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In memory, what begets what is unknown, and when is unimportant.  You see or hear or touch or taste or smell someone long passed.  Now he or she is there, before you, under your fingers or in your eyes.  Later, you no longer recall actual details, only distinct, unique images or sounds or textures or flavors or scents.  These echoes bring smiles or anger or tears, and an at-times overwhelming sense of loss.

 

– Kevin H. Foster
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And now, I would like to Present…

 

Medina Brown Day in Joseph, August 10, 2018.  The sky was overcast.  A light, occasionally-scurrying breeze was passing through.  The summer heat was on a short recess.  Unusual, though not unheard of for the season.

An enormous chatting, buzzing crowd had already gathered South, along Monroe Avenue, lining the sidewalks up to Roosevelt Square.  Everyone in town had shown up, maybe everyone from Southern Illinois.  They anticipated a foregone announcement and an until-midnight blowout.  She would declare, they would party.  People were cheerfully looking forward.

Looking forward to what?  To the culmination!  She and I had already had our own, one we’d been teasing for years, but today would be more, would be greater, for her, for us.  I saw it in her face, in her body, in her mood.  She’d arrived, had overcome the nays, the haters, the violence.  She’d triumphed!  They’d named this day for her and for her achievements.  It would be special.  The culmination of her life plan to now: she would announce, would be elected, would punctuate having survived.  She and I would embark on the next stage of her career and of us.

 

We were crammed into a dimly-lit trailer, parked three blocks from the Square.  Crammed: Makeup, Hair, Clothes, Guns, Medina, and me.  Teddy had to wait outside.  The ceiling might’ve knocked his cap off anyway.  I squeezed closer, elbowing Gun 2 aside.  He grunted.  Medina’s image lunged into view.  “Hi!” her reflection said.  She smiled: Elation!  Excitement!  “I’m glad you’re here with me.”  I smiled in return: “Me too!”  Dimly-lit in the back only.  Her face was bright and vivacious and striking in the up-front ring of lights.

Makeup was JoJo – huge blue eyes, perfect face.  She whispered into her ear.  Medina’s lips came together.  Muted Rose – I think that was the color we’d decided on.  She’d tried so many shades.  It had to be exactly right.  “Red, but not too red.”  Jam blush.  “Just a little bit,” Medina had said.  For this day, her cheeks would carry a continual rouged cinnamon-cream.  Stunning.  She would be stunning.  “As always” came into my head.

Dabs of Mahogany around the eyes.  “Not too much.  It’ll make it seem like I haven’t slept in weeks.”  She really hadn’t gotten much rest.  Neither had I.  She wasn’t complaining.  She was upbeat and exhilarated.  Her first real press conference, first real campaign.  Class President had been easy.  In high school students had known her.  They’d liked her.  Unanimous.  As the Vice Principal had said, “That’s never happened before.”  Her opponent had voted for her.  I doubt that had happened before either.  Now, today, for her efforts and achievements and service, people knew her.  Most would vote for her – a good many.  Joseph, our once-unknown community, had grown so much the last few years.  Credit Medina for that, her popularity, her charm, her accomplishments, her draw.

Were those streaks of Wine in her hair – her lavish, deep-brown-not-black hair?  Packed in here, once or twice I had brushed against it.  A coarse, yet soft, tickle.  My skin reminisces, but cannot retain.  The reddish tint was subtle.  We hadn’t discussed it.  Hair was Patti – easy voice, long, black, half-curly mane.  She must’ve talked her into it.  The tinged lob framed Medina’s tinged face.  I admit the effect was spectacular.  Spectacular face, spectacular result.

Even with that redness – understated or not – her eyes leapt out.  People identified her, with her, with them, remembered her for them.  For a while, an indeterminate while, they (her eyes) were on me, the mirror sending them into me.  They pierced me.  They did at first glance and still do.  Twenty years of skirting whatever defenses that didn’t want to defend – skirting to see what they wished to.  Vital eyes, present eyes, deep brown ovals.  Ovals!  Now I notice this?  Five seconds ago I would’ve said rounds.  She’s about to step purposefully onto the national stage, and… Two decades of growing up together.  Was I seeing her for the first time?  She knew me, peered into me, from day one.  Did I know her?  I – what have I been doing for a thousand weeks?  Hanging on?

Oval eyes: a revelation!  Why didn’t I catch that before?  It could be the makeup, the red.  Maybe it heightens their shape.  They, her eyes, nestled simply under her inquisitive brows.  Is that why I never noticed?  Because it all – worked.  Brows and eyes.  Dangling lobes – one ruby stud, one emerald – loosely tucked.  Straight nose, fitting, not pronounced, tip rounded.  Freshly-dusted cheeks, rosy lips – neither conspicuous, neither wanting.  Great – symmetry.  That’s where beauty comes from, they say.  She had an exquisite face – exquisite everything, really.  I should know.  “Extremely superb,” Teddy would say.  It was an attractive look, a pleasing, well-planned look.  Didn’t JoJo say that yesterday?  And Patti?  That’s what they were after: orchestrated.

Again, in the mirror, Medina smiled at me: simply, immensely, happy.  She tilted her head.  JoJo, her hands leaping away, huffed. 

When Medina tilted her head in curiosity or inquiry or amusement or thought or intensity or simply to see, as she did at that moment, her eyes pinned you.  Her depth, her being, immobilized, and she and you… joined? bonded? communicated?  Exchanged thoughts and emotions?  Or was that just how it’d been with me?  I couldn’t tell how it’d been with anyone else.  Of course, there’d never been anyone else, not for either of us.

Her eyes enfolded, charmed me… They also carried a tint!  A Scarlet tint – were they picking up the blush?  She was watching me take her in, her look, her candidate look.  Her smile grew.  For an instant, a briefness…

She righted her head, unsmiled, and JoJo and Patti continued advancing her appearance toward perfection.  There’s no other word.  Or my brain was dumb and couldn’t find one.

 

Gun 1.  Jim, commander, bald, stocky, strong.  First to exit trailer.  Scan left, scan right.  Nod to compatriots – Gun 3, Robert, and Gun 4, Hank.  Step down to asphalt.  Scan.  Scan.  Well-wishers and on-lookers contained behind light fencing.  No visible weapons.  No anger.  No hollering.  No protesting.  A patio of sedateness.  Peaceful.  Prior to certain chaos – and adulation.  All signs pointed.

Police had cordoned off Monroe Avenue, so we – so she – could walk to the Square.  She loved walking.  I did too.  We had so often walked to or from school or from one of our houses to the other or across the Southern Illinois University (SIU) campus.  Or to whatever gathering.  Or from classroom to classroom.  Or along Morning Glory, our street growing up.  Recently, strolling, she’d been thinking about this run for office, what it would mean to her family.  “And to you,” she’d said.  My whole body expanded.  It hadn’t known how to react.  I stopped.  She turned, head tilted, eyes seeking.  I grinned.  She hesitated.  I took a step.  We walked on.  These moments – her consideration of me in making life decisions, her hair against my skin – these moments, these touches – they’re mountain peaks in the lumps and bumps and hills of my memory.  Peaks – always prominent, always in view.

No one else loved the idea of walking.  The Guns hated it.  They used words like “nightmare.”  Medina insisted.  When we’d discussed it, she’d said, “I don’t want to come across as separate from those I’m proposing to represent, or, even worse, superior to them, showing up in a bulletproof limo or surrounded by security, so no one can see me or shake my hand or talk to me.  No.  I’m going to walk – Kevin and I are going to walk – up Monroe to the Square.  I’m a person like everyone else.  I’m going to be with the people who came here to support me.”

Jim said “clear” into his headset microphone.  Robert and Hank scouted forward.  Teddy walked ahead to prepare the podium.  I watched his cap bob away.  Inside, Gun 2, Mike – older, fit, soft-spoken.  He said, “Miss, it’s time.”  Patti and JoJo stopped finishing their touches.  They followed Clothes, Jaxon (that’s how he spelled it), out and down the steps.  Medina stood.  My thesaurus lists as synonyms for “radiant”: “aglow,” “beaming,” “bright,” “sunny,” “joyful,” “elated,” “jubilant,” “dazzling,” “scintillating,” “vivid” – you get the idea.  She was all of these.  I was some.  She glanced at me in the mirror, I watching her.  She pivoted to me.  Her eyes in mine.  Mike said, “Sir.”  He nudged to get me started.  My brain couldn’t make my legs function.  Any second, they might fold.  No, her eyes held me.  Within the spell, she stepped close.  Her lips grazed mine.  A suspended instant.  She moved away, toward the door.

As if in thrall, I followed stupidly.  Mike took hold of my arm.  Calmly, unemphatically, he repeated, “Sir.”  He pressed a white handkerchief into my hand.  I watched Medina go down the steps, her heels clumping.  I absently wiped my mouth.  The hanky came away with a red smear.  I returned it to Mike.  I said, “Thanks.”  He expertly arranged it in his jacket pocket, concealing the smudge.  I went out.  He came after.

That one, that brief contact, her lips to mine, is inexplicable.  Not for the kiss itself, for the extraordinary degree of anticipation it carried – for her, of course, for her and her career, also for what this step would mean for us together.  In her eyes, when they met mine, I saw it, all of it, our lives unfolding, our lives as one.  Anticipation, we both felt it.  Loved it.  Loved each other.

Mike closed and locked the trailer.  Medina was standing near Jim, listening as he informed the team.  He said, “Chocolate Chip on the move.”  Two Guns with us, two ahead, and four additional near the podium.  She – Candidate Medina Brown – and I started up Monroe Avenue.

Jaxon had wrapped her well: Azure suit, Cloud scarf against the chill.  Last week it had been hot.  Yesterday cold air had poured down from the north.  Drifting, it had lingered into today, a breath of wind moving it around.  Sheer stockings and polished Snow pumps.  She looked great, professional, flawless.  I could tell she wasn’t used to the shoes.  They weren’t uncomfortable.  Teddy had spent hours with her shopping for them – “These are extra perfect!” – but she wasn’t used to balancing.  I offered her my arm (Jaxon had helped me pick out a suit.  “Men are easy,” he’d said.  “Just get quality and don’t clash.  No loud ties.”  Mine had boring diagonal stripes, though no one was looking at me).  She took it, my arm.  It felt like I was walking the bride down the aisle.  Another towering memory.  A bunch of them came from the few months leading up to her announcement that day.

 

Before we started up the street, I said, “Where’s your hearts pendant?”

"Oh!  I can't leave it out again.”  She slipped her arm out of mine.  She strode toward Jim, talked with him, strode back.  The pendant hung from her neck.  She said, “Better?  JoJo made me take it off to do my makeup.”

I smiled.  “Absolutely better.”

Her arm once again in mine, we walked toward the Square.

Behind fencing, people clustered.  At first, they’d gathered in separate groups, families or friends arriving together.  As we walked, more and more pressed in, squeezing out the gaps, forming a contiguous multitude, a mass of humanity, mouths working, arms extended, zeal resounding, fading, rolling, like an old-school ballpark wave.

Medina Brown, Joseph’s Favorite Daughter, running for National Office was an event, was news.  Folks wanted to be there, so they could later say they had been.  Well-wishers, family, supporters, schoolmates, alumni, flyboys – her branch of the service had been the Air Force – professors, neighbors, acquaintances, each calling out, reaching, hoping for a word or a touch.  Many shouted her name in support – Meh-DEEN-uh, Meh-DEEN-uh, over and over, as she went by, until most took it up.  Meh-DEEN-uh!  A stadium crowd urging its team to victory.

She acknowledged with a nod and a smile, with a look (and a tilt) of recognition, or with a handshake and kind, appreciative words.  We zig-zagged up Monroe, caroming back and forth from left rail to right, so none would feel neglected.  This required some repositioning at the midpoint crossing, she shifting from one of my arms to the other, so her free hand would be toward her supporters.  A sinusoidal line dance with raucous approval at each crest.

We picked out familiar faces, family, friends.  Shayna, Medina’s college roommate, and current-boyfriend, Junior, were high up in the grandstand.  They waved and screamed whenever we might be looking their way.  Eventually we spotted them and waved back.  Medina’s parents were also high up.  They were on the other side.  Mike spotted them, whispered their location.  The Guns didn’t point, unless at a threat or potential threat.  Izzy, Medina’s sister, and her family hadn’t been able to make it down from Minneapolis.  It was a big slog.  They saved their visits for the holidays.

Medina flashed a brilliant smile when she spotted Commander Robertson.  He’d come up from the SIU AFROTC detachment with a handful of Airmen and with Barb and Dee Dee, who had jointly taken over Medina’s various organizations, after she’d graduated and been deployed.  We also saw Marilyn, the editor of the Daily Egyptian when we’d attended university.  She was at the Tribune in Chicago now.  She was trying to dictate something into her phone.  She stopped to wave when everyone else near her did.

Hecklers also made themselves known.  In discord, they reversed her names.  They barked, they snarled, “Brown Medina.  Brown Medina.  Brown Medina.”  Disparaging the color of her skin.  Was that all they had?  More drone than insult, these recitations stood out for their flatness.  They were devoid of energy, yet filled with black passion.  They espoused hostility, malice, revolt.  The chanters, they preferred anonymity.  They mixed individually into the throng, firing their invective from obscured locations.  The Guns scanned for persons intoning these attacks.  They attempted to match harsh voices to harsh expressions, but singled out no one.  Medina sought these speakers as well, though did not slow to search or address.  Her grip on me tightened.

“Is that your boyfriend or your puppy dog?” an angry man scoffed.  Medina stopped.  Into his headset, Jim directed, “Hold.”  Mike and the others paused, eyes surveying.  She slipped her arm from mine to look for the face behind the sneer.  People reached out, hoping to touch her, to touch history.  She shook a few hands before she found it, found him: Billy – Billy Johnson, a kid we’d both grown up with.  She tilted.  Billy swallowed his voice.  A bubble formed around them, the two of them.  Inside, the cheers, the roars, the noise ceased.  Coolness, calmness perfused.  Dozens of heartbeats.  No words.  Their eyes spoke.  She righted her head.  She smiled.  His face softened.  She moved away.  She glanced at me, took my arm, and walked on.  Jim said, “Resume.”

Many handshakes ahead, six men cried in sing-song, “Guilty!  Innocent!  Guilty!  Innocent!  Guilty!  Innocent!”  Medina laughed.  She let go of me to stride toward the fence.  Jim said, “Hold!”  He and Mike closed on her, accompanying to each side.  She reached over the fence to quickly hug two of the men and to shake hands with the others.  My ears caught her smiling voice using their names, “Jerry, Max, Jonathan” – I didn’t get the rest.  She’d been on several juries.  She’d described the crimes and verdicts to me afterward.  Of course, she served when called.  She felt it was her duty.  She loved it.  She inevitably had been foreperson – the members just chose her.  They responded as did most to her openness, her intelligence, her warmth: they gave her the lead and they followed.  Sound like anyone you know?

As we neared the Square, a harmony of female voices greeted us.  Along the railing, six wide and three deep, in uniforms festive, yet somber, three thirds the colors of the flag, women sang.  Television cameras, initially distant, transmitting the whole of the scene, moved closer.  Tight shots of Medina’s face, of the vocalists’.  Pulls back on the quieting onlookers, that quiet radiating outward, silence unfurling in every direction, as the singers found their strength.  Out came a Leonard Cohen composition, Democracy.  When Medina stopped, the Guns took up stations.  She was immediately entranced, listening to an effective celebration of her candidacy.  She smiled at the words, at the singers, for the singers, for the folks in attendance, and for those receiving the broadcast.  Teddy made sure the cameras got the shots.  I overheard him, “Get her very excellent smile.  Get it!  Frame her face.  Her face!  Superlatively perfect smile!”  She held that happy expression throughout the performance.  When it ended, she slid her arm from mine.  She clapped.  The crowd went nuts.  She moved to the rail to shake each woman’s hand, to offer compliments and appreciation.  To a chorus of “thank yous,” she smiled.  She stepped back, took my arm.  Jim said, “Resume.”  We walked under South Arch into the square.  Distant, overt catcalls of “Brown Medina” obtruded.  Supporters jeered, drowning them out.  I heard Teddy yelling, “Cut!  Cut!” to avoid broadcasting seeming disapproval. 

In the center of Roosevelt Square was a nineteenth-century bronze statue, Standing Lincoln.  The replica had been placed when Joseph had been little more than a scattering of families, settling on hospitable parcels.  As World War I approached, the Town Council voted to establish the Square as a meeting spot for the growing community.  Lincoln received a plaque, a reminder of his significance (for tourists, who might not know), and a broad circular border of violets.  A wide flagstone walkway rounded the flowers, with spokes leading to each of the arches, prosaically North, South, East, and West.  Natives generally used these labels to describe location: “I live North,” meaning above the Square, not in Wisconsin or Minnesota.

A traffic quadrangle – four one-way streets – formed the Square itself, sidewalk running past the arches.  Kentucky bluegrass, mown twice weekly in the summer, filled the spaces between the flagstones and the walk, and butterfly weed decorated the outer corners with bunches of orange and pink blooms, attracting Monarch butterflies throughout spring and summer and on this August afternoon.

Maintenance of the Square was a point of pride for residents.  They often volunteered to trim, prune, or sweep.  Medina had pitched in after school for several years.  Seeing an eleven-year-old cheerfully at work for the good of the town brought smiles to faces and earned her long-lasting recognition and standing.

For this day’s festivities, a low stage had been erected in front of Lincoln, the podium set just to his left.  The primary banks of cameras were offset to each side of the entering walkway.  Before noticing Lincoln’s patina (and rigidness), viewers would see Medina speaking, our sixteenth President at her side.  “Fantastically great!” Teddy said, complimenting his own idea, when he’d looked through the lenses during dry runs.

The City Council had voted to close three sides of the quadrangle to vehicles.  Only the road behind the statue remained open.  There’d been some grumbling about this in the Cardinal (the local weekly), but the projected additional foot traffic made business-owners happy.  They anticipated a “summer jamboree” and triple the normal number of spur-of-the-moment customers.

We paced up the walkway, toward the statue.  Robert and Hank were ten yards ahead.  Jim and Mike bracketed us.  The remaining four – Guns 5, 6, 7, and 8 – were already in position on stage.  Medina had objected to being ringed in bodyguards.  Cabrillo had insisted: “Politics is dangerous business.  Passions run high.”  Teddy said, “You’ll be super safe.  We’re not taking any exceptionally crazy chances.”

Teddy and Cabrillo, Campaign Manager and Party Rep, it was their culmination as well.  Medina was their candidate.  No, that’s wrong.  She was her own candidate, her own woman, but they, like me, had hitched their wagon, had gone along for the ride.  No.  Had been swept up in her attainment.

 

Bundled families reclined on the grass on blankets or towels.  The wind had picked up.  Children ran around, stopping only long enough to buy lemonade from vendors stationed near the flagstone spokes.  Rattling aluminum grandstands along North and South streets were filling, people taking the higher spots first to get a good view.  Mayor Samuel “Freddy” Stephenson was at the podium tapping the microphone to be certain it worked.  Loud thuds burst from off-stage speakers, left and right.  A coconut-like odor of sunscreen wafted through.

Medina released my arm to more easily maneuver and wave with both hands.  She seemed steadier on her heels than she had when we’d started out.  Her smile gleamed.  She had a word up-close with any who called to her.  I loosely followed, leaving her to her campaigning, my eyes and ears taking in the thickening crowd.  I heard no more “Brown Medina” chanting.  Had the local police put an end to it?

When she reached the front steps, I rejoined her.  Before going up, she again took my arm.  Steadier, though not steady.  Taunts assailed us.  She ignored them – neither of us could make out the words in the clamor anyway – but the tone attacked.  I felt her clench.  We slowly climbed.  The broad smile never left her face.  I could feel her rapid pulse.  Excitement, not fear.  I was certain of it.  Robert and Hank accompanied us.  Jim and Mike shielded from behind.  I heard Jim say, “Chocolate Chip arriving.  Chocolate Chip arriving.  Stations.  Stations.”  This was real.  It’d become real.  Medina Brown for the House of Representatives.  The security necessity was real also.

Two drones buzzed above us, fighting the wind.  Later I saw the overhead view they’d provided: people jostling, milling, settling.  The event was going to start.  From that height, the whole of Joseph was excited and upbeat.  Medina Brown, their candidate, was running for the House, running to represent them.  A portentous moment.  Who’d heard of Joseph?  Now the country had – National News!  West their trucks were everywhere, their cameras and microphones and reporters were everywhere, taking up optimal positions to interview the candidate post-announcement.

Karen Douglas, a locally-known celebrity for her WSIL interview show, “Katie,” edged closer, positioning herself to catch Medina first, right after the expected, predicted, anticipated declaration.  Katie looked smart in a narrow, charcoal skirt, white blouse, matching jacket, and neutral pumps.  Oscar, my brother, had turned out as well.  He was dressed to the nines himself: gray slacks, pale yellow shirt, narrow red tie with purple vertical stripe, black shiny shoes and belt.  He stood near, not with, Katie — that was their arrangement.  She edged closer.  He stayed put.

On stage, Medina maneuvered us around.  She released my arm and thrust both hands toward the sky.  Had it been dark, her smile would’ve lit the world.  Jim and Mike remained two steps down so people could see her, their homegrown, wildly-popular candidate.  I stood, looking over the multitude, my best happy expression pasted on my face.  Screaming ovations erupted.

Medina pivoted.  She strode toward the podium.  I moved aside, shuffling left so as not to block Lincoln.  Jim and Mike filled in behind her.  Robert and Hank escorted.

She advanced to the microphone, immaculate, JoJo’s, Patti’s, Jaxon’s, and Teddy’s veneer in riotous evidence.  Underneath, the Medina of my childhood, of my school years – my best friend, my steadfast support, my shoulder to cry on – and I hers – from little girl of the first day of school to university graduate and veteran, she, this person central to my life, stood on display, proposing to represent not only her supporters in the hyped up audience Joseph offered, but all members of District 15, a good chunk of Southern Illinois.

This is the story of Medina Brown, written by me, Kevin Foster – her story, not mine, though I was (and am) caught up in it.  She was the rightful luminary.  I was the moth to the flame.

And now, I am going to present...







Medina Brown

 

Even then, we knew.  We were both five.  Kindergarten.  She was button cute, and I was...

No, wait.  This is about me only in the ancillary – I was there.  I was a part of her life.  She was the star.  She rose.  When they made lists of high-potential children, she was on them.  When parents talked behind each other's backs, they poked and criticized her mother and father, not her, never her.  She was – I can't say perfect.  Perfection doesn’t exist and can be unfairly expected, though she was – astonishingly wonderful.  Words do not come easily, descriptions of her.  Love is hard to describe.  I loved her.  She was the most lovable person.  That's it!  I did love her.  My heart was hers.  She took it and kept it and encouraged it and...

Now, when I read her name or when I hear it – Medina Brown.  Medina Brown!  Those words alone evoke, deluge me in emotion – elation, despair, confidence, warmth – she was – we were – there for each other.  Exactly!  What else does one truly need of another?  She was supreme, superior, and I was... an adjunct, a plus one?  No, that's not fair.  She was driving and I was her passenger.  That’s better.  She did love me too.  How would she describe her feelings, describe me, if she were writing this?

Doesn't matter.  This is her story, not mine.  I’m best described as a catalyst.  Yes!  I facilitated her – I was focal, a focus for her and on her.  My role was a lens through which people saw her, or a window.  A window through which they viewed her wonderfulness.  “Medina Brown – she's delightful!” folks would say.  They were right!  They loved her!  I loved her!

It couldn’t be that simple.  It wasn’t that simple, at least not at first.

We were the closest of friends, cusping on more.  How could that have been considered evil?  Yet it was.  I am going to describe it:

 

The Life and Times of

The Real

Get to Know

The Secrets of

Medina Brown

 

No, she had no secrets.  She had a life.  I’m telling the story of her life.  What’s the supertitle?  There is none.  Medina Brown – everyone’s heard of her, everyone knows her, knows something about her, insists on it, talks like it.  I was the one who was there for each bit, for each step – maybe walking behind, maybe in her shadow.  This is her true story.  The one only I can tell.  I was there and I loved her: the proper combination, the proper perspective from which to speak.  Discard the headlines, the bullshit, the social media garbage, the voices of wannabes – wannabe recognized as knowing her.  Reject all of them, all of their drivel.

This is her story!  I veer from it no more!

 

Medina Brown








Kindergarten

 

Dropped off at Washington Elementary School for Day One, we met.  Both of us there, fresh faces, new environment.  Other children quickly liked her, not for her cuteness – most five-year-olds are cute – but because she was likable.  She smiled a lot.  She giggled.  She had a way of – she looked into you when you spoke.  She said words you loved to hear, even though they were a child’s words, “you’re pretty” or “that’s a good red shirt” or “your car’s bigger than mine.”  Giggling – hers and the other kid’s.  “My name’s Medina Brown.”

“That’s a funny name.”

Medina laughed.  When they said that – and they frequently did – she laughed, but not at them.  When she and I met, I didn't say that.  I just looked at her.  Is that why she liked me?  Because I didn't make her laugh to cover the awkwardness of the criticism of her name.  That was her: covering for another’s discomfort.

She said, “What's your name?”

I said, “Kevin.”

“Nice to meet you, Kevin.”  Her parents’ words in her mouth.  She meant them – she did mean them.  That's one of the reasons people liked her – her words, she meant them as far back as then, when she was five.

I said, “That's what my mom says to say.”

“So does mine!”  Now she was laughing – different laughing, bonding laughing, joining laughing, not covering-up laughing.  Did I love her right then?  I laughed too.

 

She really was cute when she was little.  Then, people rarely said she was pretty.  She didn’t have long flowing hair or beautiful innocent eyes.  She wasn’t particularly tall.  Her features, they complemented each other well: dark hair, shoulder length, brown eyes (no glasses), a face characterized as “heart shaped.”  She wore school-kid clothes, durable skirts and tops, mainly red or green, and hand-me-downs from Izzy, her a-lot-older sister.  Most thought Medina had no siblings, unless you counted me.  I might as well have been her brother…

She was cute, even more in action than in appearance.  She had a way about her, ways, like her laughter, meant to alter feelings, to coax emotions toward – betterness.  Or her words, her own or her parents’ – she spoke them, her lilt sweetening, cheering, drawing listeners’ smiles or chuckles or grins, or simply inducing joyful feelings.  It was her way of talking.  I don’t know why she did it or how she learned it.  People loved her for it without knowing they did.  They went away happier.  “That little girl, she’s so sweet.  My mood improves when I talk to – when she talks to me.”  Or variations.

Her way was cute too, her manner.

A quizzical head tilt – a questioning look or a disapproving one.  The context was important.  Later on when boys buzzed around her, she tilted often, typically when they said something rude or suggestive.  She’d tilt and grin.  Somehow they knew – apologize and get lost.

I often apologized to her.  Her standards were impeccable, even at five, even in kindergarten.  Her standards of behavior, not of accomplishment.  They didn’t have grades when we were five.  If they had she would’ve gotten straight A’s, though she was about people, not about directed learning.

I did not want to disappoint her.  When she tilted her head, I couldn’t say “sorry” fast enough.  Whatever I’d done – I usually knew what it was – I apologized, quickly, easily.  I got good at it.

She said, “How come you say ‘sorry’ all the time?”

“Because I don’t want to… I don’t want to make you – mad?  No, sad.  I don’t want to make you sad.”

“You don’t make me sad.”

“Never?”

“Never.  That wouldn’t be right for you.”

“You mean it’s wrong?”

“No, it wouldn’t be right.”

“Sorry!”

“You don’t have to say sorry so much.”

“Yes, I do.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes, I – sorry.”

We went out to the playground and chased each other down the slide.  Other kids were nearby.  She talked to them and smiled and used her laugh.  I didn’t.  Chased each other: she went first, and I went after, close behind.







Diary

 

I got home that first-ever day of school.  Immediately, I started keeping a diary.  I wanted to write about Medina – I’m still writing about her, but now my situation is… limited.  I’ll cover that later, when I get to it.  This isn’t about me.  It’s about her.  About Medina.

In the car after school, I asked my mom for a notebook, something to write in.  She was thrilled and confused.  How many five-year-olds have literary ambitions?  She said, “What do you want to write about?”

“Kindergarten.”  Why didn’t I tell her the truth?  It was too new.  Medina was too new.  I wanted her all to myself – just for a while, until I got used to her.  After that, I could tell people.  Tell my mom.  Why did I keep Medina a secret?  I don’t know.  I did, though, I did for years, it turned out – a secret from my parents, at least I thought so.  But everyone knew – she and I played together and eventually studied together and hung out together and went places together.  Not sister and brother, close friends.  Exceptionally close friends.

 

Medina Brown

My Best Friend

 

“Good for you, honey,” my mom said.  “Let’s look for one when we get home.”

In the kitchen, she had a bundle of plain, 5x7 note pads.  She used them for making lists.  She gave me one.  “Is this what you want, honey?”

I said, “There’s no lines on it.”

“I’m sorry, that’s all I have right now.  Let me ask your father to bring home some better ones for you from work.”

“Okay,” I said.  I took the 5x7 pad.  Over the next couple months, I wrote on almost every sheet, before switching to the yellow legal tablets my dad brought home.  Today, I have a box full of them.   Ten years of thoughts – dozens of yellow tablets, and one 5x7.  I’m using them to get the details right.  They’ve become my personal touchstone.  They’ve helped me comprehend so I can keep my sanity.  The way things went, that was harder to do than you think.

That first day, I took the 5x7 pad and ran to my room.  On the second page – I didn’t want it to blare to anyone who might see it – I wrote her name: “Brown.”  I knew how to spell “ow,” and I could sound out “Br”, but “Brow” didn’t seem right.  My nose vibrating, I added the “n.”

“Brown” – I wrote it in large letters – unsteady, bending letters, ones that needed lines.  I wrote it four times.  I ran out of paper.  On the next page is a giant capital M and “Ma” and “Me” both crossed out.  Her first name was hard – people said it too fast.  She said it too fast.

On the fourth sheet, I drew a picture in crayon.  The back of “Ma” and “Me” has a smudge on it, the color of her hair.  She had lots of it.  I used Raw Umber.  It was too gray, because I couldn’t find Brown, and Black was too – black.

Though the illustration itself was blurry, her Red sweater, Fern shorts, and Yellow sandals remained identifiable.  Her Burnt Sienna face was a brown-pink oval.  Her eyes were heavy Sepia dots.  I remember drawing this, trying hard to get it right.  She was smiling – upward curved Magenta lips with White between them.  This was to blot out the tanness of the paper.  I was frustrated I couldn’t make individual teeth.  I tried to use the tip of Black in one place.  It made a dark blotch, looking like she had something stuck between – spinach or chocolate or possibly mud.

I made pictures, page after page.  The blocky Forest Green school, with thick, mean windows.  The blacktop tetherball court, pole towering, circle painted around it, White or Yellow sphere swinging from the chain.  Medina walking with two teachers or one teacher and the Principal.  That was her in the middle.  That’s definitely her dense dark brown hair, her recess mane, windblown big.

I did these illustrations in my room, immediately after I came home from school, so I didn’t forget.  I knew my mom wondered what I was doing, but she didn’t ask.  She was good that way.  Even when I was five she respected my privacy, my wishes.  She liked to keep an open mind.

Our family’s automobiles appear in these pages as well – ours a Midnight Blue Buick four-door, hers a Chestnut woody wagon.  A heavy wash of Raw Sienna – her hair – was the usual indication someone was inside.  You had to assume I was sitting next to her – a blob of Peach – a head – in the side or rear window.  It was too bright, but I didn’t have an orange-pink color.







Gifts

 

Not long after we started school, I learned: birthday parties – Medina loved birthday parties.  She radiated smiles and laughter.  She giggled and chattered and roared – a cute squealy roar.  She loved birthday parties, not only hers.  My mom said we should invite her to mine – duh.  When I told Medina, she shouted “Yay!” and jumped up and down – for half an hour.  She couldn’t stop bouncing.  No wonder she identified with Tigger.

Tigger.  We used to watch Winnie the Pooh cartoons together – first tapes, then DVDs – normally on the weekends, when one set of parents or the other had errands to run and needed child supervision.  Oscar, my brother, wasn’t old enough yet, and he wouldn’t have taken the job.  He was into his stuff, his friends.  He didn’t want the children around.  He especially didn’t want to watch them.  Maybe he got out of it, because Medina and I jointly were more mature than he was alone, though she did exert a certain influence over him.  I got sort of jealous when he first looked at her as a girl.  Medina shrugged it off.  “He kind of likes me and I kind of like him.”  She laughed.  “He’s way too old for me.”  That brought a huge grin to my face.  We laughed, but I started thinking…

She was growing up.  That moment I acknowledged it.  Sure, it’d been going on for a while – thirteen, we were changing, our shapes were.  They’d also been having those awful “sex ed” classes since sixth grade.  Was I growing up too?  Was I going to be Oscar in three years?  The grin slid off my face.  I got Medina’s quizzical head tilt – the interrogative one – for that.  She’d picked up the seriousness of the context.  She’d never stopped watching me, looking into me.

She straightened her head.  “What were you thinking?”  Her tone both inquired and was upbeat.  I couldn’t avoid the question.  I couldn’t not answer.

I said, “I guess I didn’t like what Oscar said to you or how he acted.  It made me feel – bad.”

She laughed – high spirits, happiness, not derision.  “You’re very sweet,” she said.  She took my hand.  Then, we didn’t often intentionally touch – or she didn’t.  I wanted to much more than she did but had to work up to it.  There’d been many accidental knocks and collisions – the slide dumping me on top of her, when I followed too close, for example.  And some pushing and shoving – horseplay, my grandpa would’ve said – not much of it on purpose.  When this Oscar stuff happened, she held my hand between hers.  She said, “Don’t be upset.  He’s too old and he’s too young.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means,” she said, “It’s like your math class is ahead of his, but he’s in high school and you’re not.”

“Oh,” I laughed.  “You mean he’s dumb.”

“No!  I didn’t say that!”  She tilted her head.  “You shouldn’t say it either.  He’s your brother.”

“Sorry!  Isn’t that what you meant?”

“No!  What I meant was in some things he’s older – he’s better than you are at baseball—”

“Yeah, I suck.  He’s one of the best players on the team.”

“And in some things he’s younger, like math.”

“I get what you mean.  It sounds—”

“NO, it doesn’t!”

“Okay, okay.”

She said, “Let’s go pick apples!  Cheer up!  We’re going to pick apples and Oscar isn’t!”  There was such an upward force in this sentence, a press away from unhappiness, I smiled.  She laughed.  I did too.  We went into the backyard.  Lots of the green-yellow fruit hung low, waiting for us to pluck it.  These moments are contentment in my memory.

 

Birthdays.  Medina loved them, especially growing up, but also throughout high school and college and after that.  I tried to figure out ideal gifts for her.  Sometimes I succeeded, like when I found a pendant of seven tiny golden hearts in a heart-shaped circle.  That was for her ninth birthday.  She said, “I love it!  Thank you!!”  I said, “You’re welcome!”  She put the chain over her head.  She wore it continually after that, into her twenties.  The chain broke twice throughout the years.  Her dad had to fix it.  Though those repairs had left it uneven, they’d held.

Sometimes I failed.  Once I got her a purple sweater.  My mom helped me pick out the size by consulting with Mrs. Brown beforehand.  Medina wasn’t fond of purple.  Her favorites were red and green – both of them.  She equated purple with blue, which made her sad, so she didn’t like blue – or purple – things.  I apologized a million times for that sweater, for giving it to her.  She said, “It’s okay.”  She wore it right then and when she came to my house.  It was her least favorite.  I knew because of her head tilt when she opened the box.

She gave me great presents.  I still have or wear or keep most of them.  Two stand out: for ninth grade graduation (a somewhat bigger deal than the one for sixth), she gave me a leather jacket, a nice one.  It had snaps to tighten around the wrists, strong elastic at the waist for a snug fit, an inside pocket and a lining, and was both warm and soft to the touch.  The color was black, almost entirely: in low light it took on a reddish cast.  I said, “it’s – fantastic!”  I put it on.

“Really?”

“I love it!”

She was joyous.  Her eyes lit up.

 

The other one?  We were eight or nine.  She said she couldn’t think of anything good to give me that year, so she made something.  She held out a tan-brown ring on a bootlace, ends tied together.  “It’s a ring that’s on a cord.  For around your neck.”  She dropped the loop over my head.

Cupping the ring in my hand, I said “It’s the same color as you are!  It’s awesome!”

She smiled.  She said, “It’s not metal or anything though.  I made it out of leather.  My mom showed me how to boil it and make it harder, so we got a piece and folded it and stitched it up.  My mom did that part.  It was too hard for me.  After that, I boiled it.  Do you really like it?”

“It’s awesome!” I repeated.

She smiled broadly.  She clapped her hands.  She hadn’t done that before.

I always wore the ring dangling after that.  I fiddled with it when I was thinking, and even when I was sleeping, when I neglected to take it off.  It became so much a part of me, I often forgot I was wearing it.

 


Second Grade

 

At age seven, I had long since used up the 5x7 pages and was writing in the 8-1/2 x 11 yellow legal pads – with lines.  My penmanship was improving.  I wrote complete sentences and paragraphs, describing in detail stand-out points of the day.  After school, I put down Medina stuff – notes, observations, occurrences.  Whatever struck me as important.

 

“Billy pushed Medina.”  I could spell her first name now.  One day I’d asked her to write it on a scrap of paper.  I taped it to one of the yellow sheets.  “I pushed him back.  Medina said I shouldn’t do that.  I said Billy shouldn’t push you.  She said it didn’t hurt.  The yard duty took us to the Principal’s Office.  We weren’t in trouble.  Mrs. Hanratty just told us to stop pushing each other.”

 

“Medina wore her Girl Scouts uniform today.  She’s a Brownie.  Some other girls wore it too.  She went to a meeting after school.  She said I couldn’t go, because Brownies is for girls only.”  I remember this, that first meeting I was not allowed to attend.  I blurted out, “I wanna go,” though I knew I couldn’t be a Brownie.  What was in my head?  Jealousy?  Sadness?  Exclusion?  It seemed akin to prejudice, I later determined.  It felt bad.

 

“Medina got a ‘C’ on her math homework.  I got an ‘A’.  Miss Jackson said I should help the other students.  I get to help Medina!”  This moment is lodged on a peak in my memory.  So much was happening in these few sentences:

 

Medina got a ‘C’ – she was weak in math.  That was because she didn’t care about it.  By second grade I’d learned that if she wanted to do a thing, she did it, no matter the hurdles.  She didn’t want to be good at math.  Why not?

The teacher said, “the other students.”  My thoughts leapt to Medina.  I’d seen her grade – she didn’t care if other kids saw it.

I was better than she was at something.  That stunned me.  She was better at zooming down the slide, at making friends, at giving gifts, at drawing out smiles, at being cute, at playing kickball – at everything, except math.  I grinned.  I felt bad too.  This had taken a nibble out of her perfection.  Sort of.

I would get to go to Medina’s house more often to help her!  That turned out to be disappointingly not true.  What Miss Jackson had meant was that once or twice a week, when we had “homework time” in class, she’d announce that students should ask Kevin – ask me – for help if they were having trouble with their math.  “Having trouble.”  This took me away from Medina, and it changed my playground status.  Kids started calling me names – “brain” or “nerd.”  They made fun of me for being lousy at softball (“dork”).  They stuck me out in deep right field and made me bat last.

Medina fixed this or paved it over.  She said, “It can’t be bad when you’re good at something.  My mom said that.  So, it’s not bad that you’re good at math.  They don’t like it because it makes them feel bad.  But they’re better at some things than you are, so it’s okay.  Besides, you can always help me and I won’t call you names.”  The rest didn’t matter – being good or bad or indifferent at whatever or the name-calling.  That ‘always’ in her last sentence, that put a smile on my face.  Still, Miss Jackson insisted I help all others, not only my friends.  This wiped the smile off, until Medina said I could help her after school.  I laughed.  It was like a secret we kept from the teacher.

One other thing.  A week later, her mom picked us both up.  She drove us to their house.  We went into the family-room to start our homework.  The rule was homework first.  She showed me her math paper.  She’d done it earlier, in class.  I looked at her solutions.  I said, “On this one, you hafta…”  Her answer was right.  I went to the next one.  It was right too.  The next and the next, all of them – they were all right.  I was astounded.  Of course, she was great at math.  She was great at everything.  She’d used that ‘C’ as a way of bonding with her classmates, as if proclaiming that even popular children, even Medina Brown, didn’t always get A’s.  Did this bonding strategy succeed?  People liked her already.  Maybe this was one of the reasons.

I was downcast.  I thought I wouldn’t get to help her any more.  She gazed at me.  I was quiet.  I looked into her eyes and gave her… a head tilt.  A smile covered her face.  She giggled, laughed.  I laughed along with her.  We never discussed it later, mainly because no matter her math grade, I got to go to her house to help her.  She didn’t need me to.  She wanted me to.  I was happy about that the entire school year.







Parents

 

Both sets of parents drove us places, gave us advice, made us sit still – made me sit still.  I don’t remember Medina’s parents punishing her.  Maybe I never saw it.

They were the nicest people or the nicest I ever met.  When we were little, they thought Medina and I were cute with each other.  Can two seven-year-olds be childhood sweethearts?  They treated us that way – as two who were one.  They included me and invited me over.  They trusted us as a pair more so than individually, knowing we walked home together and looked out for each other and could be left alone in the house for an hour or so, until her sister, Izzy, got there.

“Izzy” – that's what everyone called her.  Her actual name was Istanbul.  That was a mouthful and a lot for a girl to carry around, so she shortened it – insisted on shortening it.  When Medina and I became friends, Izzy was fourteen.  She ignored us.  We didn’t get into any trouble anyway.  We just studied and talked about the other kids and the faculty.

At Washington, Mr. Point was our favorite.  We had him for third grade.  His real name was Mr. Punt, but his head kind of peaked on top.  One of the teachers explained that a bully had beat him up when he was little.  Broke his head.  He grew his hair long to cover the unevenness.  We could tell.  The kids made up the nickname – Mr. Point.  When we heard his story, Medina stopped using it.

He was our best teacher.  He talked to us like we were smart and perceptive and comprehended everything, which meant we didn’t.  When we asked him, he was patient in explaining.  I found this in one of the yellow pads:

“Point asked me and Medina what we wanted to do after our matriculation.  I asked him to spell it when he said it.  He wrote it down.  Medina asked, ‘What does that word mean?’  He said, ‘It means being enrolled in school.’  She said, ‘What school?  We have to go to Lincoln after this and Jefferson after that.’  Lincoln was the middle school and Jefferson was the high school.  Mr. Punt said, ‘All of them and college too.’  I said, ‘I don’t know.’  Medina said, ‘I want to be President!’  Mr. Punt said, ‘Good for you.  I’m sure you will be.’”  When I got home, I taped the slip to a page.  Mr. Punt’s upright, yet casual, block printing, “MATRICULATION.”

Point often asked his pupils questions like that one.  That’s how he made them think, how he cared.  He was sympathetic to their problems.  I read this a few pages on:

“Medina said Izzy punched a kid in the face for making fun of her name.  Izzy’s name.  She was younger than she is now.  She didn’t even get in trouble and it made them stop making fun of her.  I asked Medina, ‘Is that what you’re going to do?  They make fun of your name too.’  She said, ‘No.  I don’t want to hit anyone.’”

Violence wasn’t Medina’s way.  She preferred to reason and convince.  After a while the teasing stopped, because she never got mad or upset.  She just talked.  That was Point’s suggestion – don’t let them make you mad.  It wasn’t punching, but it worked too.

 

Later, when we were at Lincoln, Medina explained how she and her sister got their names.  I wrote it down:

“Medina told me today that her parents met when they were both in Turkey, the country, not the food.  The food would be stupid.  She said her dad was in the Foreign Service and her mom was a Translator.  They’re both from America now though.  Medina said they fell in love in Turkey and got married and Izzy was born in Istanbul.  That’s a city in Turkey.  Medina is a city in a country called Saudi Arabia.  Her parents went there, before they came back to America.  Medina was born there.  They got their names from the cities they were born in.  She also said they were both ‘half way.’  I asked her what does that mean.  She said, ‘Half way between light and dark, because my dad looks like you do and my mom is darker.’  That’s why the other kids teased her, because she was ‘half way.’  And because her name sounded funny to them.  It wasn’t Mary or Nancy or Jennifer.  Medina didn’t get mad.  She talked to them.  That taught them she wasn’t different than them, she just looked different.  Her name sounded funny, but they got used to it.”

For me, this sort of thing was worse, especially in high school.  The other students relentlessly teased me.  In a nasty way.  Not because of my color – I was similar to about half the others.  The kids in our classes were like a chess board – half black and half white.  I was about as white as you could get.  Medina was in the middle.  She wasn’t the only one, but there weren’t many like her.

The nasty teasing I got, I’ll describe later.  It wasn’t for my skin.  It was for my relationship with her.  That made it even more painful and hard to understand.

 

Medina’s parents were interesting.  Mine were boring.  They didn’t have overseas jobs or name Oscar and me after cities.  ‘Kevin’ – that was my mother’s father’s name.  Grandpa Kevin.  He was goofy, entertaining the grandkids.  One time, he cut a nail in half and made a wire that fit over his head, under his hair.  He hooked the nail ends to each side of the wire, so it appeared he had a spike pounded through his skull.  He walked around with it.  When I was five, I kept asking him, “Grandad, doesn’t it hurt?  Doesn’t the nail hurt?”  He would laugh and say, “Does it look like it hurts?”  “Yes!”  “Well, I guess it don’t.”

Medina never got to meet Grandpa Kevin.  He died a few years on, right after his hair started falling out so the nail trick wasn’t convincing any more.  They said he had a heart attack.  I didn’t understand what that meant.  I cried at his funeral.  A lot of people did.  We loved Grandpa Kevin.  I got his name.  I didn’t know how to feel about that.

 

My mother stopped working when Oscar was born.  She didn’t go back until years later, after Medina and I had become close.  Getting a job after the lengthy period away was challenging.  They used to discuss it, my parents did.  When they’d met, my mom had been a chemist with a small company called Naclo (that was from the primary ingredient in laundry bleach – a version of it was their first product).  After staying home for so many years with Oscar and me, she’d fallen behind.  Her skills had eroded.  My dad encouraged her to keep looking.  He said, “Don’t give up.  You just have to find something else.”  That upset her, because he kept repeating it, “Don’t give up.”  After a while, my mom got a job at a startup.  For Life was a tiny venture.  They sold old-fashioned-looking things that were exceptionally well-made.  They lasted… For life.  Mom loved it, because the products were high quality.  She stayed there for years, helping grow the company.  Dad had been right.

That pretty much describes him.  He didn’t give up and he tried hard.  He wanted to be a teacher.  He’d been a teacher, until he married my mom.  When Oscar was born, expenses increased.  My dad was a mathematician.  In that profession, jobs were scarce.  He frequently said, “It was lucky Burke knew me when his operation was looking for a numbers guy.”  “Burke” was Mr. Burke or Lawrence “Larry” Burke, the owner of Burke Life & Casualty.  He and his family sat next to ours at church.

My dad said, “We got to talking about the cost of raising a child, and all of a sudden he was saying ‘we could really use someone with your background.  You interested?’  I sure was.  It couldn’t have been better timing.  Burke’s is a great place to work, though I do miss teaching.”

 

I didn’t realize it, didn’t consider it, when I was five or seven, but the town we lived in was small.  Over the years, it grew.  They added new roads and houses South and East.  It didn’t get huge until Medina became famous.  That started in high school.  Her picture was constantly in the Cardinal – Medina in her Girl Scouts uniform, Medina as Class President, Medina volunteering at the homeless shelter, Medina working in Roosevelt Square, Medina in her AFROTC uniform, Medina in her Air Force uniform, Medina voting, Medina campaigning.  When she decided to announce her candidacy, news people and reporters packed into Joseph, leaving no places to stay.

 

 

Medina liked my parents.  She said they were smart and they looked right next to each other.  “Right” is what she said.  I wrote this in my diary:

“Medina said my mom and dad look right.  I wasn’t sure what that meant.  I asked her.  She said, ‘They belong with each other.  They kind of fit, and it looks wrong when they’re by themselves.’  I said, ‘That’s like us!’  Medina giggled when I said it, and she leaned her head, and her eyes stared into me.  I don’t know why I blushed but I did.”







Where do you Live?

 

Rich – that’s not how I would describe our location or our circumstances.  Neither Medina’s family nor mine had much money.  Our parents did well enough, each working, when child-rearing permitted.  We lived in the heart of a 1950’s-style neighborhood.  During that period, housing had boomed in Joseph, in part due to its reasonable commuting distance to St. Louis.  Builders put up multiple tracts of single-family homes on large lots, normally using the same floor plan, flipped or rotated or both, and on mostly-parallel streets.  Some of the original houses had been torn down and rebuilt or remodeled into larger structures before we’d been born.  Mine and Medina’s hadn’t been.

Older houses meant steps up to front porches and magnificent, mature elms or sycamores or oaks or sugar maples in the yards, with cracked sidewalks and worn, uneven pavement out front.  Meant small bedrooms and old fixtures.  The Brown’s kept their house up as well as they might, though Mr. Brown was regularly away on assignment for a week or two, leaving Mrs. Brown to do everything, with few hours for upkeep.  Still, she kept it clean and homey, even with their aging, mismatched furniture and with some of the white bathroom tiles being chipped or broken.  There was never enough time or energy to swap them out.

Mrs. Brown’s happiness was a garden she maintained out back.  Fresh vegetables during the summer months – eggplant, tomatoes, chard, carrots, onions, cabbage, summer squash, and corn.  They were all excellent.  Ginger Gold apples in the corner.  With no other trees to block the sun, this one thrived, bearing dozens of the green-yellow fruit, usually in late August or early September.  That’s when the apple pies started at Medina’s house.  Great with ice cream.  Chocolate chip seemed funny to me, but I didn’t say anything.

Mrs. Brown was a good farmer.  She made and used a compost heap and watered via drip irrigation.  Her crops grew wonderfully.  I looked forward to having dinner at their house.  I didn’t overdo it, though.  I invited Medina over as often as I ate there.  For a month or two after our birthdays, she brought apple pies when she came to visit.  We had pie, instead of cake – and vanilla ice cream, my dad’s favorite.

In front, the entire Brown family pitched in to groom a lush lawn.  Both Medina and Izzy took it upon themselves to weed and fertilize and water and mow.  I remember that lawn.  It was nearly perfect.  For some reason, a past owner had cut down the trees both in front of and behind the house (except for the apple).  A wobbly wooden fence perpetually in need of replacement framed the backyard.  Painted-white pickets bordered the front.  Mr. Brown, if he had any regular job around the place, it was to never let that paint show wear and tear.  Annually he touched it up or changed out slats and put a couple coats on them.  The others took turns sweeping off the front porch to keep it clean.  They didn’t use it much – only a couple weathered chairs sat out there.  Was there an “appearances” aspect to this?  I don’t know, but their front yard, the town-facing portion of their home, was immaculate.

Inside were two bedrooms.  Medina was in one, her parents had the master, and Izzy slept in the family-room on a pull-out sofa.  She didn’t like it.  When she’d turned thirteen, she’d announced she wasn’t going to share with Medina any more.  That was the best solution they could come up with.  Buying a larger house was out of the question.

The television resided in the living-room on a well-made, pine-wood stand, stained to give the impression of walnut, along with a small divan – that’s what they called their sofa – and a couple of brown, well-stuffed, well-used chairs, and a fireplace.  The hardwood floor – oak, I think – was bare and swept clean, though it tended to add a muddying repetition to TV dialogue, as if attempting a garble to defeat listening-in.

 

Our house was similar.  It used the same floor plan, mirrored, so the garage was on the right instead of the left.  Out front, my father planted a wide border of the Regent variety of Serviceberry, accented at points with a pinkly-purple Butterfly Bush.  Two enormous oaks dominated the yard and shaded the house nicely on hot days.  Lawn rippled inside the border.  My father preferred longer grass, probably because it required less-frequent cutting.

In back, with its characteristic mottled bark, was a single gigantic sycamore.  It towered over the house and buried the lawn in leaves in the fall.  Oscar and I took turns raking and grumbling.  Our yard was fenced with chain links.  We had planted roses in the corners.  From the start, they looked sickly, didn’t thrive, and were eventually overcome by suckers.  My father’s thumb was not very green.  He didn’t have the patience to care for finicky plants.  Still, the sycamore made for a comfortable place to study when the breeze was gentle: outside in the warm shade and fresh air.

Inside, Oscar and I shared the second bedroom (bunkbeds) until he went away to college.  It was cramped and uncomfortable.  We did our best to tolerate each other.  That left the family-room free to be my father’s office.  He kept a chunky oak desk in there, not at all stylish, but solid.  Mr. Burke gave it to him, when he found out he’d been working at home.  In the early days of his tenure at Burke’s, Dad spent many nights and weekends in his home office to “get out in front of things” as he put it.  A sixty-watt bulb under a torn shade provided light.

Our furniture was old for the most part, some pieces inherited from Grandpa Kevin.  Our dining-room set was early Stickley, with re-finished and re-upholstered v-back chairs and a massive two-leaf table, all in quarter-sawn oak.  He also left us two not-so-storied maple night stands.  When my mom had been pregnant with Oscar, my parents had scoured want ads and used-furniture shops to fill in the empty spaces – a mishmash of lamps, end tables, coffee tables, and television cabinets.  Only the davenport was new, though technically it was nothing more than a sofa my parents bought at a discount furniture store.  We called it by the older term, because Grandpa Kevin did.  My favorite place to lounge was a large, overstuffed living-room chair.  It was squat and billowing and dark green, upholstered in soft cotton, cradling my body, no matter how I sprawled.  As I got older, I took so many naps there, my parents started referring to it as Kevin’s chair.  I smile whenever my memory shows me its image or recalls its comfort.

Mom insisted we cover our floors with rugs.  She said she couldn’t stand echoing footsteps in the house.  We had an assortment of dark colors, wool in various shades of brown.  They gradually became worn and stained.  We Hoovered them often to avoid accumulation of dirt and dust.







The Pledge of Allegiance

 

Once each morning, before we started school, the class said the Pledge of Allegiance – the ritual commencement of the day.  Most of the – nearly all of the – students plodded through it, mumbling or monotoning or just moving their mouths.  Medina didn’t.  She stood up straight and enunciated, like a song leader.  At recess the other kids sometimes got on her.  She described it once.  From a yellow pad:

“Medina said Billy Johnson made fun of her today, ‘Hey Brown, how come you’re so into the Pledge of Allegiance?  They just make us say it.  It doesn’t mean anything.’

“‘It’s more than that.’

“‘No, it’s B.S.’

“‘But isn’t it about America?  Mr. Punt said an officer in the Civil War made it up because it was important to keep the country from splitting apart.’

“‘Point’s a dunce!  Look at his head!’  Billy was laughing.

“I told Medina, ‘You should have said, “YOU’RE a dunce!”’

“‘If you said that,” Medina said, “he would’ve punched you in the nose.’

“‘He wouldn’t have punched you.  He likes you.’

“‘He probly would’ve punched me anyway.  I didn’t call him names.  I said, “Mr. Punt knows a lot of stuff.  I learn a lot when I talk to him.”’”

The entry ends there, leaving unreported what Billy did next.  He probably ran away.  Billy attended Washington, Lincoln, and Jefferson, like we did – he lived a couple of blocks over from Medina.  We didn’t go there or that way.  It was off our normal walk home.  He typically ran away when Medina led him down a path to a thoughtful place, to a spot he didn’t want to go, not because he couldn’t, because the ideas there opposed his own, those he’d learned from his father.

 

On the next page was something I’d stowed, until it came up later, perhaps because it wasn’t obvious when Medina did it, though Point knew.  She had her own version of the Pledge.  She’d changed three words, but left the rhythm intact.  She said it her way each morning.  The other students were so disengaged, they didn’t care that what she said was slightly different from what they were muttering or droning.  I didn’t notice it either, until she told me one day:

“‘I changed the Pledge of Allegiance, you know that, right?’

“‘No.  How am I supposed to know?’

“‘I say it different than everyone else, that’s how.’

“‘You do?  How’s it go?’

“She stood up and said it her way, with her hand over her heart, like usual, ‘I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America and to the citizens for which it stands, one family under God, indivisible, through liberty and justice for all.’  I asked her to write it down afterward so I could copy it in here.

“‘That sounds the same.’

“‘It sounds the same but it isn’t.  Mr. Punt says it’s hard to tell if you aren’t listening carefully.’

“‘Say it again.’  She said it again.

“‘I get it!  You changed “republic” and “nation.”’

“’That’s right!  One other word too.’

“‘I don’t get it.’

“‘It’s “with.”  I changed it to “through.”’

“‘Where?’

“‘Right before “liberty.”’

“‘Say it again.’  She said it again.

“’I heard it that time!  It’s not that different.  That’s why it’s hard to notice.’

“‘Mr. Punt did.’

“‘I didn’t.’

“‘Maybe Mr. Punt pays better attention than you do.’

“‘I pay good attention!’

“‘I know.  I was just kidding.’

“‘OK.’

“‘OK.’

“‘OK!’”

On the yellow pad, I wrote “OK!” on each line after that to the bottom of the page.

 

Several years later – I think we were in eleventh grade – she was still saying the Pledge with her modifications, and still no one was noticing.  I asked her why she’d changed it.  She said, “Because citizens are important to me.  They aren’t abstract concepts stacked on top of land.  They’re individuals you can touch and talk to, discuss with and disagree with, and then agree.  You can’t talk to a Nation or a Republic.  You can talk to a family or to the President.”

I said, “Family sounds wrong when it replaces nation.  Too many syllables.”

“That’s why I say fam-ly.  You didn’t notice that either, did you?”

My head drooped.

She said, “It’s okay.  Now you know, and because you know you’ll hear it every time.”

“Sorry.”

“Let’s go have some ice cream.”

“Okay.”

“Okay!”


Nicknames

 

Washington was an older school.  Uninteresting dark green boxy buildings and 1950’s-era steel playground equipment, which, when the thermometer approached triple digits, grew scorching.

“Hanratty said we hafta stay inside today.  We hafta stay inside on super hot days.  So recess hasta be in the multi-purpose room.  It’s hot in there too but nobody gets burned.”

I wrote that on one page.  It must’ve been from second or third grade.  By then I’d started calling the Principal by her last name alone.  Of course, Medina didn’t do that.  She used proper titles, even when she was upset or disagreed.

For elementary school, they separated the younger children from the older by dividing the playground.  Not with a fence or a barrier – we knew to keep on our own side.  And our side had been growing increasingly boring as we neared the end of third grade.  All that ancient steel was stuck, stopped, or too simplistic.  We wanted to play on the monkey bars and the tall slides, not the creaky teeter-totter.  To entertain ourselves, we made up nicknames for each other.  Using them in my diary took some getting used to.  I’m not sure why.

Mine for her was easy.  I called her “Gee” for enerGY, because she had a lot:

“Gee sold more cookies than any other girl scout this year.  She got an award for it.  She should’ve because she was always doing it.  She was always gone because she was going to houses and ringing doorbells and she never got tired.”

Looking back, that’s a good summary: boundless energy, especially for causes or actions she believed or was invested in.  She wasn’t ever too tired after school to help at Roosevelt Square or volunteer at the shelter or soup kitchen.  She campaigned harder than anyone in high school to become Class President.  Later, running for the House of Representatives, she did not exhaust: she went on, dead tired or not.

After she’d been in the Air Force, she wouldn’t discuss her tour.  She thought it’d be boasting, though she’d been deployed.  Not once did she mention where.  It was classified.  She was a Medical Readiness Officer leading a crew in support of a makeshift landing field.  The Air Force credited her and her team with saving a number of lives when two helicopters came in shot up and failing.

When Teddy found out – I don’t know how – he badgered her into giving him more details so he could use them in the campaign.  “That’s exceptionally awesome,” he said.  “It’s so awesome – we have to use it.  We have to tell people you’re a superlative war hero.”

“No.  No, I’m not,” she said.  Her voice carried a unique hardness – unique for her.  I hadn’t heard her use that tone before.  Not since either.

“No, what?” Teddy said.

“No, we will not use my actions or my medal or my Purple Heart in the campaign.”

“Medal?” I asked.  “Purple Heart?”  I got a severe head tilt for that.

She said, “We can say, ‘decorated’ if you want, but nothing else.  Nothing concerning the events or the mission.  If my opponents care, they’ll look it up – or try to.  The information is hard to find.  That’s intentional.  Teddy, please promise, ‘decorated officer’ only.”

“Officer!  Extra awesome.  ‘Decorated officer’ will play superbly.  I promise.  I very much do.”

In a quiet moment, I gently said one word, “Medal?”

She tilted and started a glare.  After a moment, she said, “Yes, they gave me the Airman’s Medal and a Purple Heart.  I have them in a safe deposit box.  I know you won’t, but please don’t tell anyone.”

“Okay.”

She smiled.  “You’re the best, Nive.”

No, you’re the best, Gee.  We laughed together.  I’ve never mentioned any of this.  I don’t think she’ll mind now.

 

Her nickname for me was Nive.  That was Kevin backwards, without the K.  When she first said it, I thought it was an accident.  This was in my diary:

“Medina said Nive was half nice and half dive.  It’s not really half, though, unless it’s ni from nice and ve from dive, but it could be just n from nice and ive from dive.  When she first said it, we were at the pool at Jefferson.  It was one of those super hot days.  I went up the high dive and walked out on the board and stood there.  I was kind of afraid.  I heard Medina yelling at me, ‘Dive!  Dive!’  So I did a cannonball from all the way up there.  It made a huge splash.  She was laughing when I came up and swam over to her.  I stood on the side of the pool with water dripping and said ‘Thanks for getting me to jump.  I felt like I was stuck.’

“She said, ‘You’re so polite saying thank you for me yelling at you.’

“‘You weren’t yelling you were helping.’

“‘I was yelling too.’

“‘OK.’

“When we got to her house to do our homework, she said, ‘You know I wasn’t yelling “dive,” right?’

“‘Yes you were I heard it two times.’

“‘No!  I was yelling “Nive,” because everyone thinks I’m yelling “dive,” and I get to call you “Nive” without anyone knowing.’  I thought that was funny.  She tilted her head.  ‘Are you laughing at me?’

“‘NO!  I was laughing at them because they’re too stupid to notice you’re pulling a fast one on them.’

“‘Don’t say “stupid!”  Maybe I should switch back to “dive.”’

“‘No!  Sorry.  I like “Nive.”’

“‘OK.’

“‘OK.’”

This was another “OK” page.  One on each line, down to the bottom.

 

Slipping these nicknames into conversation became our method of waiting out third grade:

“What do you want to do after school, Nive?”

“I dunno, we could watch Winnie the Pooh, Gee.  Your favorite.”

“We always do that, Nive.”

“That’s because it’s Gee’s favorite.”

Stuff like that.


Big Kids

 

Now that we were in fourth grade, Medina’s Medina-ness was in full flood.  I wrote this after the first week of school that year:

“Medina is friends with everybody, Billy Johnson too, and he’s mean to her sometimes.  He yells at her and makes fun of her name.  He calls it weird.  When he does that she says stuff like ‘What if your name is weird too?’

“‘My name’s not weird.  There’s lots of Billys.’

“‘That’s just because they like Billys around here.’

“‘So that means it’s not weird.’  He laughed.

“‘In other places there aren’t any Billys.  That means it’s weird in those places.’

“‘Where?  No place I ever went.’

“‘Where I was born there aren’t any Billys.  It’s weird there and my name’s just a name.’

“‘We’re not there we’re here, so your name’s weird.’

“‘That’s OK.  It comes out the same over everywhere.’

“‘I don’t care about everywhere.  I only care about here.’  He laughed again but it sounded different.  He was scared or something.’

“‘That’s OK.’

“‘Good.  Your name’s weird.’  He ran away.

“I said, ‘I don’t think your name’s weird.  I think it’s cool.’

“Medina smiled.  She was happy.  I was happy too.  Billy never made fun of her name after that.”

 

She was friends with everybody.  She knew their names, discussed whatever they wanted, and often laughed.  Occasionally, she nudged them toward her way of thinking:

“Mary called Billy stupid at recess because he got the rules of kickball wrong.  I don’t know what he did.  I just heard her yelling, ‘Billy’s stupid.  Billy’s stupid.’  She was yelling it at him.  Billy’s face turned red.  I thought he was going to hit Mary.  He ran away when the other kids started laughing at him.” Medina didn’t laugh.  She talked to Mary instead.

“‘I don’t think Billy’s stupid,’ Medina said.

“‘Yes he is,’ Mary said.  “He doesn’t even know how to play.  And he’s a boy.’

“‘That doesn’t mean he’s stupid, it means he doesn’t know something.  That’s different.’

“‘No it’s not.’

“Medina leaned her head.  She said, ‘Do you know my sister’s name?’  I wanted to say, ‘I do.  It’s Izzy.’  I didn’t.  Medina was asking Mary.

“‘Probly something weird like yours.’

“‘Hers isn’t weird!’ I yelled.

“Medina tilted her head at me.  My face turned red.  She said, ‘Mary, you don’t know my sister’s name because you’ve never met her.  You’re not stupid, you just don’t know something.  It’s different.’

“‘Maybe, but I hate Billy, so he’s stupid.’

“‘He’s smart in different things.  He fixed the clock in Mr. Punt’s office last year.  There’s no way I could’ve done that.  He was smart then.’

“‘You just like him.  Medina loves Billy!  Medina loves Billy!’  She ran away yelling.

“‘No she doesn’t!!’ I yelled louder than she did.

“When I looked at Medina after the yelling was done she was leaning her head and staring at me.  I felt funny so I laughed.  She laughed too.  She said, ‘Cmon Nive.’  Recess was over.  We had math next.  Wiggins’s class.  Jones was for English.  Billy and Mary weren’t smart enough to be in these classes with us.  I didn’t say that to Medina.  I didn’t want to hear about Point’s clock again.  Billy fixed it and it still works.”

 

In fourth grade, I recorded this conversation.  We were walking home from school, a month or so after the year had started:

“‘Where did you go, Nive?  I hardly saw you today.’

“‘They gave me a test.’

“‘What kind of test?  What for?’

“‘I dunno.  They asked me a bunch of weird questions about funny shapes and long words and there were lots of word problems.  It was stupid.’

“‘It probly wasn’t.’

“‘OK, but why did they do it, ask me all those – stupid – questions?”

“‘You mean unusual?’  She giggled.

“‘Yeah, OK, unusual.  What difference does it make?’

“‘Stupid isn’t nice.’

“‘Yeah, I know: don’t say stupid.’

“‘Why not?’

“‘Because it makes people feel bad.  But questions aren’t people.’

“‘Yeah but people made them up.’”

 

Three pages later, I wrote:

“They never tested Medina.  They never asked her those unusual questions.  I wonder why not.”

 

And there was this:

“‘How come you get to go on a field trip today and I don’t?’ Medina asked me.

“‘I guess because I’m in that new class because of those unusual questions.  They said I got most of them right.  They sent my parents a letter about it.  My mom said it was a gifted class.’  I felt funny saying it.  That’s what the letter said, so that’s what I told her.

“She didn’t say anything, so I said, ‘Sorry.  I should have done worse on the questions, then we would be the same.’

“‘No, Nive.  You should always try as hard as you can in school.  It’s OK.  I’m going ask my mom if we can have ice cream for snack.  I want ice cream.’

“‘Cool!  Race you!’

“Usually, I won these races.  I’m good at math and at running fast.  She won this time.  She ran so fast I couldn’t catch her.”







Mandy Evans and Ice Cream

 

I was in the gifted program throughout fifth and sixth grade.  There were eight of us.  We did complicated problems as a group.  I often fiddled with the leather ring on the cord around my neck.  It had a few cracks in it by then.  We went to museums and zoos and historic sites on school days.  Billy’s clique made fun of us, called us names, like he did in second grade.  They shouted: “brain!” – at least they did if our grades were higher.  And they were.

Billy’s clique comprised himself and Bobby Wagner and some others.  Mandy Evans was loosely attached and the only girl.  She was also the biggest, most athletic kid at Washington.  For each time Medina’s name and photo appeared in the Cardinal, Mandy’s showed up twice – best soccer player, best softball player, best basketball player, and overall strongest and fastest.  Once Bobby called her a boy.  He meant it as a compliment – she was better at sports than most boys were.  She beat him up anyway.  After that she was the de facto leader of the group, though Billy acted like he was the one on top.  He also tried to stay on Mandy’s side of things.  I didn’t ever see them argue.

I rarely wrote anything in my diary that didn’t at least touch on Medina, but in fifth grade I recorded this:

“Wiggins made an announcement in Math and it wasn’t about homework.  That surprised us.  She was always talking about homework.  Instead she said that Mandy’s parents were suing the school district.  She wanted us to know.  She said we weren’t supposed to treat Mandy any different than we did before.  She’s still just Mandy.  Wiggins never said what was going on.  She never said why they were suing the school district.

“When we were walking home, I asked Medina if she knew.  She said, ‘Mrs. Hanratty told me.  She asked me to keep it a secret.’

“I said, ‘C’mon, you can tell me.  I can keep a secret.  I promise.’

“‘OK.  If you tell, I’ll get in trouble.’

“‘I won’t tell.  Besides I’d get in trouble for telling too.’

“Medina laughed.  She said, ‘OK.  Mrs. Hanratty said that Mandy wants to be on the boys’ soccer team and the boys’ basketball team.  They won’t let her, so that’s why they’re suing.  Isn’t that cool?’

“‘Cool?  Why?  She’s a girl.  She’s a big girl, but she’s still a girl.  She should stay on the girls’ teams.’

“Medina stopped and leaned her head and stared at me and I felt bad.”

The diary entry ends there.  I suspect what went between us was too difficult for my eleven-year-old pen to characterize.  I’ll try to do so here.  This memory hasn’t faded, the intensity of the moment.  Her gaze, there was something behind it, more than quizzicalness, more than chagrin, more than disapproval and impetus: use your brain!  She was sending additional energy at me.  If it had been me doing the staring, I might’ve punched instead.  Anger.  It felt like anger.  She never got mad at me.  But now her disappointment was so profound, she might’ve been saying, “I thought you were smarter than that, but you’re just like everyone else, just like Bobby.”  He was the meanest kid in school.  He’d hit you hard as the solution to anything, or just because he felt like it.

My eyes began to water.  We remained frozen, locked together, time passing.  How much, I don’t recall.  I started to cry.  Tears ran down my face.  Some kids across the street yelled at us:

“Kevin and Medina sitting in a tree.  K-I-S-S-I-N-G…”

Medina blinked and ran.  She shouted, “C’mon!”  I took off after her.

“First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes…” the sing-song taunt faded as we ran up the walk to her house.  She and I burst in.  Startled, her mom said, “Hey, slow down.  Why’re you running?”

“Hi Mom, can we have some ice cream?” Medina said, out of breath.

Mrs. Brown didn’t answer right away.  Medina leaned her head.  Her mom said, “Okay.  You two get to your homework.  I’ll bring it out.”

“Thanks, Mom!”  Medina said, dashing into the family-room.  That’s where we usually did our studying, even though it doubled as Izzy’s bedroom.  If she was home, we used the front porch, unless swirling breezes blew our papers away.  That left us on the kitchen table.  I said, “Thank you, Mrs. Brown.”  I ran after Medina, her Mom’s “You’re welcome” pursuing me.

Wiggins’s assignment was generally first.  It was typically the hardest and the most fun, partly due to the competition between us.  Instead of getting started, I said – I muttered, unsure of Medina’s state of mind – “Saved by the bell.  That’s from boxing, when—”

“I know what it’s from,” Medina said, more harshly than I’d ever heard her.  More harshly than she intended.  I started to cry.

Medina said, “I’m sorry.”  She tried to smile, to lean her head cutely to maybe cheer me up.

Mrs. Brown came in carrying two bowls.  She stopped.  I wiped my face.  She said, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Medina said.

“It’s okay, Mrs. Brown” I said.  “I just – bit my tongue.”

“Oh, Kevin.  Are you all right?”

“Yes,” I said, wiping my face again.  “It doesn’t hurt that much any more.”

“Well, okay.  If it gets worse, will you tell me?”

“Sure, Mrs. Brown.  Thanks for the ice cream.  It’ll help!”  I said this too loud.  I was starting to blush and I thought it would give me away.

She set the bowls down.  I looked at mine.  “Chocolate Chip!  Thanks!” I said.

“Thank you, Mom,” Medina said.

Mrs. Brown hesitated.  She said, “Don’t forget to do your homework.”  We didn’t seem to be doing it, and she was trying to build a bridge over whatever had just happened.

Medina said, “We won’t.”  She pulled out her math book.  So did I.

“Okay.  I’m going to work in the garden.  Come get me if you need to.”  She studied us for a moment.  She left the room.  We listened to her rummage in the hall closet, walk through the living-room to the sliding glass door there, open it, and go through, into the backyard.

As soon as the door slid shut, I said, “Sorry.  I lied to your mom.”

“No,” she said.  “It’s okay.  I’m sorry too.  I got mad at you.  I shouldn’t get mad at you.  You’re my best friend.”

“But you never lie and I lied.  Sorry!”

“My dad says, ‘there’s an exception to every rule.’  What you did was an exception.”

“Wow.  Cool.”

“Sorry I made you cry.  That was mean.  I shouldn’t be mean.  I should talk instead.”  She was tearing up.

“No, no, it’s okay.  Don’t cry!  That’ll make me cry and we’ll get our homework wet.”

Medina – laughed.  Her tears vanished.  With a (perhaps forced) lilt, she said, “Chocolate Chip, my favorite.”

“I know,” I said, not quite ready to laugh.

“We should eat it – it’s melting.”

“Okay.”

When Mrs. Brown came in from outside, we were deep into the extra-credit portion.  It was some word problem, one we had to reason out.  We collaborated to solve it.  We both laughed when we did.  We knew we’d nailed it.

 

This was the next entry in my diary:

“Medina said she told her mom what happened yesterday.  How she got mad at me for saying that girls should only do girl things.  Medina said she said sorry to her mom and said sorry for me too.  She said her mom said we shouldn’t lie.  She said she could tell something was wrong and we weren’t ready to tell her what, so she went outside to wait.  Medina said, ‘Everyone should be able to do everything!  It doesn’t matter if you’re a boy or a girl.’

“‘What about taking out the trash?  My dad always takes out the trash.  My mom never does.’

“Medina laughed.  ‘That doesn’t mean she can’t.  It means she doesn’t want to.  It’s different.’

“‘OK.’

“‘Mandy should be able to play on the boys’ teams because she’s as good as they are.  They shouldn’t stop her.’

“‘What about boys playing on girls’ teams?  Most of them are better than all the girls.’  Medina leaned her head.  My voice went up, ‘Because they’re bigger and stronger and faster, not because they’re boys.’

“‘They should make teams based on skill, not on girls or boys.  If they did that, Mandy could play with mostly boys and the boys that aren’t as good could play with mostly girls.’

“‘No!  That means I’d be on the girls’ softball team!’

“‘No!  There wouldn’t be any more boys’ or girls’ teams.  There’d just be teams.’

“‘My team’d be mostly girls.’

“‘You could play another game.  You’re better at soccer.’”

The entry cut off here.  Several lines below this, I’d added:

“‘Shouldn’t everyone be able to play on any team?’

“‘I guess so.’

“‘Nive, it’s OK.  I’m not talking about you.  I’m talking about Mandy.’

“‘Yeah, but it might be about me too.’

“‘You should make a math team!  You’d be the best!’

“I smiled and she laughed and I laughed.

“She said, ‘Wouldn’t that be OK?’

“‘Yeah, it’d be OK.’

“‘Good!’

“‘Good.’”

I wrote “good” on each line to the end of the page and down the next page too.

 

They never gave Medina the gifted test.  She didn’t let it bother her.  We didn’t discuss what we did in the gifted class either.  They hadn’t excluded her because she was a girl.  We had four boys and four girls.  I asked Medina if she’d ever raised it with Hanratty.  She said she’d asked her once.  She wouldn’t say anything else.

 

On the next page, I wrote:

“I wonder if Medina is so popular because she’s friends with Hanratty.  I can’t tell.  When we were doing homework, I asked her.’

“‘Principal Hanratty?  Were not friends, we just talk.  How come you think were friends?’

“‘Because she told you about Mandy.’

“‘That’s just because she trusts me.  We talk about teachers and classes and stuff.  She said she “values my opinion.”’

“‘Wow!  That’s great.  You get to tell her how to change stuff!  You could let the little kids play on the big kids’ stuff!’

“‘Yeah, kind of.  Usually we just talk.  We don’t do anything.’

“‘Is it important talking?’

“‘Sometimes.’

“‘Mandy’s stuff is more than just sometimes.’”

There were two blank lines, followed by this:

“‘We ran out of Chocolate Chip.’

“‘Don’t you have any other flavors?’

“‘Izzy likes Blueberry Crunch.  It makes my tongue all purple.  I don’t like that.’

“‘You don’t like purple!’

“We giggled.”

I suspect Medina liked Hanratty for hearing interesting things, like I did in the gifted program.  Did her exclusion bother her more than she would admit, even to herself?  If so, she never mentioned it.







Sixth Grade

 

Sixth grade.  In the middle of the year, the Mandy Evans lawsuit came to a head – or they settled it, which is probably more likely, since it had been only fourteen months.  I wrote this:

“‘You see!’ Medina said.  It was like she was cheering.  ‘Girls and boys can play on the same team.  The arbitrator said so!’  I had to look that one up in my mom’s dictionary.  The one she gave me two years ago didn’t have it.  It doesn’t have all the words.  A person who is chosen to settle the differences between two parties.  That’s what it said.  He gets to tell everyone what to do.  Medina says I shouldn’t say he all the time.  She says I should say they.  They get to tell everyone what to do.  I think that sounds funny, but Medina is right about that kind of stuff a lot.

“I told her ‘You’re all jumpy, Gee.  That’s cool!’

“‘It’s super cool.  It’s like a new law or something.’

“‘A new law because of Mandy?  That’s weird.  Unusual.’

“‘No, silly.  It’s a new way of thinking about boys and girls.  They’re the same instead of different.’

“‘You’re not the same as me.’

“‘Yes I am!  I’m good at some stuff, you’re good at some stuff.  I run fast.  You run fast.  I get A’s.  You get A’s.  We’re the same in soccer.’

“‘Yeah except your a girl and I’m a boy.  That’s different.  We look different.  Like my parents.  Like your parents.  Especially like your parents.  They’re different colors too.’

“She leaned her head at me.  After waiting a second, she said ‘I think it’s bad to call someone stupid.’

“‘Sorry.  I keep messing up on that.’

“She leaned her head the other way.

“I got it.  I said, ‘Hey.  That’s mean.’

“She ran away and I chased her.  I didn’t catch up until we got to her house.  Izzy was already there.  That was weird.  She said we should stay away from her because she was sick.  She went into her room where we usually did our homework so we had to go onto the porch instead.  We forgot about Medina calling me stupid.  I didn’t.”

Below this, in pencil I drew a picture of Medina and me – stick figures, one with long hair.  Otherwise, we were the same.  I found a crayon called Cerise and drew a big X through her.  In looking at it, I remembered how bad I felt doing that – tears welling.

I left the next page of the diary blank.  That was uncharacteristic.  Some had a single sentence, yes, but not nothing.  After that, there was this:

“‘I’m not stupid.’

“‘I know.’

“‘You called me stupid.  That was mean.’

“‘I didn’t.  I made you think so.’

“‘That was mean.’

“‘I’m sorry.’

“‘I’m NOT stupid.’

“‘I know.’

“‘Then why’d you call me stupid?’

“‘I didn’t.’

“‘C’mon.’

“‘OK.  I’m sorry.  You made me mad so I tried to make you mad.’

“‘It worked.  I crossed out your picture.’

“‘What?’

“‘I crossed out your picture.  In my notebook.  My dad gets me these yellow pads.  I use them to write things that happen.  I used to draw pictures so I drew one yesterday.  It was you and me, except I crossed you out.’

“She leaned her head.  This was thinking.  She didn’t point her eyes at me.  When she was done thinking, she said, ‘Why’d you cross my picture out?  I’m sad because you did that.’

“‘Because you called me stupid.’

“‘I said I was sorry.’

“‘Yeah but you weren’t sorry when you did it.’

“‘OK.  I get it.’

“‘Sorry I crossed you out.  I’ll draw another picture and not cross you out.’”

Below this was a second pencil sketch, both of us, no Cerise X’s.  On the next page, I wrote:

“‘Why did you call me stupid.  I’m not stupid.  I’m great in math and Jones says my writing is improving.’

“‘I told you.  Because you made me mad.  Why did you do that?’

“‘What did I do?’  When I said that Medina leaned her head a lot.

“‘What?’ I said.

“‘Because you think boys and girls are different and that means they can’t do the same things.’

“‘No!  I think boys and girls are different because they ARE different.  Raymond showed us those pictures.  Remember?’

“‘Yeah.  You’re supposed to have a penis and I’m supposed to have breasts.  Mr. Raymond acts unusual when he shows us those pictures.  Sometimes he blushes.’

“‘I know it’s.  Funny.’

“Medina laughed when I said this.  Because I was trying not to say stupid.  That helped.

“She said, ‘Do you have a penis?  I don’t have breasts.  My mom says I will but I don’t yet.’

“‘Yeah, I have one.  You could see it if you want.’

“‘No!  That’s private.’

“‘OK.’

“‘OK.’

“‘Don’t call me stupid any more, OK?  It makes me sad and mad.’

“‘I’m sorry.  I was wrong anyway.  You were talking about how we look and I was talking about what we can do.  As long as we can do the same things I won’t call you stupid.’

“‘You can do anything you want.  That means you can do anything I can do.’

“‘See you’re smart.’

“‘So are you.’

 

When the Mandy Evans settlement was announced, I remember trying hard to be careful when she and I discussed it.  We’d already argued too much regarding the differences between girls and boys – or the similarities.  I wanted to avoid doing so again.  My diary had this:

“‘They told the whole school about Mandy Evans.  It was on the speakers.’

“‘That was cool.  Now everyone knows boys and girls can do the same things.’

“‘Bobby said it was stupid.  Mandy chased him when he said that.  She didn’t catch him.  I thought Mandy was faster but she wasn’t.’

“‘That’s cause he was scared.  You run faster when you’re scared.’

“‘Are you happy about Mandy Evans?’  I wanted to be sure what she was thinking, so I could think that too.

“‘Yes!  Aren’t you?  How come you ask questions you know the answers to?’

“‘I do?’

“‘YES.  You know I’m happy about Mandy.  You said I was all jumpy.’

“‘Yeah.  I just wanted to be sure, because I don’t want to fight again.’

“‘We didn’t fight.’

“‘I thought it was a fight.  You called me stupid.’

“‘Did not.’

“‘Did too.’

“‘Did not.’

“‘OK, you made me think you called me stupid.  It’s the same thing.’

“‘Maybe.’

“‘IT IS.’

“‘OK.’

“‘OK.’”

I didn’t write “OK” on each remaining line of the page.  The Mandy ruling bothered me.  I didn’t understand why Medina thought I should play on the girls’ teams.  I didn’t care if Mandy played with the boys.  She was better than they were.  I didn’t want to be required to play with the girls, because I was lousy at baseball.

 

A few pages after this, Medina and I had moved on:

“‘Hey, how come you never told me about the yellow pads?’

“‘I dunno.  I just didn’t.’

“‘Are they private, like your penis?’

“‘I guess so.’

“‘Can I see them some time?’

“‘Why?’

“‘Because.’  She leaned her head.  ‘Because I like you and that makes me curious about you.’

“‘OK, maybe.  When I stop writing them.  Maybe when we’re going to Lincoln.’

“‘OK,’ she said.  She sounded sad.

“‘Sorry.’

“‘It’s OK.  It’s OK if they’re private.  You can’t see my breasts either.’

“‘You said you didn’t have any.’

“‘I will and when I do you can’t see them.’  She started giggling.

“I started giggling too.  We ran home.  We had to do our homework.”

I never did show Medina these notes.  Life began moving quickly.  I stopped keeping the diary, the pads were stored away, and I forgot them, until I began writing this, her story.  That she hadn’t seen them, that I hadn’t shown them to her, saddens me.  It would’ve helped her to understand me and made subsequent discussions easier.  The transition from best friends to more is fraught.  There is so much to lose and neither can truly appreciate how much there is to gain, especially not having been through it, being utterly in love.

 

I made a new section in my diary: Lincoln Middle School.  A page held only this title, similar to a chapter heading in a book.  The last entry for the Washington years was this:

“We had to get dressed up for graduation.  I didn’t like it.  Oscar didn’t either.  He said it’s stupid to graduate from sixth grade.  He said the word graduate like a cartoon character would, kind of weird.  I think he said that only because he didn’t get to graduate from sixth grade and now he’s jealous.

“Medina thought it was fun.  She said she got to wear fancy clothes.  I never saw her wear a dress until sixth grade graduation.  That’s a lie.  She wore dresses in kindergarten when we first started.  I remember the pictures I drew in the 5x7 note pad.  The dresses didn’t cover her legs up and she always got scratches.  I remember her mom had to put lots of band aids on her legs.

“Her sixth-grade graduation dress was long.  ‘It’s a GOWN,’ she said.

“‘What’s that mean?  It looks like a dress.’  I got to see it before graduation because she showed it to me.  That was cool.  I got to go first.

“‘That means it’s fancier.  For special occasions.  That’s what my mom said.’

“‘I get it.  My mom’s making me wear a suit.’

“‘I wanna see!’

“‘OK.  After we’re done looking at your dress we can go to my house and look at my suit.  My dad said I should wear a bow tie.  He said it’d be snappy.  It bugs me.  It makes it hard to breathe.’

“‘It’s probably just too tight.’

“Medina’s dress was light green with leaves on it you almost couldn’t see and buttons up to her neck and it was wide at the bottom.  I think the crayons would call it Sea Green.  It came with special Sea Green shoes.  They were fancy too.  Her mom fixed her hair.  It was still long except it was kind of wrapped around itself so that it didn’t touch her shoulders any more and it hung down her back.  It was also a little bit curly.  Medina said it was wavy.  I said I liked it more straight but this way was pretty.  She smiled.

“When we got to my house I dressed up.  When she saw my suit, she said, ‘It’s so black.  I thought your dad said you have to wear a bow tie.  Where is it?’

“‘I have to ask my mom.’

“‘I like your shirt because it’s white.  It makes it so there isn’t so much black.  Your shoes are black too.’

“‘My bow tie has colors.’  I yelled, ‘Mom!’

“She came in fast.  I think she was in the hall.  ‘Please don’t raise your voice in the house,’ she said.

“‘Sorry.’

“‘Is something wrong with your suit?’

“‘I can’t find my bow tie.’

“‘I’ll get it for you.’  Then she said, ‘I’m sorry.  Hello, Medina.’

“‘Hi Mrs. Foster.  You look nice today.’

“My mom smiled.  She said, ‘Thank you.  What are you wearing for graduation?’

“‘She’s wearing a fancy light green dress that’s pretty.’

“Medina and my mom laughed.  My mom said, ‘Let me get your tie.’  When she brought it back, she put it on me.

“‘It’s too tight,’ I said.

“‘Your top button is a little snug.  I’ll have to fix it.’

“Medina said, ‘I like your bow tie.  It’s fancy and it has colors so there isn’t so much black.’

“‘He insisted on red and green,’ my mom said.  My face got hot when she said it.  The red and green were different sized stripes a little bit twisted together.

“‘Sorry, honey,’ Mom said.  She took off my bow tie.  ‘Get undressed, so I can fix the top button on your shirt.’

“‘OK, Mom.’  I started taking off my clothes.

“Mom laughed a funny laugh.  She said, ‘Medina, lets go get some ice cream for both of you.’

“‘Chocolate chip?’

“‘No, plain vanilla.  That’s Kevin’s father’s favorite.’

“‘It’s just chocolate chip without the chocolate chips.’

“My mom laughed at that.  I figured out she asked Medina to help her so I could have privacy.  I think that was because of my penis, but maybe it wasn’t.”

 

Later, I wrote:

“Graduation was boring, but Medina was prettier than any of the other girls.  I was like the other boys, but my bow tie was cooler.  My mom made it not so tight.  I was too hot because it was hot.  When we were done I wanted to get rid of my suit fast.  Medina kept her dress on the rest of the day.  My dad and Medina’s dad made a deal for all of us to go out to dinner.  Oscar and Izzy didn’t get to go or didn’t want to.  That was OK with me.

“I had to put my suit back on and my bow tie.  It got cooler and was cooler in the restaurant.  People were dressed fancy.  The food was super good.  Me and Medina sat next to each other.  We weren’t touching until my mom wanted to take pictures of us.  She made us squeeze together on the seat in the restaurant.  I liked that part, squeezing together.  I wondered if Medina did.  She never told me.”

The photographs my mother took are lost to time.  I asked my parents to look for them.  I asked Medina’s parents to see if they had them.  The pictures would not be found.  Still, when I think of that graduation evening, it readily comes back to me.  Pretty, bright, eleven-year-old Medina Brown, rising star, her future rolling out before her, an extended red and green carpet, and her inevitably growing stature, the success story she inhabited, with me on her arm – or partially so.  Happy visions and truly prominent recollections.  I wish I could find those photos.  Would they match the people and the place I remember?

 

The days are passing quickly at this stage of Medina’s life – of our lives.  I have deliberately chosen to move things along to avoid the incorporation of repetitive moments.  Too many (from the yellow pads) were similar to this:

“Billy and Bobby chased me and Medina today.  They acted like they were mad at us and were going to hit us and Billy’s taller and Bobby’s huskier than us so we ran away.  They chased us all the way to Medina’s house and then started laughing.  We went inside.  When we looked out the window they were gone.”

Or this:

“Medina likes Hanratty more than me because she wants to talk to her more than she wants to talk to me.” 

Entries of this sort were scattered throughout the diary.  Me feeling sorry for myself.  It hurt when she turned her focus on someone else, or when she appeared to prefer another’s company to mine.  I learned to deal with it, expressed like this:

“Medina went shopping with Izzy.  She said I wasn’t invited.  I felt bad.  I played chess online instead.  If I practice more I’ll beat her more.”

Later on, there was usually an entry that expressed a resolution.  This occurred often enough, I learned to figure out why she might be excluding me.  In the case above, she was buying me a birthday present.  Why did it take me so long to realize that?

The notes I have transcribed represent high points in our lives and our friendship, ones I describe as mountain peaks in my memory.  Some are the Appalachians or the Ozarks, some are the Rockies.  The Himalayas mostly take place further on in this tale.  They represent affection between us.







Clubs

 

Did the gifted program, my being in it, push Medina and me apart?  I considered that.  A little.  It started something we experienced more acutely at Lincoln: separation.  At this point it was due to different interests, not to arbitrary rules.  I found this on one of the pads:

“Medina said she wants to play the clarinet, so she’s going to take music lessons and join the Lincoln Middle School Band.  She has to practice to get good enough to have concerts.  She loves the clarinet.  She has to improve.  That’s why she has to practice.

“Her practicing takes forever.  It’s every day after school.  That means we have to do our homework when it’s almost dark.  At first, I was bored when she practiced, until I joined Writing Club at school.  It’s only four people.  Jennifer Mohler, Maggie Johnson, Althea Ashe, and me.  Maggie Johnson is Billy Johnson’s sister.  She’s one year older than he is, so she’s in 8th grade.  She’s like Billy and not like Billy at the same time.  Not because she’s a girl.  I’m in 7th grade.  Jennifer Mohler and Althea Ashe are in 9th grade.  They’re both better at writing than the rest of us.

“The Writing Club teacher is Mr. Harold Foreman.  He said we should call him Hal, because he wants to be the same in the Club.  He’s the ninth grade English teacher too.

“My English teacher in 7th grade is super strict on grammar.  He’s teaching me not to make so many mistakes any more.  With commas and not repeating myself so much.  He said I should spell OK okay.  And a bunch of other stuff.  One is I should spell out numbers.  That means when I wrote 7th I should have written seventh.”

 

Just before winter break:

“We’re reading our writing out loud to the Club now.  Medina’s in mine a lot.  After our meeting one day, Hal asked me to stay.  I said I have to meet Medina after Band.  He said, ‘Kevin, please find some different subjects to write about.’

“‘Like what?’

“‘Well, some subjects that don’t include Medina.  You must have other interests.’

“‘Sure.  Chess is cool.’

“‘That’s perfect.  Make chess be the subject of your next exercise.  Try to describe the people and the setting and the game in explicit detail.  See what you come up with.’

“‘What’s “explicit” mean?’

“‘It means everything you can think of about a person or a place or a smell or a sound or a touch.  Or an idea.  Instead of saying “there was a book on the table,’ add more specific elements, more details.  What color was it?  How big, how heavy?  Was it hard to read?  How did it smell?  Try to answer these kinds of questions when you describe it.’

“‘Okay.’

“‘Good, Kevin.  You can go.’

“‘Thanks!’  I took off.  I was sure Medina was done.”

 

Both Medina and I joined the Chess Club.  I remember saying there weren’t any girls – and there weren’t.  I also remember her tilted head and the edge in her voice, when she said, “So?”  I tried to recover by adding, “So you should join, so we can have some girls.”  “So, you can have one.”  “Right!”  She let it go at that.

When we weren’t doing homework or in Band or Writing we were playing chess.  In third grade, I had learned from my father.  I hadn’t played much since, but I knew what each of the pieces did.  When Medina saw the board in my room, she said, “Do you want to play checkers?”

I said, “No, it’s a chess board.”

“Let’s play chess!”

“Do you know how to play?”

“No.”

“It’s pretty easy.”

I showed her how the pieces move and taught her the special rules: pawns advancing one or two squares initially, castling, and pawns capturing en passant.  Stalemate too.

While we were at Lincoln, we played hundreds of games against each other.  We both kept our own record.  I still have mine.  I found it in the box with the yellow tablets, a single page torn out.  Three hundred and twenty-six for me, four hundred and ninety-three for her.  Twenty-two draws.

After one of our games, I composed this for Writing Club.  I taped it onto one of the yellow pages:

“Medina Brown and I play chess a lot, almost every day.  The board is square and has green and white squares that are big enough so the chess pieces fit on them, without being too crowded together.  The board is smooth, because it’s made out of plastic.  It smells like plastic too.  The pieces are plastic too.  They don’t smell.

“Medina was wearing a red shirt when we played.  Her first move was with the king pawn.  It’s called e4.  I played c5.  That’s called the Sicilian Defense.  I don’t know why.

“We didn’t talk very much.  The only noises we made were when we moved the pieces.  Sometimes we slid them and sometimes we picked them up and set them down.  That was like a knock on the door, because the table under the board was made out of wood.  We also made noises when we captured.  That was one piece hitting another.  It sounded like plastic.  When I captured Medina’s queen, I knocked it over.  When it fell, it rattled.

“Me capturing her queen was bad for Medina.  She said, ‘Oh.’  She never curses or says any bad words when she makes a mistake.  Instead she says, ‘Good move.’  That’s what she said to me.

“After that, I won the game, because I was up a queen.  I got checkmate with my rook and my queen.  She said, ‘Good game.’  I’m usually the one saying that first, because she wins more games than I do.  I won this game.  I said, ‘Good game’ too.

“We didn’t taste anything while we played.  We could’ve had ice cream.  Medina loves chocolate chip, so we have it a lot.  We didn’t today.”

On the next page, I continued:

“After I read this story to the Club, Althea said, ‘You mostly write about Medina Brown.  Why?  I think it would be more interesting to hear about other people in your life.  Your parents or some of your other friends.’  Althea is a black girl.  She’s very smart.  She’s also a little bit fat and she has big hair and she likes to wear blue and purple clothes, not like Medina.

“Hal said, ‘Althea, you make an excellent point.  Kevin, you did a nice job of describing some of the facets of your game.  Your description of the board was strong, the sizes and the shapes, the texture and the smell.  This adds realism to your story, but Althea is correct.  Perhaps next time you can portray a game with another opponent.”

I remember enjoying the stories the other kids wrote.  Some of them were of surprising quality for middle School.  Althea laid out her lineage.  She had traced it back two-hundred years.  I mentioned this to Medina later:

“‘You know that black girl, Althea Ashe?’

“‘You mean that girl, Althea Ashe.’

“‘Yeah, whatever, that’s her.’

“‘No, not whatever.’

“‘Okay whatever.’

“‘No, NOT whatever.’  She stared at me.  She didn’t lean her head.  It felt like I was in trouble.

“I said, ‘I was just trying to describe her so you knew who I meant.’

“‘Her name does that!  How many Althea Ashes go to Lincoln?’

“‘How should I know?’  My voice got louder.

“‘How many do you think?’  Her eyes were mean when she said that.  They were drilling holes in me.  Her face was all weird too.  I grabbed my leather ring and held it tight in my hand.

“‘I dunno, one?’  My voice got quiet when I said this.

“‘I’m sorry, Kevin.’

“‘Me too.’

“‘Yes, I know Althea.’

“‘Okay.  She told a good story today about her family all the way back to when there were slaves.  Her ancestors were slaves.’

“‘Was it a sad story?’

“‘The slaves part was, but the people were happy in her story.’

“‘Some people are amazing, aren’t they?  No matter what happens to them, they smile.’  She smiled at me.

“I smiled too.

“‘I’m sorry I got mad at you.’

“‘I’m sorry I don’t always understand stuff the way you do.’

“‘I know.  We have this same argument a lot.’

“‘Yeah.’”

I don’t remember what came after this.  I didn’t write it down.  She was right – we did have that argument a lot.  This one runs together with many others in my memory.

 

Because I was in Writing Club with Billy’s sister, I must have thought I should describe the two of them.  I had forgotten I had.  I suspect Hal’s encouragement of detail spurred this:

“Billy’s skinny and his hair is so short it’s like he’s bald.  His face is always dirty.  Maybe he keeps wiping his hands on it.  His hands are worse.  Medina says it’s because he works on mechanical things, like Point’s clock, so he gets dirt and grease on them.  He should wash his hands before he touches his face.  I guess he doesn’t.  Billy is one of the best softball players.  Even though he’s skinny, he can hit the ball far.  He has a strong arm too.  He plays shortstop.  Him and Mandy are the best players.

“Maggie’s different.  I mean she looks sort of like Billy.  She’s skinny and has brown eyes like he does.  Her eyes are the same shape as his.  She has longer hair.  A bald girl would be weird.  If Billy’s hair was longer it would be the same as hers.  Light brown.  She’s as tall as Billy.  They look mostly alike.  But they’re not twins because Maggie’s in eighth grade and Billy’s in seventh grade.  She’s way better at soccer than softball.  She’s better than Billy at soccer.  The big difference is she reads and writes and he fixes things.

“The other big difference is Billy hates me or hates Medina and me.  I think Maggie likes me.  She talks to me in Writing Club.  She says she likes what I write.  I like what she writes too.  It’s mostly family stories.  There are five brothers and sisters and she’s the oldest.  Then comes Billy.  And three little one still at Washington.  Maggie said her mom is pregnant again too.  They say it’s going to be another boy.  Her mom and dad haven’t picked out a name yet.”

I also wrote this:

“Maggie must’ve told Billy I usually write about Medina, because Billy and Bobby and them tease me all the time.  They used to yell the K-I-S-S-I-N-G one.  That was from Washington.  Now they ask me rude questions.  That’s what Medina calls them.  ‘What’s it like to kiss her, Foster?  What’s the most popular kiss in school like?  I’m starting to see her tits, Foster.  Are you?  Have you ever even seen them?’  That kind of stuff.  There’s more.  I don’t want to write it down.  Medina says I should ignore it and they’ll stop.  Don’t get mad.  Sometimes I can’t help it.  One time I made fun of Billy.  I said, ‘What’s it like to kiss Bobby?  What’s the dumbest kiss in school like?’  He got red in the face and tried to hit me.  I took off so he missed.  He chased me, but he was way slower.  I ran to Richmond’s office.  I stood right outside the door.  That’s where I was when he caught up.  He didn’t say anything and walked away.

“That was a bad idea to tease him, like he teased me.  When me and Medina were walking home after band, we heard yelling behind us.  We turned around.  It was Billy and Bobby on their bikes.  They were gaining on us fast.  We started running.  They caught up before we got to her house.  Bobby pedaled up right next to me and kicked me.  I tripped and fell on the sidewalk.  Both my knees, my elbow, and both my hands got super scraped.  I was bleeding everywhere.  Medina ran a few more steps before she figured out what happened.  Bobby and Billy jumped off their bikes and started kicking me.  When I tried to get up, they pushed me back down.  Medina ran up.  She was screaming.  It was loud!  We were in front of Mr. and Mrs. Leary’s house.  They were old people.  Their children grew up and moved out.  My dad said Mr. Leary was retired so he stayed home a lot.  Mr. Leary came out with a baseball bat in his hand.  He yelled.  It came out like a loud cough, “Hey.  What’re you boys doing?  Leave him alone!”  I was on the ground with my hands and arms over my head.  I was trying to curl up in a ball.  When they heard Leary, they stopped kicking me.  Medina ran up and pushed Bobby hard.  He crashed into Billy.  They tripped and fell down.  I jumped up.  My knees really hurt, but I didn’t care.  Leary went at Billy and Bobby.  They got off each other and got on their bikes and rode away.

“Leary said, ‘Son, you all right?  That’s some heavy bleeding.’

“Medina said, ‘Thank you Mr. Leary.  Thank you for chasing them away.’  Her voice sounded weird, higher and scared.  Maybe because she was out of breath from running.

“‘You’re welcome, little lady.  Who were those ruffians?’

“‘Some mean kids from school,’ she said.

“I shouted, ‘That’s Billy Johnson in the red shirt and Bobby Wagner in the striped one.  They’re always teasing us.’

“Medina poked me in the side when I said that.  I said, ‘Ow!’  It hurt.

“‘Sorry!” she said.

“‘Well, you two best be getting home and getting those scrapes looked at.  I have half a mind to call them ruffians’ parents.  We don’t need no violence in the neighborhood.’

“‘Please don’t,’ Medina said.

“‘Why not?’ I asked her.

“She kept talking like I didn’t say anything, ‘We’ll take care of it, Mr. Leary.  We know them and their families.  It’s just a misunderstanding.’

“‘Well, okay, little lady.  If you say so.  If they come around here again, I’m calling the police.’  He said it like ‘po-leace.’

“‘Thank you, Mr. Leary,’ Medina said.  She said to me, ‘Let’s go, Kevin’ and started to walk away.

“I tried to go with her.  My legs had stiffened up.  I could only limp.  That hurt.

“‘Be sure to get all that looked at, son,’ Leary said while we went slowly away.

“‘Thank you, Mr. Leary,’ I said.

“He watched us go for a little while, then went up his walk.  Mrs. Leary was peeking out the door.  When we got far enough away, I asked Medina, ‘Why don’t you want them to get in trouble.  They were kicking me.’

“‘Yes, but you shouldn’t have said that stuff to Billy.  That was the worst kind of thing to say to him.’

“‘What?  Why?’

“‘It just was.  I’m sorry you got hurt.  No matter what you said, it’s only words.  They don’t hurt anybody.  Some people can’t control themselves.’

“I shrugged.  That hurt too.

“‘Please don’t tell anyone what happened,’ she said.  ‘We were running and you tripped and fell.  Everyone knows you run fast.  That’s why you got hurt.’

“‘I’m supposed to lie?’

“‘Yes!  It’ll be better that way.  If you get Billy and Bobby in trouble, they’ll try to hurt you again.  If you don’t, they’ll think they paid you back for what you said and it’ll be over.’

“‘I don’t like that, but okay.’

“She stopped and acted like she wanted to hug me.  She didn’t.  She said, ‘Sorry!  I was going to hurt you.  Thank you!  You’re being smart.’

“‘It’s okay, you can hug me.’

“She smiled at me and leaned her head.  She said, ‘I’ll owe it to you.’

“‘Cool!  Now it doesn’t hurt as much as it used to.’”

“Wait!” she said.  “You’re ring.  It got squashed.”

I looked down.  The leather ring she’d given me had been crushed when Billy and Bobby were kicking me.  I took it onto one hand.  With my fingers, I tried to make it round again by pinching the long ends.

Medina said, “Be careful!”

“I am,” I said.  It had become dry and brittle.  It broke in half and one piece fell on the ground.  “I’m sorry!” I said.  I started to cry.

“It’s okay,” she said.  Her voice was sad.  “It’s not your fault.  You were just trying to fix it.”

I didn’t record what came next – a million questions from Mrs. Brown and a call to my mother and her rushing home.  They bought running-and-falling-down, because our stories, Medina’s and mine, corroborated each other.  They trusted us, though I swear Mrs. Brown tilted her head.

It turned out the cuts and scrapes were superficial.  Once I washed off the blood, my mom sprayed Bactine on them, and wrapped me up in Ace bandages.  It felt better pretty fast.  For the wounds to heal entirely took a while.  I had scabs and walked gingerly for more than a week.

Black or deep purple bruises appeared on my sides, where they’d kicked me.  Those took longer to fade, going from purple to yellow, before they vanished completely.  I hid them from my mom and dad – I didn’t want to have to explain.  That was pretty easy.  They’d learned from Oscar that a thirteen-year-old needs his privacy.

They day after they kicked me, the bruises surfaced.  I took off my shirt to show them to Medina.  I don’t remember what she said.  She very, very lightly felt one, but then pulled her hand away and blushed full red.  I didn’t know what was going on, so I laughed.  I was laughing at her and she knew it, but she laughed with me.  I put my shirt back on.  We began our homework.  I recovered.  We left it alone after that.

At school, Billy and Bobby acted as if it had never happened.  They returned to teasing us by yelling stupid things.  I ignored them.  Medina’d been right: after a while they gave up, because they couldn’t get a rise out of me.  Did Maggie have something to do with that?  Maybe she told Billy to knock it off, because she kind of liked me.  She made that clearer the following year.

Where are the pieces of the leather ring?  I remember picking up the half that had fallen and putting both halves and the cord in my pocket.  When I got home and after the questions about my scrapes stopped, I hid the pieces in a safe place.  After that, I don’t know – and I don’t know where they went.  Probably still secreted away.  Or did my mom find them and throw them in the trash?

 

With all the energy I put into Writing Club, my interests and facility began to change.  The most obvious example was my math skills started to atrophy.  At Lincoln, they didn’t do much with the gifted kids.  A teacher – Mr. Baxter – volunteered to sit with six of us after school some days.  We did logic problems together.  There were no more field trips or special activities instead of class, like we had at Washington.  Aside from getting out of the regular stuff, I didn’t see the point of these programs anyway.  I’d begun to lose interest in math.  The logic problems weren’t fun for me.  They would’ve been a year ago.  I told Mr. Baxter.  He said, “I’m sorry to see you leave the group, Kevin.  You’re very good at the work we’ve been doing.  You could be superior with time and practice.”

“Thank you, Mr. Baxter.  I just like writing more.  I look forward to going to Writing Club.  I don’t look forward to coming here as much as I used to.”

“Very well.  I hope you change your mind.  Please tell me if you do.”

“Okay.”

 

That was it.  I never did another logic problem.  This was from my diary, near the end of eighth grade:

“I told Medina that I’m not going to gifted class any more.  I like Writing Club better.  Baxter said he was sorry I was quitting.  He said he understood though.  I also told Medina I was glad I stopped.  She said, ‘Why?’  I just looked at her.  She smiled at me.”

 

Sometimes I take a break from writing.  I consider events or pick out certain ones.  I analyze them more deeply.  Like Billy and Bobby coming after us on their bikes and attacking me.  Where does such negative motivation come from?  As you’ve probably realized, I was a naïve kid.  Possibly it was my upbringing or my general home life.  I knew little of human nature.  I was genuinely curious.  I couldn’t combine pieces to form wholes the way Medina did.  Her explanation, her justification, for lying when I got beat up continues to surprise me:

 

‘I’m supposed to lie?’

 

‘Yes!  It’ll be better that way.  If you get Billy and Bobby in trouble, they’ll try to hurt you again.  If you don’t, they’ll think they paid you back for what you said and it’ll be over.’

 

Medina, who never lied – or she did and I didn’t realize it, because she did it to smooth things out – was telling me to lie, because it “will be over.”  Was she preparing for politics even at that age?  Lying wasn’t and hasn’t ever been in my nature.  I’m too literal.  She’d assembled the different elements of that incident into a coherent whole, determined what I had to do, and got me to do it.  There’s someone who might be able to accomplish things in office.  Her actions are as astonishing now as they were then.

This interlude was me settling into summer vacation.  Most years, we hung out at the pool at Jefferson.  It wasn’t that far from my house.  We were a single-high-school town for quite a while.  After the population spurt tied to Medina’s popularity, they added Monroe.  Jefferson finally had a rival.

Medina and I went to the pool, walked home, watched TV, and did yard work together, and ate dinner at each other’s houses.  We also had our own activities.  She was in Girl Scouts for years.  She often had meetings to attend or activities.  She had to earn her awards and badges.  When she got older, she started volunteering.  I remember helping her tidy up Roosevelt Square.  I didn’t want to go to the soup kitchen or the shelter, so I studied chess instead, replaying old games, hoping to improve – hoping to beat her more frequently.

I liked to read.  Writing Club had grabbed ahold of me.  I was plowing through piles of science fiction and fantasy from the library.  My parents said we couldn’t afford to buy many books, and we didn’t have any place to keep them.  That was okay with me.  I didn’t want to read anything over and over.  I was trying to learn more about writing.  I didn’t think reading the same story again and again would help me advance.

Medina and I played chess often during school breaks.  I found this summer diary entry in one of the yellow pads:

“‘It’s cool that you win more games than I do.’

“‘Why?’

“‘Because you’re a girl and not that many girls play chess and you’re the best player in the Club.  Kind of like Mandy Evans.’

“‘Nive.’  That’s all she said and she leaned her head.

“I had to think.  That’s what leaning her head meant this time.  After a little while, I said, ‘It’s cool that you win more chess games than I do.’

“She smiled.  She said, ‘Why?’

“‘Because we’re best friends, and it’s great that my best friend is the best player in the Chess Club.’

“‘It’s great that my best friend is the second-best player.’  We both laughed.”

When summer ended, I wrote EIGHTH GRADE alone on a sheet.  I was putting title pages in my diary for each year.  Then I remembered.  Several lines down, I wrote an isolated sentence, “Medina never gave me that hug she owed me after Billy and Bobby beat me up.”







Me

 

Yes, our different interests separated Medina and me.  It was uncomfortable.  What did I feel?  I remember thinking I should write down my thoughts.  Would that help?  I started a new, a separate, diary.  When I remembered having done it, I dove into the box to find the pad.  It turns out the idea of a me-only chronicle comprised only this single entry.  I can date it to eighth grade, based on the reference to Maggie going on to Jefferson at the end.

This is the text from that tablet:

“Hal said details are important.  They ‘add realism to your story.’  So, I’m describing me.  It’s a separate diary from my other one, and it covers me, not Medina and me.  She’ll be here too, but not as much as she’s in the other one.

“I was a little bit short and a little bit skinny, with brown hair.  My eyes were brown, my ears stuck out some, not a lot, and my nose was wider than I wanted it to be.  I liked Medina’s more.  My skin was always clear, even when everyone else got pimples, even Medina for a year or two.  My face was an average oval.  I was a very pale white guy.  I got sunburned easily.  I was a very pale white and burnt red guy.  I hated when I blushed, because it really showed.  Medina thought it was cute and funny.  I didn’t think it was either of those things.

“I was a brain.  I didn't wear glasses.  My eyes were 20-20.  I saw Medina super clearly.

“I wasn't athletic, but I could run.  I couldn't hit or throw a ball that far.  I was decent at soccer.  When I got older, bigger players plowed into me.  You can't outrun them if you’re on the ground.

“I was great at math and good at reading and writing and didn't have any weak subjects.  Medina was better in some, I was better in others.  We competed for higher grades.  We averaged out the same.

“I was quiet, the opposite of Medina, who introduced herself to people and talked to them.  I talked to her mostly and that didn't leave room for other friends.  That didn’t bother me.

“I liked my parents more than most kids do, and my brother was okay.  He avoided me and thought he was cooler than me.  I’m starting to like girls.  Medina was the best.  I stared at her in a way people said was creepy if she didn't notice me, because I wanted to understand her and that wasn't only because she was a girl.  Maybe it mostly was.

“I liked thinking over things.  I loved puzzles and figuring things out and was faster at it than most.  I was pretty good at chess, which is kind of a chain of puzzles, and it bugged me that Medina outplayed me.  She did because she could ignore stuff that didn’t matter, so she could focus only on the best lines.  It was her intuition.  It was better than mine.  It was in chess anyway.

“I didn't get mad that often.  I got defensive and got upset, but most of the time logical arguments or deeper knowledge convinced me.  That meant I trusted too much when I was younger, because I believed everything the older kids said.  I got past that though.  I learned I could only trust Medina and her parents and my parents.  Not really Izzy and not Oscar, except he did know more about girls than me.  He was more outgoing, so girls were easier for him.  He didn't care if he looked stupid, but I hated it.  Some girls think stupid is funny.  They don't mind it.  He got to see girls naked in tenth grade.  It took me longer, not counting a little bit with Maggie.  He made girls mad too.  They broke up with him.  Medina never broke up with me.  Was she my girlfriend?  Most people thought she was.

“Naked girls.  There were lots of them on the internet.  My parents tried to set up controls, blocking websites and stuff.  It was easy to get past them or shut them off.  Besides there's nothing wrong with naked girls.  They’re cool.  The ones on the computer, they weren't the same, because I couldn't ever meet them or talk to them, so I didn't care if they were naked.  I mean, I cared a little.  I could use those pictures to imagine what Medina looked like naked.  That didn't come out very well either.  It's not the same unless the naked girl is right in front of you.  When my parents figured out I had gone around their restrictions, they grounded me.  That didn't mean I couldn't hang out with Medina, so I didn't care.  No computer meant no naked girls on the screen.  That didn’t bother me either.  Besides I got to use it again after the grounding was over.  I tried to explain that internet girls didn't matter, that I only wanted to see what they looked like.  I didn't explain the imagining Medina part.  They didn't get it.  ‘No computer for two months,’ Mom said.  ‘Okay,’ I said.  She looked at me funny because I wasn’t unhappy.  Oscar hated it when they caught him.  He was into porn videos.  I just wanted photos.  Besides I had seen enough shapes and sizes of breasts and butts and stuff I could imagine whatever I wanted.  If they’d told me to stop using the computer forever, I wouldn't have cared.

“I didn’t explain the imagining Maggie Johnson naked part either.  I found a little bit about that out myself.  I didn’t find out, she showed me.  That counts too.  One day Writing Club was weird, because everyone was sick, but not me or Maggie or Hal.  Then something happened and Hal had to leave.  He said he wasn’t supposed to leave us in the room unattended.  He said he wouldn’t be gone long.  He ran to the door.  When he was gone, Maggie kind of stared at me.  It was like Medina’s look, without leaning her head.  Like it because her eyes were going into mine.  She came up to me and said, ‘Have you ever seen a girl’s tits before?’

“I didn’t know why she was saying this.  I did know ‘tits’ meant ‘breasts.’  I said, ‘I’ve seen them on the internet.’

“She said, ‘That doesn’t count.  I’m mean a real girl in the same room with you.’

“‘No.’

“‘Like me.’  Super fast, she pulled up her shirt.  That made me remember when Medina said she didn’t have any breasts, because Maggie didn’t have any either.  Medina did have some now.  She said she had to wear a bra.  Maggie didn’t have a bra.  I stared at her breasts.  They had big nipples in the middle.  There wasn’t that much else.  Not like the internet girls at all.

“The door made a noise and Hal came back in.  Maggie zipped away and let her shirt drop.  I was still staring at her breasts.  Her nipples were showing through her shirt.  My penis was stiff in my pants, like when I had wet dreams.  Hal looked at both of us.  He said, ‘What’s wrong?’

“Maggie said, ‘Nothing.  We were discussing writing.  I want to have a naked character.  Kevin said you wouldn’t let me.’

“‘Well, I might, depending on what happens to him.’

“‘It’s a her.’

“‘Her.’  Hal looked at Maggie for a while.  ‘Kevin is right.  Principal Richmond would probably forbid it.  Most parents would agree.  If either of you want to write about naked characters, please don’t do so for the club.  Keep them to yourself.’

“‘Okay,’ Maggie said.  She was looking at me.

“‘Okay,’ I said.  My mouth was dry and my penis hurt.

 

“I told Medina all this after she was finished with Band.  I had to wait outside.  They hated when students came in during practice and interrupted.  Miss Peters, the band teacher, was extra strict.  Billy said it was because she was too ugly to get laid.  I didn’t know what that meant.  I didn’t ask him either.

“Medina said, ‘They call girls names for doing that kind of stuff.’

“‘What kind of stuff?’

“‘Showing their breasts to boys the way Maggie did.’

“‘Oh.’

“‘What’d you do?’

“‘Nothing.  Hal came back before I could do anything.  He knew it was weird though.  Maggie kept smiling at me.  There was nothing Hal could do.  He didn’t see her tits.’

“‘Breasts.’

“‘Okay, but that’s what she called them.’

“‘You could say “boobs” too, if you want to.  That’s what my mom says.’

“‘That makes them sound dumb.  They’re not dumb.’

“I got a head tilt for that.  Not for the words, for how I said them.  We left it alone after that.  I think Medina was feeling weird though.”

 

“I thought reading was cool, because it helped me learn to write better.  Only Maggie understood when it came to my writing.  We talked about it after Writing Club when I had to wait for Band to finish.  She said writing was like knowing and then remembering afterward.  I thought it was like solving a complicated problem so that I could say the answer as shorthand for having solved it.  I didn't have to do it again.

“One day she said, ‘Is Medina your girlfriend?’

“‘My girlfriend?  No, I don’t think so.’

“‘You don’t know?’

“‘How would I?  We hang out all the time.  Does that mean she’s my girlfriend?’

“‘You don’t know that much, do you?’

“‘I guess not.’

“The door clunked.  Maggie said, ‘Bye.’  She walked away.  Band was letting out.”

 

“As we got older, I thought I solved parts of Medina, like when I made up her nickname.  It meant tons of energy and sort of pushiness and trying to do the right thing, like she knew how without having to think, so she could start out in the best way, sort of like her chess intuition.  Instead of hitting people that made fun of her the way Izzy did, Medina knew what to say and said it.  If there was anything she could do that I couldn’t it was that.  She said the right thing at the right time more than anyone.  That helped make her popular.  I was more average on that.  I figured out what to say hours after I should have said it.  That was not so bad in writing but it was lousy in talking.  Oscar was great at knowing what to say too, but his right mostly turned out to be the other person's wrong.  He got to see girls naked that way, except they got mad at him after that.  I don't think Medina got to see boys naked.  She could have.  She could have gotten to see a bunch of things by saying the right thing at the right time.  She could have seen me naked if she wanted to.  But you know that already.

“You could say I was smart and a fast runner and shorter and skinnier than normal, and that I was an average boy.  Medina wasn't an average anything.

“Because of this I wondered if my name would change to Kevin Brown when we got married.  It made sense.  I never talked about it.  If I had, she would’ve tilted her head and said that's not for now, it’s for after Jefferson at least.  Kevin Brown.  I liked that.  It sounded better than Kevin Foster, and Medina Foster was weird.”

 

“Maggie and I hung out whenever Medina was busy with Band.  We mostly talked about the stories we wrote for Writing Club and books sometimes.  Maggie’s brothers and sisters and parents and grandparents were part of her stories.  Billy was good with machines because his father was good with machines and taught him.  Mr. Johnson was also pretty mean.  He said mean things about people, criticizing them for being different than he was.  I learned plenty about the Johnsons.

“Me and Maggie weren’t ever alone again at school.  This is one of those things I got right later after digesting it.  Solved it.  A lot later.  Next year, after she went to Jefferson I worked out that when she showed me her boobs, she wanted me to do something.  Something that wasn’t talking.  She didn’t say anything later, and she liked to talk to me, but that’s all we did.  Afterward it turned out my penis was mad at me.  There’s no way I can explain what that means so don’t ask me to.  I never told Medina either.  It would’ve made her blush and she hardly ever blushed.”







Points of Contact

 

In my regular diary, I wouldn’t let go of the beating Billy and Bobby had given me, but not for the beating itself:

“After I healed, I thought a lot about when Medina felt one of my bruises.  Eighth grade was almost over.  One day when we were walking home, I touched Medina’s arm.  It was hot outside.  She had short sleeves on.  A red shirt and a sort of white skirt and her normal shoes.  She mainly wore those same shoes.  You could see her toes.

“I touched her arm.  I don’t know why, I just did.  Her skin was cool.  That was weird because it was hot.  Her skin was soft and smooth too.  It was great.  I rubbed her arm.  She stopped and looked at me.  She was blushing again, like when she felt my bruise.  That was TWO times, not that far apart.  She really looked at me, like she was trying to figure me out, like I was a puzzle.  Or a logic problem.  No, not a logic problem.  You couldn’t figure out why I touched her with logic.

“I turned red too.  With her eyes going into mine, I said, ‘Sorry.’  I felt like I should.

“She surprised me.  She said, ‘Why?’

I wasn’t sure what she meant.  Why did I touch her or why did I say sorry?  I shrugged.

“She leaned toward me for a sec, then took off running.  I chased her and caught up.  We were at her house.  She ran up the walk.  Me too.  When we went inside, nobody was home.  We went into the family-room to do our homework.  Instead she looked at me again and she hugged me.  I’m writing this at home.  I’m supposed to be asleep, except I can still feel her hugging me and it’s keeping me awake and my penis is acting weird.  It’s stiff and it kind of hurts again.  When she finished hugging me, she walked backward.  She said, ‘Now I don’t owe you any more.’

“My mouth didn’t want to work, but I said, ‘Okay.’  It came out lousy.

“‘What’s wrong?’

“‘Thank you for paying me back,’ I finally said.  The words were mostly clear.

“‘You’re welcome.’

“‘I liked it.’

“‘Me too.’”

The entry stopped.  As I write this, it’s as if I’m in that moment.  My feelings are that clear.  I wanted to kiss her.  I wanted to kiss her.  I remember the drive and the desire – an almost-fourteen-year-old’s desire, strong and confused and punishing, like misdirected chastisement.  “How come you’re hurting me?  What’d I do?”

I swayed.  I swayed toward her.  I stared at her mouth, at her lips.  They were beautiful lips, not too thick or too thin, with nice curves.  Her mouth too: not big or small, an enticing shape and fullness.  A gentle smile.  Expectant?  Putting this down engenders a physical reaction.  It’s – uncomfortable, unsettling.  A different kind of punishing.  I need to collect myself.  I need to breathe.  I need to wait…  Deep breaths...  Deeper breaths.  Center, center my thoughts…

In the moment, I felt dizzy.  She – hugged me again.  Writing this, I feel her body against mine, her arms around me, her hands on me.  I held her tight, pressing her to me.  I couldn’t think of anything else to do.  I couldn’t think at all.  Now my clothes are too restrictive.  Even today, she affects me, excites me, after… after everything that played out.

 “Hey!” she said.  “That hurts.”

“Sorry.  I just… I wanted…”  I stepped away from her.  “Sorry…”  My voice had almost disappeared.  I was looking at her toes.

“Nive, what’s the matter?”  I’ve pondered this question a good deal over the years.  If only she could see me this minute, struggling to keep it together long enough to describe that simple embrace, what it meant at that point in our lives.  What it still means.  Did she not realize what was going on inside me?  Not realize it, no idea?  Or did she want me to tell her, want to hear it?  I never found out, because, eyes at her feet, I whispered, “Nothing.”

“Let’s have some ice cream!” she announced.

“Okay,” I said.  She ran to the kitchen.  I plodded after.

Being almost fourteen and being in love and not knowing it was miserable – still is.  I used my sleeve to blot my face.  Being twenty-five and solitary and in love is no picnic either.

After that, after a night of restless thrashing, I made a conscious decision.  I would touch her more often.  Her arm, her hair, her back, not her front.  That’s private!  Her legs, especially behind the knee.  I found out she was unusually sensitive there.  That was a fabulous discovery.  I could make her squirm and giggle and laugh whenever I wanted to.  From that came one of my favorite diary entries.  I think it was from the summer between eighth and ninth grade:

“Medina’s ticklish behind her knees!  We were lying on our stomachs on the lawn in my backyard.  She was wearing a green shirt and a skirt with squares on it.  We left our shoes on the porch.  When she said, ‘The grass makes me itchy,” I reached over and scratched the back of her leg.  She jumped and laughed and yelled – not at me, it was just loud, ‘Hey, that tickles!’

“I sat up.  I said, ‘It does?’  I scratched her leg again.

“‘Hey!  Stop it!’ she said, but she was smiling and happy and silly.

“I kept doing it.  She bent her leg to squish my hand.  I wiggled my fingers as best I could.  That’s when she started giggling and couldn’t stop.  It was so funny I started laughing and she did too.  She didn’t unbend her leg.  I tried to pull my hand out.  I couldn’t.  After a while we stopped laughing.  She still had my hand in her leg.  I said, ‘Hey, my fingers are getting all tingly.  Let go.’

“‘No!’  She didn’t say it in a mean way.  She was teasing.  I pulled hard.  My fingers didn’t come out.  Her leg was sticky because it was warm.  I pulled hard.  That made her move.  She spun on her stomach and her legs went into my lap.  I tickled her behind the other knee.  She screamed and kicked her feet.  I got my first hand out.  I slid my hands right up her legs.  She shouted, “Hey!” and got up and ran into the house.  I went after her.  My fingers felt weird.  I was bending and unbending them to get rid of the tingling.”

We probably had ice cream after that, because it not only covered upsetting or difficult situations, it masked other feelings, ones she was likely having as much trouble with as I was, but handling them better.  My hands haven’t ever forgotten her sweat-tacky softness and the contours of her age-fourteen legs.

Thereafter, touch her more often I did, and whenever I could behind the knee.  She giggled and laughed, sometimes so wholly tears streamed down her face.  Not sad, enormously happy.  After a few weeks of this extra physicalness, I realized she wasn’t reciprocating.  She accepted my tickling – had I asked her, she might’ve said she loved it – though she wouldn’t try to tickle me, or even reach out a hand.  I kept contemplating her gentle caress of my bruise and her blush immediately afterward.  My enthusiasm cooled some.  Nevertheless, I was hooked.

For her part, she didn’t discourage me.  She didn’t say anything, nor did she start or shy or fend or run.  For her, initiating a touch required a deep, important reason.  Like my bruises – they were obviously painful.  She meant her caress as sympathy and as healing.  Or the hug.  That was acknowledgement – acknowledgement that she felt as I did, and demonstration that she would express those feelings differently, creating special, memorable peaks in our history.  These I have rediscovered in writing this, in unraveling lifelong emotions.

 

Next, some direct conversation between Medina and me appeared in the yellow notebooks.  Probably from near the end of ninth grade:

