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To Demi

For always listening




 

Read this first, hun.

I’ve been accused of thinking too much, which may be true, but I consider that fact to be a minor blip on my personality radar. Nothing more.

I mean, it’s not hurting anybody, is it?

People may call the activity of my mind overthinking, and it wouldn’t be a monster stretch for them to call it obsessing. Then, of course, there are those uptight douches who’d slap a neon-pink Post-It Note on my brain—the phrase “has a few dozen screws loose” scribbled on it with a chisel tip purple Sharpie.

I, however, choose to view the slightly convoluted manner in which I process thoughts as ingenious. And to be real, at this very moment, I have about fifteen more ingenious adjectives, fully capable of describing the way I think, burning a hole in the cargo pocket of my painted-on pastel camo skinny jeans. TBH I very rarely subscribe to the concept “less is more,” but this is one of those extremely rare occasions.

Not that I’m happy about it… (SMH)

In any case, consider yourself fairly warned.

*Hugs

So, my fine friends, sit back on your comfy couches and listen to what went down last year in my cray-cray neck of the woods.




Chapter One

Shine On, Harvest Moon

 

Just call me brazen.

It occurs to me that brazen—unabashedly bold and without an inkling of shame—is the perfectly appropriate word to describe moi right about now. It is, however, the only perfectly appropriate part of this evening. Which is perfectly appropriate, in my humble opinion. So get over it.

I lift my chin just enough to stop the stiff orange spikes of glitter-gelled hair from flopping forward onto my forehead. Who can blame me? These spikes are razor sharp—best they stay upright on my head where they belong. And gravity can only do so much to that end.

Okaaaayyyy…sidetracked much? Forces rebellious thoughts on business at hand.

Chance César is a brazen B.

I stare ’em down, but only after I pop the collar of the blinding “Orange Crush” tuxedo I’m rockin’ and shrug my shoulders in a sort of what-the-fuck fashion. Rule of thumb in this queen’s life—first things must always come first.

Pop, shrug, and only then is it kosher to stare. I clear my throat.

“Eat your ginger-haired heart out, Ed Sheeran.”

Based on the buzz of scandalized chatter blowing about in the crisp evening breeze, I’m reasonably certain that nobody in the crowd heard me speak. And although several of the girls currently gawking at me may do double backflips over my red-haired counterpart across the pond, they don’t give a rat’s ass about Chance César. In fact, I have a sneaking suspicion that they view my atomic tangerine locks as more reminiscent of Bozo the Clown than of the smexy singer-songwriter.

They are, however, completely unaware that this carrot top is going to make Harvest Moon Festival history tonight.

Refusing to succumb to the impulse to duck my head, I take a single shaky step forward onto the stage that’s been set up on the dusty ground beside a vast—by New England standards—cornfield. The stage doesn’t wobble, but my knees sure as shit do. Okay, I’m an honest diva and I tell it like it is. And I’m what you might call a freaking wreck.

Nonetheless, this brazen B takes a deep breath, blows it out in a single gush, and starts to strut. This boy’s werkin’ it.

Smi-zeee!! Yeah, my smile is painted on, just like my trousers.

Chance, you are by far the edgiest Miss Harvest Moon this ramshackle town has ever had the good fortune to gaze upon. I am a major fan of positive self-talk.

Using the feigned British accent I’ve perfected—thanks to long hours of tedious practice in my bathroom—I dish out my next thought aloud. “I wish I’d put in a tad more practice walking in these bloody heels before going public in ’em.” And despite one slight stumble—a close call to be sure—the clicking sound my pumps make is crisp and confident. I saunter out onto the catwalk.

#TrueConfessions: Faking foreign accents is a hobby of mine. I can yammer it up in improvised French, German, Mexican, Russian, and plenty more accents, but I don’t mimic Asian languages, as it seems too close to ridicule. My plan for the rest of the night is to continue vocalizing my abundant thoughts in Standard British, with a hint of Cockney thrown in for charm. After all, New Hampshire is the “Live Free or Die” state, and I’ll do what I laaaa-like. Yaaasss!

“Introducing this year’s lovely…or, um, handsome Miss…ter…Harvest Moon. Let’s hear an enthusiastic round of applause for Chance César!” Mrs. Higgins always speaks using a lolling Southern twang, although I’m sure she’s lived her entire life right here in less-than-gentile, way-too-many-dirt-roads, Fiske, New Hampshire. (Like, can you say backwoods Fiske without it sounding too much like backward Fiske?) TBH, I’m thrilled: it seems I’m not the only one with an affinity for a colorful accent. But the applause is disappointingly, but not surprisingly, scattered.

“Woot!” A solitary hoot splits the night—it’s quite impossible to miss— and I recognize an undeniably shrill and nasal quality in the sound. I know without a doubt that the hooter is my best (only) friend, Emily Benson. In my not so humble opinion, Emily’s hooting for my benefit is as liberating a sound as Lady Gaga bellowing “Born This Way” live on the Grammy Awards after emerging from a large egg.

My Emily is everything! Not to be dramatic, but whatevs.

In any case, the single, supportive hoot is followed by mucho expected heckling. “Chances are, Chance César is gonna moon the crowd!” It’s a girl’s voice, for sure. I do not have a lot of female fans here in Fiske.

“Come on, Miss Harvest Moon, bend over and flash us your full moon!” A dude mocks me next. I’m proud to say I’m an equal opportunity victim of harassment.

I don’t blink once in the face of the jeering. This type of inconvenience is par for the course in my life, and thus, I consider it a challenge of stoic endurance. I simply place one fine pointy-toed pump in front of the other, my eyes focused on the mountain in the distance. I’m especially proud that, amidst the chaos, I remember to offer the crowd my best beauty queen wave.

Yeah, this is some beauty pageant realness.

“Thank you, lovelies, for coming here today.” I speak in my most Princess Diaries-esque tone.

“Werk it, girlfriend—werk hard!” Yes, it’s Emily again. And like always, she’s got my spectacular back.

“Aw, shit, we must be havin’ a lunar eclipse or somethin’.” It’s another pubescent male voice, and a deep one at that. “There ain’t no moon to be seen ’round these parts!” The heckler is a douche I know too well from school named Edwin Darling—whom I less than fondly, and very privately, refer to as “Eddie the Appalling.” I watch as he looks away from me to take in the full moon in the dark night sky and shrugs.

The lunar eclipse one-liner is actually fairly humorous. I toss out ten points for creativity in Edwin’s general direction by allowing a restrained smile, but I never remove my eyes from the single treeless spot on Mount Vernier.

Time for a mental detour. Why is this one spot bare-assed of all trees?

That’s when the music starts, and I’m more than glad for the downbeat. It helps me focus, plus it’s much easier to sashay to the sound of a jazzy snare drum than to the unpleasant clamor of heckling. Not that my backside won’t wiggle righteously to any sound at all. Because, rest assured, it will.

“Shine On, Harvest Moon.” Whoever is in charge of the sound system plays the Liza Minnelli version, which may be the silver lining to this farce. For as long as I can remember, it’s been the more traditional, not to mention folksy, Four Aces version for Miss Harvest Moon’s victorious stroll up and down the creaky runway. I will say that tonight is a first for the Liza rendition, and I’m curious as to whether it is coincidental.

But who really cares? Ring them sparkly silver bells for Liza M!

On a side note, I wonder: Is it a good thing or a bad thing that Liza Minnelli’s voice brings out the dramatic streak in me? Okay, okaaaayyyy…so maybe it doesn’t take more than a gentle nudge to get me going in a theatrical direction. But, hey, drama ain’t a crime. My mind is pulled to the back of my bedroom closet (how ironic), where my flapper get-up hangs. Panic sets in… Should I have worn that instead? But it’s a muted peach—not a vivid orange—as seems fitting for a pumpkin festival. And then there’s the whole not-a-single-soul-except-Mom-Dad-and-Emily-has-yet-seen-Chance César-in-full-female-garb thing that held me back from rockin’ the vintage coral dress with its spectacular tiers of flesh-colored fringe.

Tonight is Beans and Green Farm’s Annual Harvest Moon Festival, and for northern New Hampshire, this is a big freaking deal—the whole town shows up for cheesy shit like this. In light of this recognition, I confirm that pumpkin orange attire is mandatorbs. I mean, I went so far as to dye my hair for tonight’s festivities; the least I can do is choose garments that enhance my Halloween-chic style.

At the end of the catwalk, I indulge the audience by providing them with their deepest desire. I stand there, still as a scarecrow—for ten seconds, give or take—so they can drink in the sight of me, from spiky glittering head to pointy patent leather toes. I allow them this rare opportunity for freeze-frame viewing pleasure. Whether they admire me for having the balls to strut around ultraconservative Fiske wearing a scandalously snug-in-all-the-wrong-(right)-places orange tuxedo and four-inch black pumps—which I will admit is a public first for me—or they wish the shining harvest moon would fall on my house and crush me while I sleep, what they all really want most is a good long moment to study me.

To twerk or not to twerk, that is the question.

When the spectators finally start to squirm, I throw out a few of my best vogue fem moves to the tune of some subtle arm, wrist, and hand action, followed by several full-body poses, avoiding the death drop move as I haven’t yet mastered it in pumps. And when it’s time to once again get this glam show on the road, I pivot on my toes and strut briskly—America’s Next Top Model style—back to the stage where my boss, the owner of Beans and Greens Farm, stands nervously clutching my crown.

Mrs. Higgins is a tall glass of water, in the manner of a large-boned Iowa farm girl, but she’s accustomed to crowning petite high school junior girls, not nearly grown senior boys in four-inch heels. I crouch beside her politely and, I dare say, delicately, and she carefully nestles the crystal-studded crown in my spiky mop of neon-orange hair.

“Be careful, Mrs. H,” I warn beneath my breath. “Those spikes might look harmless, but they’re sharp enough to slice off your little finger.”

She offers me half of a crooked smile, for which I give her credit. I, Mrs. Higgins’ very own “boy with the bad attitude on cash register three,” have broken about every rule Beans and Greens has established for its hordes of Fiske High School summer workers, right down to the “no jewelry at work” clause. But a couple of points go to the lady because she manages to force out a grimace that could be mistaken for a smile…if your standard for smiles is on the low side. Besides, I’m not about to remove my nose ring. It in no way impedes my ability to count, ring up, and bag cucumbers.

This is when I spin on a single heel to face the crowd.

“You don’t happen to have any…very brief…words of wisdom for our audience, do you, Chance?” Mrs. Higgins asks, speaking into an oversized microphone. But despite the laid-back accent, I can tell she’s wary. Like a rat in a corner.

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I do.” My clipped British accent momentarily stuns the woman, and I take the opportunity to snatch the microphone from her less-than-dainty hand. Realizing it’s now in my possession, Mrs. Higgins shudders. “I just want to thank you all, my beloved coworkers at Beans and Greens Farm, for voting me in as this year’s Miss Harvest Moon.” I wipe imaginary tears from my eyes with my wrist, sniff for added effect, and, of course, I employ a most gracious, high-pitched tone of voice. “I am so honored to represent you all here tonight.” I sound like Eliza Doolittle in the stage play, My Fair Lady.

The crowd is silent. Maybe it’s a stunned silence. I sincerely hope so.

I follow dainty sniffling with my best duck-faced lip pout. Mrs. Higgins makes a sudden grab for the microphone, but I’m more agile. I only have to twist my shoulders ever so slightly to the left to block her move. She eyes me with a new respect.

And then I lower my voice so it’s all man—momentarily losing the delightful British inflection—and pose my question to the crowd.

“So you thought voting for me as Miss Harvest Moon would humiliate me—dull my shine or rain on my parade, perhaps?” I wag one well-manicured finger at the crowd while swishing my ass back and forth in matched rhythm. “Well, in your face, my sorry backwoods homies, cuz I’m here and I’m queer and I’m shining on—just like that big ol’ harvest moon!”

Without hesitation, I bend, just enough to grab Mrs. Higgins around the waist, and lift her off her size eleven feet (by my best visual estimate) and swing the lady around, probs ’til she’s seeing more stars than the ones in the dark Harvest Moon sky.

I’d bet my ahhh-mazing ass that no other Miss Harvest Moon has ever given Mrs. Higgins a joyride like that!




Chapter Two

Late Night Jazz

 

After my coronation, I change back into my usual attire, a Juilliard School hoodie sweatshirt—a fine choice, even if Emmy is completely obsessed with the college—and skinny jeans (natch) rolled up to the ankles to show off my bright yellow Converse Chuck Taylor All Stars. And then there are the eye-catching additions of the Miss Harvest Moon sash across my torso and, of course, the sparkling tiara, giving me life! Woot!

Glancing around in search of Emily and coming up empty, I do the pop (my hoodie, in this case), shrug, and stare move, and then head to the fence by the cornfield for the carved pumpkin competition. I can practically feel the wad of bills I’m going to win stuffed into the back pocket of my jeans, right beside all the unruly thoughts I also stuffed in there. A crowded place, my back pocket is.

“Channy—found you!” Emily jumps up and grabs me by my waist and then sort of swings around as if she’s a pole dancer and I’m her stripper pole. She’s more of a burden than she realizes, but I freaking adore every inch and pound of her.

“Werk it, bitch,” I say in a blasé tone. She does. Emily swings around my midsection, her lips forming seductive shapes I’m less than comfortable with, and then she skids to an abrupt hockey stop on my left side. “Nobody’s gonna be able to beat my Mona Lisa pumpkin, Emily. Nobody.” I’m still using a British accent, but Emily either doesn’t notice or is immune to my antics and doesn’t give a crap.

She reaches up and hangs from my neck a moment longer, her fingertips now digging painfully into my skin. Then she laughs loud enough to burst my eardrum as she drops to the ground, her auburn French braids bouncing on her shoulders.

Side note: delete “laughs” and replace with “guffaws” in the interest of accuracy.

“By the end of tonight, I’m gonna be Miss Harvest Moon and The Beans and Greens Pumpkin Carving King!”

“Talk about gender fluidity.”

This comment momentarily shuts me up for reasons I’d prefer not to go into but will if I must. I’m simply not one for fancy labels—or any labels at all, for that matter. I’m simply satisfied with being spectacular. Now, it’s possible that if I could find a label to accurately define me, I’d embrace it. I’ve so far been unsuccessful in that quest. So I’m sticking with this philosophy: There’s no immediate need to define the boundaries of Chance César’s fabulousness.

Subject closed.

“It’s because Mona Lisa the pumpkin is the bee’s knees, truly.”

“Totes,” I mumble, aware that Emmy (for practical purposes, Emily, Em, Emmy are all interchangeable) is oblivious that she stuck her foot in it, and deeply, with her innocent gender remark. Plus, I’m not exactly sure whether she thinks people still say things like “the bee’s knees,” or if she’s trying to be retro-original. With Emily, sometimes it’s hard to know. To be real, Emily and I are an uncool-kid force to be reckoned with. I certainly do detest the days when Emily’s absent from school because, on those occasions, I’m reminded of the meaning of solitary confinement.

“You rocked those pumps on the runway, Channy. ’Cept for the first time you stopped and posed.”

“I nearly fell off the catwalk.”

She nods and casts a matter-of-fact glance my way. This is not big news to her. Emily had been present for my single high-heel-strutting practice session in the upstairs hallway off my bedroom. “But wouldn’t a flying leap from the catwalk have surprised the bejesus out of Edwin fucker-nelly Darling?”

“Fucker-nelly?”

“New word.”

“You just made it up?”

“Of course.” Em sends me an expression that says “Duh!” more clearly than words can. She then lifts her already turned-up nose into the air with clear exasperation at my apparent dimwittedness.

While I was changing my clothes, Mrs. Higgins and the rest of the festival committee were hard at work. They placed each pumpkin entry on the top of a fence post and lit the tiny candles inside them. The exhibition of pumpkins stretches out along the fence for the entire length of the cornfield. Parents and kids and old folks and too many teenagers to count and even the local newspaper, The Fiske Daily Democrat (hardly—this town defines Republican), mill around, checking out the long rows of carved pumpkins.

I catch a little girl eyeing my crown with envy, and I shoot her a look that says “Back off, little girl! This crown is mine! Go win your own damned beauty pageant.” I’m kind of good at knowing what people, from little girls to old men, are thinking. In fact, I have a sixth sense that tells me a high percentage of the lurking teenagers’ fingers are itching to do some pumpkin smashing.

“There are plenty of decent carvings here,” I say blandly. Emmy already knows where I’m going with this, I’m sure. She’s well aware of my competitive streak, which at times enhances (conflicts with) my dramatic streak.

“Well, sure. There are the standard goofy and scary faces, of course, and people have gotten quite creative with the concept of teeth.”

“That could be the understatement of the Harvest Moon Festival.” My accent slips. I see pumpkins with fangs and long rows of pearly whites. A half dozen of them have multiple rows of teeth or gaping holes where teeth should be. Dr. Pidgeon, the local orthodontist, would have a field day with these unfortunate fellows.

Emmy and I move so we’re standing in front of a long thin pumpkin balancing precariously on a post. It’s been turned onto its side and is carved into a pirate ship. Featured elements are sails made out of leaves and tiny acorn pirates. Not too shabby.

“Hmmm…” She lingers before it, her eyes narrowing. Pricks of anxiety climb my spine as I wait for her judgment.

“This one is damned good.” All traces of my intriguing Brit/Cockney inflection are lost.

“Don’t wig out—Mona Lisa is still better.”

It’s uncanny how well this girl knows me, I think, and then, because I know her impulsive brain equally well, and because she crouches slightly into a position resembling a cat preparing to pounce, I brace myself for the likely event of being publicly, yet playfully, body-slammed. I’m on the tall and skinny side—but don’t get me wrong, I can take it if Emily pounces, as long as I’m ready.

“Well, of course, Mona is the superior pumpkin,” I reply, my fake English accent back in working order. “I’d challenge an art critic to find a bloody flaw in her.”

Instead of jumping on me, Emily grabs my hand and pulls me toward the next fence post, and we silently gawk at the pumpkin on display. “Gross… I mean, that one’s fucker-nelly disgusting.”

“Yeah…totes sick.” Everybody knows that sick is a compliment these days, so I’m actually disagreeing with my BFF. I hesitate a second, again trying to figure out what part of speech Emily’s newly created word “fucker-nelly” is. “I think this pumpkin’s kind of funny, hun. Like in-your-face-ralphing-realness.”

Nobody at school can say Chance César is lacking a sense of humor, even if I am the butt of an unhealthily high percentage of the jokes there. So I’m all about this sick pumpkin that has been fashioned to appear as if it’s barfing its own seeds. We move down the line to check out the next pumpkin.

Emily takes one look at it, rubs her rounded belly, and declares, “I’m hungry.”

A pumpkin with a pi sign carved into the front. “Pumpkin pi…clever.”

But is it clever enough to rival Mona Lisa? I highly doubt it. Hehehe.

Holding hands, we saunter along the fence that separates the field from the road. We see several Bob Marleys in pumpkin form, a pumpkin Red Sox player, and a round, orange likeness of Donald Trump that even sports a swept-off-to-the-side blond wig. And on the ground beside the fence, a three-pumpkin-stack snowman. My confidence grows.

And then we both see it at the same time. I squeeze Emmy’s hand so hard she whimpers. “Go ahead and say what we’re both thinking.” I sound bitchy, but hey, bitchy ain’t a crime.

“It’s good.” She glances up at me, her eyes wide. “As in, fucker-nelly good.”

I don’t know if Emily’s chin has dropped as far as mine because once I begin to stare at the glorious bright orange work of art before me, my eyes are simply stuck there. And although I’ve gained the insight that fucker-nelly is most commonly used as an adverb, my soul is suffused with a profound sense of loss. Poof—just like that, the imaginary wad of bills disappears from my back pocket.

Until tonight, I was the undisputed top pumpkin carver in these parts, and the loss of that status smarts. But even worse, the twisted satisfaction of simultaneously being both the king and the queen of this hokey event is gone, gone, gone.

Together, we take a step forward to examine the amazing illuminated carousel. Whoever carved it found a perfectly round pumpkin with which to work. The artist—and I don’t say this lightly because true artists are few and far between—cut graceful horses with delicate poles around its entire circumference, and then made a canopy on top, which is so ornate and detailed I pinch my arm because I think I may have dreamed it. It’s completely hollow. I can see through it to the dopey face of the little boy staring in awe on its other side. I wonder why the hell it doesn’t collapse in on itself. And then I wonder if I blow with force on the master-fucking-piece, whether I can roll it over. Yes, I know, it’s a freaking pumpkin—but it’s in a delicate and airy, even magical, form. More than Cinderella’s tricked-out midnight ride. My guess is it wouldn’t look as breathtaking resting on its side. Cue the evil laughter. Mwah ha ha!

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg





