any male who touched me. The speeches bothered my mother, but not enough for her to contradict him. Sometimes Doug and Axel chased me as if we were playing tag, daring Grandpa Larry to cut off their balls. But they and the laborers kept their distance, and so did Grandpa Larry, so that in a certain almost entirely imperceptible sense, I had a sheltered upbringing. I was never bullied at school. Axel was three years older and widely reputed to have beaten an injured coyote to death with a bicycle lock.

         They had no plans for me, other than to keep me busy.

         Working on motorcycles will do that to you: they could not differentiate between having fun and creating the conditions for it. Enjoyment was their assigned task, duty, and role in life. It required enablement through labor, sometimes their own. My work, no different from their motorcycle maintenance, contributed to their enjoyment. They drew no emotional distinction between asking me to wash fungicide residues off a shipment of “organic” palmettos, leaf by knifelike leaf, and pounding a six-pack in preparation for a race. Both were necessary steps in their enjoyment.

         I ate every scrap of food that was put in front of me. It was never too much. We had two refrigerators stocked with beer, but no working oven in the house. The one my mother used had become involved in a grease fire that damaged the electronics. We used it to store bread safe from rodents. The adults subsisted on USDA Prime beef that “fell off a truck.” Axel and I shared canned foods warmed with propane. If the timing was right we could exploit the adults’ mesquite charcoal to eat straight from the can like cowboys—SpaghettiOs, corned-beef hash, baked 15beans, refried beans, Spam. I learned to wrap potatoes, frozen burritos, frozen pizzas, and the like in foil and nestle them in the coals.

         But either the cans and burritos and pizzas were smaller than they had been in Doug’s childhood (he did the shopping), or Axel was hungrier than Doug had ever been, because I became a gaunt, leggy child with limbs like sticks, who ate scraps off plates before doing the dishes.

         I completed as much homework as I could fit into the minutes between my arrival at school in the morning and the opening bell, and my grades were okay. I wolfed down my free school meals while studying my textbooks. Teachers tried to interest me in extracurricular activities, but I was due home every afternoon to help in the nursery until nightfall.

         
            *

         

         With each day of encroaching puberty and its attendant increase in self-awareness, I became more miserable. I cried in bed, afraid of recurring nightmares in which I saw my mother die, always in banal situations. She would collapse on the floor of a public restroom or choke on a walnut. To counteract my dreams, I fantasized an orchard paradise full of flowers, and kindly kidnappers who wrapped me in an area rug and stowed me in an intermodal shipping container to take me there.

         These were not sexual fantasies. Their essence was escape.

         In the hours that prefaced the crying and the fantasies, I reread my mother’s high-fantasy novels, identifying sometimes with plucky heroes and princesses, more often with service animals such as Taran’s horse Melynlas—though I was young yet to gild duress by couching my service as willing—but mostly with entire realms threatened by advancing darkness. I identified 16with the world. The main character in all those books is the world in trouble, and it was me.

         When the school counselor hesitantly asked, in fifth grade, whether I had thoughts about harming myself (my arms and legs were all scratched up from work), I thought: What a crazy question! Myself, of all people? Is she blind? I frowned and said, “No!” Now I know that the Hendersons had a reputation that made others tiptoe around them. People ascribed responsibility for their actions—framed as reactions—to virtually anybody but them, and dismissed my abortive attempts at complaint as guilty whining.
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         [image: ]wo years after my mother’s departure, there materialized a child willing to talk to me. I paused to look at the pinup of Camarón de la Isla inside his locker door, he said he liked my lumberjack shirt, and from thenceforth we saw each other nearly every day. Not that having a friend was quite enough to save me. But it helped.

         He was a year ahead—in seventh grade when I was in sixth—so at first we conversed only in snippets over our cafeteria lunches. By summer we were sharing every experience we could, resolutely bound to each other. We were both determined to see our lives witnessed, though our commentary remained superficial and beside the point, as befits children.

         His name was Jay and he was a pariah. His parents brokered commercial real estate, working long hours to earn humongous windfalls at odd intervals. They had adopted him from Russia as a baby and placed him in the care of a nanny. From what he said, they were no longer sure his adoption had been a good idea. But his changeling status in the family offered a signal advantage: he was under far less pressure to be like his dad than your typical sole male heir.

         The Hendersons and the laborers saw he was gay the 18moment he first arrived home with me, five months into our friendship. He had worn flamenco boots to school—boots for which he had whined to his parents for a long time—and bullies had thrown them down a storm drain.

         He was the kind of slightly-built kid who should carry a skateboard for self-defense, not be rocking two-inch slanted heels. Vaguely Central Asian cheekbones and ethereally fine chestnut hair only heightened the fey look that drew bullies to him like flies to sherbet.

         His parents had plenty of money to buy him more goofy boots. They were so liberal and tolerant, they even sent him to public school to rub shoulders with the hoi polloi. In refusing him the boots, they had merely hoped to save him from himself.

         But he did not want to be socially accepted. He wanted to be unique. Not because he hoped to get away with it in middle school—he was not that dumb—but because an inchoate pubescent longing urged him to inspire outside intervention through performative suffering. The boots were self-harm.

         Still, he felt he could not face his nanny, Mrs. Imai, and the domestic staff in sock feet, so he had walked me home in hopes of borrowing shoes of some kind.

         I was growing and all my shoes were too small, even for me, so I lent him a pair of plastic zoris. Then I had to work. He helped me clip all the brown bits off an order of near-rootless tree ferns set for delivery to an indoor mall. A Roger who was transporting liquid fertilizer in a plastic tank with a forklift throttled his engine and said amiably, “Who’s your punk?”

         Jay answered, “I’m nobody’s punk!”

         Roger called out, “Come on, Bran! Tell us, Bran! Who’s your punk, Bran?” He put the forklift back in gear and was soon out of earshot. “Bran” is short for “Brandy.” 19

         “You’re not a punk,” I said. “You’re the only normal person I know.” It took me until I was sixteen to figure out that he would never marry me.

         
            *

         

         Twice a week, Mrs. Imai drove him to a studio in Venice Beach for private dancing lessons with an old hippie lady named Loretta who had spent half her life in Seville. She could legally drive with a telescopic lens that corrected one eye to 20/200. After lessons, she took him out for ice cream. A few times, she even drove him home, but only until he told his parents she was blind. After that, Mrs. Imai waited for him.

         I learned a lot from Loretta, even though I met her only a few times. The correct posture for flamenco is sentada, sitting while standing up. In every position you keep your elbows as high as they will go, and your hands (for girls) never stop circling. She danced with a weird glamour and a limited range of motion, in red leotards that emphasized her ribs and long ruffled skirts that hid her legs, her white hair woven into a crown with bobby pins and surmounted by a comb.

         She wore high-heeled ankle-strap shoes. Grandma Tessa told me that whores wear ankle-strap shoes for safety, never going barefoot even in bed, while respectable women wear pumps they can kick off at will in a carefree and liberated manner. But it was already plain to me, even without the explanation, that the point of dance outfits was to look contemptible standing still and command respect only by dancing. Costumes were a time-honored method of coercing people to perform, so that there would be something to watch before the invention of TV.

         Jay was a supremely untalented dancer. It is hard to describe, 20as a friend, how he looked when he danced. Imagine a pedophile who is a serial killer of puppies on the side but willing to spare a few in exchange for sex with Jay. Jay hears the offer while directing traffic. The threat casts him backward like a gust of wind, face twitching with emotion, heels pounding the rhythm of a temper tantrum as he bargains with fate. Circling it seductively, he conveys vulnerability, weakness, and the unmistakable message “Let me evacuate my bowels first.” I mean, no joke, it was that egregious. Flamenco tore the mask off the controlled routine of his schoolboy existence, and what it revealed was not good. Or it was good, being an authentic part of Jay, but no more made for exposure than his gallbladder or hypothalamus. Only by shutting my eyes could I nullify the critical voice of the advancing darkness we look to for salvation, which was also my voice.

         
            *

         

         As Jay’s eighth-grade year drew to a close, it became apparent that he would be leaving me to go to high school. I demanded to skip eighth grade so we could stay together.

         Unbureaucratic by nature, tradition, habit, and reputation, Grandpa Larry visited the principal’s office and enlisted me in the Class of 2012. If school was a waste of time, I might as well get it out of the way fast—that was his thinking. What the school thought made no difference to anyone, even the school.

         
            *

         

         At West High, Jay and I were suddenly no longer conspicuous. Pressure to conform increases in adolescence, while individual capacity declines. Social anxiety becomes the norm. To stand out, it was enough to be neither Japanese nor Korean. We 21acquired friends. To be more precise, my adored Jay instantly fell in love with a comely, bone-straight boy named Henry. In the chaotic opening weeks of ninth grade, establishing contact with him across the social divide we thought separated us turned out not to be an insurmountable challenge. By the time we figured out we were fellow untouchables, we were hardworking members of his staff on the school’s literary magazine.

         Henry tanned dark and had curly hair that turned reddish in summer. His family had been Okies who fled the Dust Bowl and risen to own an RV dealership, and his ambitions involved business. There was open speculation about “what” they might be. His big brother had gotten a DNA test that said they were part North African, but there was no consensus on whether that made him African-American. He thought it did. He was handsome in a square-jawed, muscular way, an excellent student, and could play the trumpet and swim butterfly. A former Boy Scout, he volunteered with the Red Cross. But he was considered a misfit, eligible for friendship with the likes of Jay and me, because he was dating Fifi. They had been together for so long—a hand-holding child romance that had turned into a sexual thing so early it was illegal—that they acted like an old married couple, role-playing and bickering to change it up. They had loud fights, even at school. Their maturity made teachers nervous.

         Fifi’s mother was a Nikkei CAD operator, and her father a Black dentist from Atlanta. She had a dark Asian face and wavy hair, and she loved all things fuzzy, such as corduroy, velour, chenille, and acrylic tights in bright colors under skirts—that is, she dressed like a toddler and was conspicuous everywhere she went. Everything about her was rounded, from her surprised-looking eyes (opening them wide was her way of noting other 22people’s impossible behavior, and she did it a lot) to her tiny feet. The family’s house was furnished Japanese-style and their summer vacations were spent in Japan, but as tourists, because her Japanese relatives had stopped talking to her mother before her older brother was born. He identified as Japanese. He wanted to take their mother’s name and reunite the extended family. Possibly it was a standard-issue sibling-rivalry-motivated division of labor, but his bridge-building mania—trying to force his mother to speak Japanese with him and the Japanese kids at school to accept him and so on, as if a bridge could close a rift—spawned nonstop public embarrassment. Fifi distanced herself from such scenes at an early age, emerging with a hair-trigger intolerance of conflict.

         She identified with her relatives in Atlanta. In her mind she was a Black Georgian, relaxed, polite, and pragmatic, and woe to those who dared be otherwise. The consensus at school was “such a bitch.”

         She studied like a demon to assure herself perfect grades and test scores, because she wanted to top her father’s career by becoming a Black orthodontist with billionaire patients. But she worked in his dental practice after school and had no time for philanthropy or sports. Henry planned to attend UCLA, and she planned to go along. To ensure her acceptance, her transcript had urgent need of an extracurricular activity.

         The social-outcast power couple pounced on the school’s dead-in-the-water literary magazine. For three years before they revived it, it had placed staff photos in the yearbook without actually putting out an issue. The unused budget had piled up to a substantial sum, because no one cared enough even to embezzle the money. 23

         Staff positions were assigned according to need. Henry became executive editor so he could meet rich people—his future clients, perhaps the grandparents of Fifi’s future patients—while soliciting advertising. Fifi became editor in chief because she needed leadership positions for her college applications. Jay became poetry editor because he wanted to go to college with Henry and Fifi. My role was to be Fifi’s assistant, reading submissions, for which she had no time. Our other friend, Will, did layout and graphics and maintained our online presence.

         Will had no need of the magazine. He had such good test scores that he might get in anywhere he applied. Like several of our fellow pupils, he had attended our inaugural staff meeting because he needed more extracurricular activity on his record, but unlike the others, he stayed longer than one minute. He had gone to elementary and middle school with Jay and me without our ever exchanging a word. As a little boy he was considered quite cool for the casual flair with which he mastered various video games, before his profound beauty challenges landed him with us. Will battled cystic acne with drugs that required him to wear shiny sunblock indoors. He had a narrow face with a receding chin and protruding front teeth that made him look, at best, thoughtful.

         His parents were Jewish and his look, he claimed, was “Asian nerd” because—he claimed—Jews are Asians. It was the worst brand of geek irony, offensive, yet opaque, based on an old fascist idea that Jews are “Orientals.” Possibly the joke was his own and not cribbed from some online forum. It was hard to know what he was capable of thinking. He talked so little compared to the others. He talked barely more than I did.

         Submissions consisted largely of fan-fictional musings 24about the sex lives of TV and movie characters submitted by an older (as in possibly twenty—he had been held back twice or three times in elementary school for truancy) Cuban guy who wore silk bomber jackets and had a crush on Henry. A certain amount was trash by pranksters hoping to upset Fifi and set her off in public for entertainment purposes. But every quarter, like clockwork, students with academic or literary aspirations submitted earnest poems and stories modeled on those in the Common Core, and we published them. Every year under Henry’s management, we won awards for public high school literary-magazine excellence.

         
            *

         

         In ninth grade, we had not yet formed a clique. We met only once a week, during professional-development period in the school library. There were few other patrons, and the part-time librarian, a retiree in her seventies, seldom left her office. Multiple intervening barriers stood between me and my home—my fellow editorial staff members, dense walls of books, the thick steel doors of the school, its walled compound, the drug-free school zone—and I had a role to play, occasionally speaking up to say, “That was okay” or “That one sucked.” At those meetings I was the happiest I had ever been in my life.

         
            *

         

         The following July, Will crept over to Bourdon Farms on a dare (from Jay) to get a look at Grandpa Larry, who immediately demanded to be shown his circumcised penis, playing at the idea that Jews were of interest to science. Never taking his eyes off the TV, Grandpa Larry fiddled at his own fly while a blonde with blurred red lips read the evening’s headlines from a 25teleprompter and he described her blow job technique down to the last iota. Eric and Roger (Christians) got up and left.

         It was all an elaborate joke, but we and the laborers had “no sense of humor.” Grandpa Larry used creepiness the way other people use charisma, to dominate a room.

         The event produced an excellent and ultimately life-changing outcome, which was that Will issued a standing invitation for me to come over to his house whenever I wanted. The Grandpa Larry experience had educated him, making him nicer. I never once heard him make another joke designed to be somehow so offensive it was funny.

         The new friendliness was not because he “liked” me. He never tried to speak to me alone. He claimed to like all the same “hot” girls all the boys liked. We were not close. But I started visiting on Sundays anyway, often finding Jay there, and sometimes Henry and Fifi as well.

         
            *

         

         By the middle of sophomore year, the magazine was headquartered at Will’s place, which made sense. It had better computer equipment than the school. We worked on layout in his bedroom and held editorial meetings in the living room.

         The house wasn’t huge like Jay’s, but it was cozy. We were underfoot there, and his parents could not possibly ignore us—we were loud—but they never tried. They seemed to enjoy young people, so much that it seemed odd to me that Will had no siblings. Instead, they had an Old English sheepdog named Lionel, who was bathed and brushed and allowed on all the furniture, like a living throw blanket.

         Will’s mother, Susan, taught me to cook. I was curious, wanting to know where tasty food came from, and she was 26nice enough to show me. She smiled patiently while I lauded her most delectable creations, such as grilled cheese sandwiches made with natural Cheddar and non-rancid butter.

         She was a pediatrician. She routinely wore wrap dresses and leather-soled shoes and kept her hair smooth as glass. I thought she looked ready to go on TV. Will’s father, Mark, was a public defender who wore suits on trial days and kicked back on weekends by taking off his tie.

         Myself aside, everyone in our clique had two healthy parents who were married to each other. I thought they were normal and I was not, if only because lucky people are the minority that establish the norms behind the concept of normality.

         
            *

         

         My love for Jay endured until I got drunk at his house the Saturday after my sixteenth birthday and woke up with a neat set of bite marks on my left upper arm. He said we had been watching TV, and I wouldn’t stop laying my arm on the sofa cushion behind his head no matter how he flinched, so he turned around and bit it hard, right through the flannel.

         I told him how I felt. He responded with kindness, explaining that being gay involves failure to be straight. We could have sex, he said, because he was so horny all the time, but he would not fall in love with me. He would make me unhappy, guaranteed. Then he hugged me, because he had made himself feel safe.

         My feelings for him had little to do with sex, which to my mind was nothing to be proud of. The low road to orgasm is shorter than the high road. I lived bombarded by porn and surrounded by an ever-changing array of laborers, whom it was 27easy to imagine staging group assaults for my pleasure. My only real-life sexual encounters happened when I took showers and some Henderson would barge in to check whether I had drowned or warn me that I was using water. Their leering (Doug, pulling the shower curtain back just a hair: “You all right? It’s been near ten minutes and I thought you might have fell down and hit your head”) taught me to shower like a soldier, cleansing my bits and parts with lightning speed. Sex was clearly potentially the most dangerous and disgusting thing I would ever crave, and I was in no hurry to try it. What I wanted was for Jay to love me. If he had responded to my arm-around-the-shoulder feint by reaching for my underpants, I would have run out of the house.

         Maybe I should describe my appearance.

         There once lived a famous celebrity who had exactly my face and body, when she was young: Audrey Hepburn.

         Before you scoff, imagine a monosyllabic Audrey in an oversize hand-me-down flannel shirt and cuffed jeans with ripped knees. So far, so good. Could even be fashionable, if the shirt opened to reveal her belly button under a chemise. But this Audrey has no waist. Under her tentlike shirt, buttoned to the top, her body appears rectangular. There could be anything in there—a pigeon chest, a potbelly, boils with shunts. While the other girls let their long hair fly free, I tied mine back with rubber bands from the postal service, letting it droop like bunting to hide my face. I needed the rubber bands to see, because I refrained from raising my head. My hands in too-long sleeves clutched the straps of my backpack to reveal flashes of short and grimy fingernail as I clomped my way through school, landing hard on the heels of my translucent plastic sandals, worn in winter 28with tube socks, hips never shifting to the left or right, my movements seemingly modeled on those of a buffalo. My face, bowed behind its curtain of hair, expressed a quaintly absentminded dread, a mild inquisitiveness as to what fresh horror might be headed my way, while I routinely blinked back tears.

         As a consequence, the resemblance to Audrey was often overlooked.

         On two occasions, Jay raided his mother’s closet for materiel and posed me in front of her three-way mirror. The first time, it was frightening. He put me in a black lace cocktail dress. I looked like Audrey, but vulnerable and tiny. She never looked weak dressed like that—not to me—but I did. Doubts were sown in my mind about whether she was all that good-looking. After all, she starred in Funny Face. A case could be made that she was square-jawed and bat-eared. I made him delete the pictures. The second time made me even sadder. Something like attractiveness shone through the fear, but I mostly saw a fantasy figure suspended over the gulf that separated me from people with disposable income. Jay had put me in at least eight hundred dollars’ worth of shoes and clothing. My grandparents in Pasadena never parted from me without slipping me a twenty-dollar bill, which went straight into maintaining my prepaid burner flip phone.

         I know now that for certain varieties of straight men—the jealous, the shy, a subset of the devout, etc.—I represented an ideal: a beauty only they know about, a never-cataloged Bellini Madonna that obligingly stores itself in a garbage bag. Jay wanted the opposite. He would have preferred a girl with self-assurance, a prominent Adam’s apple, grace, style, a padded ass, five-o’clock shadow. 29

         
            *

         

         Grandma Tessa could totally see the Audrey thing. She was the first to point it out. My menswear and clomping drove her to distraction. My junior year, she gave me a book by the behavioral hypnotherapist Milton Erickson that was full of case studies of people who had turned their lives around using simple tricks. A gap-toothed woman was too shy and fearful to talk to men, so Erickson commanded her to learn to spit a directed stream of water through the gap. Once she had mastered the skill, he advised her to stake out the water cooler at her office and douse a desirable coworker. One year later, she was married with a baby on the way. Grandma Tessa thought that if I “dressed like a human being,” I could be as happy as the woman in the book.
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