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      What if you were eight years old, at home in the safety of your bedroom, your mother was in the house, but a man raped you in your own bed? What if that wasn’t all that happened, but no one in the family will tell what they know?

      Sixteen-year-old Mandy tells her story in her own sometimes ungrammatical, sometimes funny words. But this isn’t just a story about the rape of a little girl. As Mandy becomes a teenager and begins to grow into a woman, how does the rape and the secrets her family tried to keep hidden affect her efforts to have crushes, date, and experience normal relationships with boys?

      The teenage years should be a time to explore your feelings about whoever you’re attracted to. For girls, boys can be a big part of growing up, but when someone steals your sexuality in a violent act, how does the journey into womanhood change? How does family recover, because when someone attacks a child, it damages the whole family.

      Mandy is confused about boys. Can she reclaim her teenage years? Can she find the boy she was meant to be with, and somehow fix her fractured family relationships? If so, how?

      No More Secrets isn’t a memoir, but it is based on the author's own experiences, including the childhood rape.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t exactly rape. At least that’s what the policeman told my mother.

      Her jaw got all tight like she was about to yell or something. But she didn’t. Then this nurse, this old battle-ax with a waist that spilled onto her hips and hair so dull it looked sick, walked up to my mother and whispered something to her. I couldn’t make it out, but the next thing I knew, I was alone with this woman, and she was unbuttoning my jumper. I jerked back, but she wouldn’t take the hint.

      “Stop fidgeting,” she said to me. “And put this on.”

      She set a white, cotton, dress-like thing on the back of my chair. Then she started to walk out of the room, but just before she left, she turned to me and said, “A big girl like you should’ve known better, Amanda. You really should have.”

      I’d been drawing a picture of a man and a woman, and I started slashing at them both with my pen. I put the picture down and looked at the door.

      I was eight years old at the time.

      

      It was 1959. I remember because I always got a little unsettled about finishing things—the last cookie in a box, the last Milk Dud that I’d suck real slow so the caramel would stay in my mouth and I could smell it, even the last piece of paper in my school notebook. I remember thinking this was the last time we could use a “5” in the third slot. Several times a day I thought about writing a “6” and an “0”, just so I wouldn’t forget.

      I don’t remember the month, but it was winter. The trees outside our small back house snapped a little as my mom and me rushed to our old Packard a few days after it happened. I was wearing a car coat, but my mother just had a thin, button-down sweater, the kind teenage girls used to wear over their shoulders with the top button closed around their necks.

      We had an appointment with a psychiatrist, and I was real nervous. I remember seeing a neat row of palm trees with little flowers planted at their base, and then parking our car. A man who wore thick horn-rimmed glasses greeted us. He took off his glasses to shake my mother’s hand. There were little red dents on each side of his nose where the glasses had been. It was seven years ago, but for some reason, I’ve never forgotten those little red dents.

      I had to sit in a big leather chair that almost swallowed me. He told my mother to wait in the reception room, that he wanted to talk to me alone. His name was Dr. Mitford. He sat behind a big shiny desk. He kept taking off his glasses and setting them on the papers in front of him.

      “So,” the doctor said without smiling. “Your mother tells me you’re having some problems. Do you want to talk about it?”

      It was a medium-sized room. There were three chairs—one for Dr. Mitford, one for me, and an empty one.

      “No,” I said.

      He put his glasses back on, and I stared into a corner.

      The doctor let out a sigh, and then he said, “Sometimes, we all must talk about things that are bothering us.” His voice got real nice. That shook me up because he sounded almost like my dad. “If we can do that, Amanda, it’ll make us feel better. Come on, dear. I know you’d like to try.”

      He was right about that, but somehow, the words wouldn’t come out. That was the hardest part—making the words come out. I didn’t know what to say. The night after it had happened, my dad had come home. He was an electrical lighting salesman; it was a new job, and his area was somewhere between the San Gabriel Mountains and Central California. It was his second job in two years, but my mom always told people he just lacked faith in himself. Anyway, my dad stood in front of me, the furry rim of hair he still had, fuzzy, uncombed. But his eyes were narrow, tight, and his skin red. He looked at me different, like he was mad. “You have to tell us,” he had said.

      It was dinner time, but there were no dinner smells. My dad, my mom, and me sat on the living room couch. I didn’t know where my older brother, Henry, was. I huddled near the end of the sofa, listening to my mother.

      She sat with her legs crossed real tight, then she got up. Her voice was like a torn fingernail scraping across my skin. I saw my mother’s eyebrows knit together while she paced the room screaming, “What did he do? What did he do?” She looked funny when she said it. My dad just stared at her.

      I didn’t say much, but when something like that happens, it’s as if the wind whispers your secrets and everyone knows. My dad went over to my mother. I thought he was going to hug her or something, but she put her hand up. His ears got all blotchy, and he smashed his fist right into the wall, next to her face.

      The doctor looked at me now. His face blurred, and I could have sworn that his nose fled somewhere to the side of one wrinkled cheek. “All right,” he said like an adult pretending not to be pissed as shit. “That’s fine.” He smiled a little. “The court wants me to ask you a few questions before I can let you go. It’ll only take a minute.” I crossed my legs real hard. “I need to know if that man hurt you,” he said.

      

      It was real late. It was one of those nights where you closed your eyes, pretending to be asleep, and you may have been, but the house talked to you, and you saw people in shadows and heard voices rustling in the wind. I looked up, toward my bedroom doorway. I saw a shadow move, and then I realized there was a big fat man standing there, staring at me like I was his daughter.

      He walked into my room. I still wasn’t sure if I was really awake, but when he told me my mother knew where he was and it was okay, the safety net of sleep was gone. There were no sounds in the house. The man was by my bed now.

      “I want my mother,” I said.

      He told me his name. He sat on the edge of the bed, where my dad usually sat. “I’m supposed to read you a bedtime story. Then she’ll come,” he said. His voice was deep. I couldn’t see his face too clear, but he must have been my father’s age because the skin under his eyes was loose, as if you touched it, your finger would sink into the folds.

      I expected him to go and get a book or something, and maybe my mother would come back with him. My dad wasn’t due in town for a couple of weeks, but where was my mother?

      He leaned on the patchwork bedspread my grandmother had made for me just before she died. I felt his hand circling the covers until it was over my stomach, resting. “The story is in my head,” he said. “There once was a little girl whose father loved her so much.” The room was dark except for a little bedside lamp he had turned on when he came in. I thought about calling for my mom, but he said she was coming, and then the next thing I knew, he said something about being tired and he needed to lie down. I flung off the covers, but before my feet hit the floor, he had a hold of my arm, and then my whole body just lifted into the air. He flung me onto the bed and shoved his hand over my mouth. I could smell gasoline, as if he was a mechanic or something. He took one look into my face. Then he covered my nose so I could hardly breathe. I thought he was going to kill me.

      

      I closed my mouth so hard, my teeth ground together. “Did he hurt you?” the doctor said.

      I stared at my lap.

      I was real ashamed, but the doctor kept watching me. I knew we’d be here for the rest of my life if I didn’t tell him something. “He touched me,” I said in a quiet voice.

      “Can you tell me where?”

      I felt my face burn. “Down there.”

      “What, Amanda? I can’t hear you.”

      “There,” I said in a whisper. I sort of moved my hand. “Down there.”

      “All right. Then what happened? Did he undress himself? Did he unzip his pants?”

      My throat got an awful taste. I thought I was going to throw up. I got real confused. I could still feel that man’s sweaty body on top of mine, but all I could tell my mother the next day was how that man came into my room, and my arms stuck into the air like they were the only part of me that was left. That’s all I told her, but somehow, she knew the rest.

      My forehead was one huge knot. “Unh-unh,” I tried to say, but it was more a thought than a sound. “I don’t know. He didn’t do that. No, he didn’t take off his clothes.” I shook my head. There was no way I could tell Dr. Mitford what had really happened. I couldn’t tell anyone.

      “He didn’t take off anything? Are you sure? Are you absolutely sure?”

      The lie was eating at me already, but what if my friends found out? I was already afraid that when I went back to school, they would somehow see it in the way I walked, or I’d be talking about nothing special and my voice would crack. How could I ever explain it? “Yes,” I said. “I’m sure.”

      “But he did touch you in your private areas?”

      “I guess,” I said. “Yes.”

      “You made it almost impossible for your doctor to give you a proper examination, Amanda, so what you’re telling me now is very important.”

      I couldn’t do it. Every time I’d feel the doctor’s hand, I’d scream and he’d stop. It reminded me⁠—

      “The report said that your doctor did find traces of dried blood,” the psychiatrist went on. “Did the man hurt you when he touched you? Is that what happened?”

      I wanted to yell, but I gritted my teeth hard, just like my mom always did. “Yes,” I said. “That’s it. That’s when he hurt me.”

      Dr. Mitford adjusted his glasses. “All right, Amanda. You’re doing fine. Can you tell me anything else about what happened? Have you had any nightmares?”

      I scratched at a small round scab on my arm. I pulled off the scab and squeezed the tender skin until it bled.

      “I asked if you had any nightmares.”

      I watched the blood ooze onto my finger. After a while, the doctor stood. He didn’t seem pleased. “All right,” he said in one of those voices that you thought was going to be just right, but it came out too loud. “I can see you’re tired. We’ve done all we can for today, but if you ever feel like talking, I’m available. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “Yes, sir,” I said. “Thank you.”

      I practically ran into the waiting room. I was real relieved to get out of the doctor’s office, until I saw my mom.

      She was already standing. She was a lot taller than me, but my mom wasn’t fat or anything. Her dark hair curled a little, and she had on this real red lipstick. She wasn’t smiling, at least, not at me. I hung back, and let her and Dr. Mitford whisper back and forth for a while.

      He told my mother a lot of this and that, and then I heard him say the word “virgin”, and my mother threw her arms into the air and started to thank God and everybody else. She shook the doctor’s hand until I thought it was going to fall off. “She’s still a virgin?” my mother said. “That changes everything.” Her eyes were all red, like she’d been crying. “Her father was blaming me, can you imagine? But I’ll tell him there was no harm done, that he can’t put this one on me. Thank you, doctor.” She let out a cry of joy and looked right at me. “Now we can go back to being a family.”

      It was strange. My mother jumped on what the doctor had said like she’d already decided what she wanted to believe. As we stood there putting on our coats, it felt like this was my last chance. I thought about setting her right, about telling her the man did rape me, but my mother seemed so happy. I wasn’t, but in the time it took me to wonder whether I should or not, we were already on our way out the door.

      Her smile froze by the time we rushed out of the dark building and into the harsh California light. She started acting weird, like she was in a big hurry. Then all of a sudden, she jerked my arm back and leaned real close to my ear. “This is taken care of now!” she said. She pulled on my arm again. “We will never bring up this subject again! Is that understood?”

      My mother could turn on you real fast. Her brown eyes were glassy; her mouth was tight again. I stared into her face. Something in her eyes told me that my answer was real important, but I didn’t know why. “Yes, Mother,” I said. “I think I understand.”

      She grabbed my hand and led me to the car. As I stumbled along behind her, I started to think about my birthday. It was the next day. I was going to be nine. But my dad was out of town again, and Henry would never spring twenty-five cents for a card.

      My mother had already bought me a present. A week early, she’d given me a fourteen-inch doll with a big full dress and a bun on top of her head. I’d named the doll “Gigi”, after the movie. She was blonde and I wasn’t. But we were best friends, anyway. Somehow, it was real easy to talk to her; to pretend that she was alive, and she had the same feelings I did.

      She had creamy white skin, bright blue eyes and lashes that went on forever. She was the prettiest doll I’d ever seen, and we were inseparable. I would make my morning toast and sit her on the chair next to me while I ate. I even thought of taking her to school, but most of the other girls had started talking about make-up and boys, and I didn’t think they’d understand.

      I loved her, which was what made it so hard. After the man had left my room, I’d turned on my other bedside lamp and there was Gigi, sitting on the dresser, next to some other toys.

      She was facing the bed, her eyes wide open. She’d seen the whole thing. She’d watched that man’s bloated old body over mine, and every time I looked at her, I would remember that.

      

      I stared at my dresser. There was a picture of my grandmother in a tarnished gold frame, a miniature Hula Hoop, some Silly Putty, and Gigi. I put my grandmother’s picture into a drawer, then I shoved the Hula Hoop and Silly Putty into one of those shopping bags people used for trash.

      I picked Gigi up and rushed her out the door. I rotated her legs to make her smaller, then I’d stuffed my present, head first, into a trash can behind the house.

      I got into the car. My mother turned on the radio and a man started to scream about, “Pretty, pretty, pretty, pretty Peggy Sue.”

      My stomach was real jumbled. The names my dad had called my mother were flying through my mind, but then, for some reason, I thought about this advice my brother used to give me whenever I would get sick and start to act real dramatic.

      He would look at me like I was one of those animals splattered on the road, and say, “Shut up and grow up, will ya?”

      

      I tried to forget about the man and that night, but it was like being at the dentist and trying not to think about the drill and your tooth. Something always brought you back.

      When I was thirteen, we moved to a piss-off city in Southern California called Iverlawn. We were poor as church mice, my mother used to say, but so was everyone else, and anyway, my dad looked at everything upside down. I heard him telling one of the founding fathers on the phone one day that Iverlawn was the first city in the world to decorate its streets using artificial grass.

      It was around three o’clock in the afternoon. June. There were two weeks till summer. Then I had to start ninth grade. I shifted my books to my left side, and leaned over to open our gate.

      We used to have this big dog with floppy ears. My dad had named him Hangover because the way the dog walked reminded him of being on the road. Hangover was brown and white, and whenever I would go into the yard just to be alone, he’d quietly come up to me and lay his head on my lap. He never barked or anything; he’d just lay his head on my lap, and I would stroke it.

      The day we got Hangover, my dad had put up a gate to keep him from running away. One day, I came home from school and something felt different. I opened the gate and called out to him. I ran into the house, but he wasn’t there. My mother said she had forgotten to close the gate, and when she got back, he was gone.

      I rushed by a dead rose bush, letting our gate slam behind me. Our walkway was bordered by crab grass and a huge tree that dropped leaves all over the lawn. I’d been waiting forever to get my period, and it had finally started at school, somewhere between the Civil War and the Reconstruction.

      I’d told the school nurse, and she’d given me one of those pads the size of Texas, and two safety pins to fasten it to my underwear. I must’ve put it on wrong, because the stupid thing was off to one side, and it just felt funny. I was sure I must be leaking all over my yellow cotton dress.

      I stuck my house key into the keyhole, but the door wasn’t locked. The blood scared me, but my friend, Diane, said that when she started her period, she got to ask her mother about the blood and her stomachache, and it made her feel like she hadn’t done something wrong.

      I locked the door behind me. The drapes were closed, as usual, so it made the edges of the room seem too soft. I heard that Beatles song about holding hands, and followed it right to the bathroom.

      I scooted into the tiny pink space, and there was my mother in her small white tub. Soap scum was everywhere. I watched it slide all over her body whenever she breathed. Her white skin and all that dirty soap made me suddenly uncomfortable.

      She was leaning back, her head resting on the porcelain. She tapped the bathtub like a tone-deaf drummer. “I want to hold your ha-ha-ha-ha-hand!”

      I just stared at her. When she finished, she said, “Amanda, toss me a towel, would you?”

      I found a green one on the rack. “Here,” I said. “Mom, something weird happened⁠—”

      “Honey, this towel’s all wet!”

      “Sorry.” I went into the hallway and got a clean one from the closet.

      She laid the towel on the porcelain and stuck her head on the thing like it was a pillow. “Thanks,” she said. “Now get out of here. There are some dishes in the sink. And there are three loads of wash. Why weren’t they done before you went to school? Hmm?”

      This wasn’t going the way I’d planned. I felt my jaw clench. “I forgot. Sorry. Uh, Mom, where’s Dad?”

      She was still humming. She stopped. “He sure as hell ain’t here,” she said, running her hand through the bath water.

      I sat on the toilet seat and watched her soap up her breasts. To me, they looked like tons of flesh sticking out of an otherwise normal body. Between her legs, through the scum, I could see a mass of ugly black hairs, foam topping the longer ones like whipped cream. I had to look away. “Your head’s in a cloud,” she said. “I told you this morning your father’s in Sacramento. On a trip. I wish you’d pay more attention, young lady.”

      My dad had just gotten a job selling aluminum siding. It was a new company and a real good opportunity, he had said. It seemed like he was always going somewhere, but it was real hard to remember where. “Right,” I said.

      The toilet seat felt squishy. I wondered if it would be all red when I got up. Ever since that night with Link, tension sat in our house like dust. I decided to spill my guts before it got any worse. “Something weird happened at school today.”

      “Oh?” my mother said.

      “Yeah. I got sick.”

      She stopped drumming and looked right at me. “What do you mean, sick?”

      “I mean, sick. I puked after lunch.” I could feel the hairs on my arms prickling. I had her attention. I was in no hurry to let it go.

      “Did you see the school nurse?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And what did she say?”

      “She gave me a pad.”

      “Oh, no! You started your period?”

      I nodded. I could feel this stupid smile on my face.

      “Oh, my God.”

      I looked at her like she was nuts. “What?” I said.

      “You’re going to have to be careful, Amanda. My mother told me, and I’m going to tell you. Boys can really hurt you now.”

      They can hurt me now? I thought. The bath water was murky as mud, and as she stood, it slid all over her. We didn’t have a relationship like Diane and her mom, but we used to be able to at least dance around a subject. This wasn’t going the right way. I gave her a sour look.

      “Don’t act superior with me. Believe me, you were lucky before.”

      Lucky? I thought. How was I lucky?

      “You were lucky, young lady. But you may not be so lucky next time. You give boys what they want, and they’ll have no reason to marry you.  Hand me my robe,” she said.

      I pretended not to hear.

      “Hand me my robe!”

      “Okay, okay! Don’t get spastic about it!”

      I gave her the blue chenille robe and turned away while she put it on. She didn’t wipe that dirty soap off of her, so I guessed it would dry all over her skin and then itch all afternoon, and she’d have to take another bath.

      “Stay away from boys,” she said. “You’ll save yourself a lot of grief.” Her towel dropped. She slashed at the air trying to save it before it landed in a careless lump. “I’m going to call the doctor, and make an appointment.”

      I wished I had never told her anything.

      “Why?” I said.

      “Because you got sick. That’s not normal.”

      “I wasn’t that sick.”

      “Didn’t you just tell me you threw up?”

      “No. I said I puked.”

      She started toward me. “Don’t be smart with me!”

      There were little beads of sweat on her forehead. Her hair stuck to her skin like it was glued on. I opened the bathroom door the whole way and started to leave. I heard my mother grab the door handle and then slam it. “I want you to rest!” she screamed after me. “I want you to lie down for at least an hour! Do you hear me?”

      I flipped on the hallway light even though it was the middle of the day, and I could’ve opened the living room drapes. “Do you hear me!” she screamed, and then I didn’t know what made me do it, but I said his name real low.

      “Link,” I said, but I didn’t expect my mother to be right behind me.

      She grabbed my arm and made me turn. “What did you say?”

      I stared at her in that tiny hallway. I was almost as tall as she was, and my torso was long and lean, just like hers. We both had dark, almost black hair, but mine was straight and parted down the middle. Hers was short and curly.

      “Link,” I said again. I didn’t know his last name, but Link was the man who had come into my room that night.

      “I forbid you to talk about that!”

      So that was it. She could talk about it, but I couldn’t. “Link,” I said.

      “Stop it!”

      “Link, Link, Link.”

      I expected here to slap me or something, but she didn’t even raise her hand. I was a little disappointed. I stared at her real good. Her brown eyes looked kind of tired, and she just said, “Lie down, and if you don’t feel better, we’ll call the doctor.”

      It was strange. I thought she’d at least yell. I never got to talk about that night, and saying the man’s name out loud, sending it into the air, letting it bounce against our walls like one of those oversized balls we played handball with, felt good.

      I smiled at my mother like it was all over, but she wasn’t happy anymore. I guessed I’d saved myself at her expense. I wanted to shift back the balance, to make things more normal, but I couldn’t. “I don’t feel sick,” I said, but there was no use arguing.

      I went into my room. She went into hers.

      I walked over to my bed and smoothed my patchwork bedspread real hard, even though there wasn’t a wrinkle in sight. I sat down carefully and closed my eyes. I’d checked my pad, and I was hardly bleeding at all, but I felt dirty anyway, like I’d gone to the beach and the wind had blown salt water all over me.

      My bedroom was right next to hers. I could have gone in there and apologized. I heard my mother get under the covers, and then the mattress groaned a few times. Finally, there was nothing. I turned away from the wall.

      I folded my bedspread halfway across the bed. The bed was a twin. It fit neatly in the center of the room; a blond dresser was just to the side, next to the closet. I stretched out on the mattress and started to daydream about this guy from school. As I slid into the fantasy, it was as if Link didn’t exist, as if the fantasy was real, and I had just imagined the other.

      The guy I liked was named Tom. His family was from Oklahoma or Arizona or some place like that. He was half French; his mother had been born in Paris. I’d first noticed him in seventh grade when he and his friend, Gary, used to chase me and Diane all over the classroom during break. They’d catch us, and then knock us over the head with our big social studies book.

      Sometimes I would cheat and let him catch me when I knew I could’ve gotten away. Then I would look into Tom’s large brown eyes as long as I could without making him think I was weird, and we’d start the whole chase all over.

      I stared at the dresser beside my bed and imagined that Tom was hovering right outside my door, watching over me and protecting me. He knew everything that went on before it happened, and we could communicate just by thinking about each other, even though we weren’t in the same homeroom anymore, and I hadn’t actually talked to him in three months. Then last week I saw him at a dance with some dumb blonde who had boobs…

      A knock on my door jolted me. I didn’t think Henry was home, and anyway, he would just barge in no matter what I was doing. “Mom?” I said, focused on the door. “What—What do you want?”

      She cracked open the door and then inched around it. Her hair was in a stubby ponytail. She was wearing one of those empire-waist dresses that was almost as short as mine. She didn’t have on nylons, and her legs looked real white. “Let’s get out of here,” she said.

      I stood by the bed, still in my yellow dress. “I really don’t want to,” I said, but her eyes narrowed, and I thought she was going to yell or something. “Yeah, okay,” I said in an impatient voice. I looked down at my outfit. “I can’t wear this.”

      “You’ve got five minutes, but that’s it.” She closed the door.

      It was stifling hot. I put on blue shorts, a t-shirt, and my old white sandals from seventh grade. My pad was only half full.

      My mom and me walked down 168th Street, toward Hawthorne Boulevard, but we didn’t say a word. Thank God it was only three blocks to Diane’s house. Since my mother and hers got along real good, we sometimes headed over there if there was nothing else to do. When we got to Diane’s, she was sitting on her small front porch, her head resting on her hands. A warm wind rustled through the grass, knocking some of the petals off of the little pink flowers that bordered their walkway. My mom went inside. I stood in front of my friend. “What’s up?” I said to Diane, but she wouldn’t look at me.

      “Jimmy’s moving.”

      Diane meant the boy who lived across the street. She’d been dedicated to him for almost a year. Every time he would walk out the door, she’d find some excuse to be on her front lawn. If he even said, “Hi,” she would call me, and we’d talk about it for hours—his tone, the way he looked when he said it, what he was wearing, and on and on and on.”Maybe his parents’ll change their minds,” I said. “When’s he moving?”

      She started to cry. “Tomorrow.”

      I knew Jimmy had never encouraged Diane. It just wasn’t in the cards. But he was a nice boy. I knew that, too. He’d invited us over a few times, and although I didn’t want to admit it, I didn’t think it was because of Diane.

      She finally looked up. There were tears all over her face. “Will you go over there with me?” she said. “I want to say good-bye, but I can’t do it by myself.” She seemed real broken up. Her thin brown hair hung in limp curls, and her blue eyes bulged even more than usual.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Okay.” I wasn’t eager or anything, but it was part of my job as best friend to do stuff like that.

      We walked across the street arm-in-arm. When we got to his house, Jimmy was hosing down the car, beads of water sparkling on his tan legs. He was in shorts with no shirt, and some of the water splashed onto the little blond hairs on his chest. As soon as he saw us, he looked up and smiled. Then he turned the hose on us full blast.

      “Stop it!” we screamed. My t-shirt got soaked. For some reason, I’d forgotten to wear a bra, and as I looked down, there were my nipples, clear as day. It was kind of shocking to see that I had nipples, just like a real girl. “Cut it out!” I said, but the cool water trickling down my chest felt good.

      Diane was laughing. We ran over and tried to wrestle the hose from Jimmy, but he was looking at us real strange. As we all fought over the hose, somehow, I ended up on the grass, Jimmy on top of me. His hair fell onto my forehead, a soft curtain. I looked into his light blue eyes, and felt the sun drying us, like a warm heater on a cold night. His face was getting closer and closer. I started to watch his lips until I could almost feel them on mine. He was panting, his chest solid. I was panting, too.

      It got quiet except for our breathing. I wasn’t sure what to do. His eyelashes tickled my cheeks, but just a breath before our lips came together, I burst out, “Diane! Where’s Diane? I’ve gotta find her.”

      He leaned back, and I started to ease away, feeling his hips brush across mine, wishing he wasn’t so damned important to my friend. I began to run, and halfway across the street, halfway to her house, I turned around and said, “I hope you like your new home.” I had no idea where he was moving, just that he was moving away.

      I saw Diane and her mother from the middle of the street; they were both sitting at their kitchen table, right in front of the window that faced Jimmy’s house. My mother had come out on the lawn.

      “Mom,” I said. “Don’t look at me like that. Tell me what to do. Just tell me what to do.”

      She didn’t say anything, but as I angled past her, I felt the anger, the same anger she’d leveled at me about Link.

      I opened the door slowly and walked in.

      Diane’s hands were clenched real tight. Her mother’s arm was around her. As soon as I saw them up close, I knew they wouldn’t understand. They’d blame me, and no matter what I said or how I tried to defend myself, we could never again be friends. My throat was tight, and there were tears in my eyes. I wondered if this was what my mom had meant when she said boys could really hurt me now.

      I ran out of the house and down the street by myself. I was sweating all over, but I didn’t care. When I got home, my brother was there, eating toast at the kitchen table.

      “You look like shit,” Henry said as soon as I walked in. He was a year older than me, with coarse black hair, and a nose with a bump near the top.

      I wanted to scream at him and tell him he had piss for brains. But instead, I ran to my room and slammed the door so hard the walls rumbled like an earthquake. I pounced on my bed and buried my face in a pillow until I stopped shaking. When I was absolutely sure I wouldn’t start to cry, I got up and locked myself in the bathroom.

      I turned on the water. I looked into the mirror, watching warm, then hot droplets spray all over my t-shirt. My stomach ached. Maybe the secret was eating me alive. Maybe that was it. But after what had happened with Jimmy, I could never tell my mother what Link had really done. She would blame me just like Diane had.

      I turned up the water until steam started to blister the walls and cloud the mirror like a child’s breath. I kept watching myself. My face got softer and softer, as if someone were erasing my features, and then I just wasn’t there anymore.

      I tossed scalding water on my skin. Then I wiped the mirror. I had waited too long. Ugly pink splotches danced across my cheeks and forehead. I wanted to rip them off, but the harder I scratched, the uglier they got.
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