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Why Can’t Dating Be Like Pizza?

The Pizza Chronicles, Book Five

Andy V. Roamer


To Roy, with whom I shared so much fun, laughter, the wooden arm, and good times at Boston Latin School


Chapter One

Pressure

How do you keep your life moving forward when the pressure’s coming at you from all sides?

Mr. Molloy, my guidance counselor, started it this morning. We met before lunch to go over my transcript, talk about my career at Latin so far, and discuss college and the future. I was looking forward to a conversation and maybe learning something. But Molloy hardly let me say anything. He started firing questions, one after the other, like from a machine gun, as soon as I got there.

“Your grades are only part of it. What about your extracurricular activities? A job? Volunteer work? How are your relations with your teachers? Other students? Have you shown leadership? What about clubs? Organizations you belong to? Do you take an active role? Do you show initiative?”

Molloy paused to catch his breath, his fat body splayed out in his office chair. No more the friendly, backslapping, supportive guidance counselor he pretends to be in the school hallways. Today he was the serious, stern bureaucrat you better take seriously—or else. And he wasn’t finished.

“Colleges want the total person, RV. The total person. Someone who’s not only smart but is industrious, has community spirit, thinks outside the box, steps up to the plate, works well with others, shows he can lead others when necessary, and is willing to help out and solve problems instead of just complaining about them. Are you that person, RV? Are you?”

I swallowed hard. This wasn’t what I expected for my first interview to go over everything for junior year. Every time I’ve seen Molloy before, he was always cracking jokes and slapping upperclassmen on the shoulder like he was their best friend. But today his fat face was scrunched up into a scowl as he turned back to the computer to look at my transcript again.

He started shaking his head. “RV, you’re going to have to step it up a notch. Maybe two or three. Your grades aren’t bad, but what are you going to do to show colleges you stand out?” He whirled around in his chair again. “How are you going to show that you are the man they want? That you will be a credit to their college? That you deserve acceptance over all those other smart applicants?” And with each you he pointed his big fat finger at me.

“Um…well, I’m taking a couple of AP and honors classes and—”

“That’s fine. But do you know how many students are taking AP and honors classes?” He shook his head. “I told you. If you want to get into a good school, you. Have. To. Stand. Out.” The fat finger was jabbing at me with every word. I felt like I was in a courtroom, not in a guidance counselor’s office. A guidance counselor who was supposed to help my career, not treat me like a criminal.

Finally, after a little more jabbing, Molloy relaxed a little. He even cracked a smile. “But you’re a good guy,” he said. “I can see you are. You’ll figure it out. Don’t rest on your laurels. Move on, RV.”

He sat up a little straighter in his chair and leaned in closer. I moved back. Molloy has a weird sweaty smell, a cross between salami and cigars. Gets pretty strong if you get too close. The cologne he always uses to cover up the smell doesn’t help.

I pulled back even more, afraid he’d want to slap me on the back or something. But the smile was gone again. “The next time we meet, RV,” he said, “I want to see a detailed plan of your junior year. Clubs, work, interests, social initiatives, leadership capabilities, the stuff that shows the fire that is the real RV. Remember, this is the most important year of your career at Latin School. Make it or break it time.”

The finger was back, jabbing at me. “And. You. Want. To. Show. Them. The. Fire.” He paused, then added. “The fire is there, isn’t it?”

I nodded, which I guess wasn’t convincing enough.

“Isn’t it?” he repeated, much more loudly.

“Yes, sir!”

He turned back to the computer, signaling the meeting was over.

Oh, man. I walked out of his office, wanting to go hide someplace. What do I have to show colleges besides questions and insecurities? Fire? Where? How? What am I supposed to do? Light a match and stick it up my whatever to find it?

*

Turning the corner from Molloy’s office, I saw Bobby in the distance talking to a girl. For a second, I debated whether to go over and say hi. He needs his space, as he’s made clear to me the few times we talked since school started. I get it. He’s been dealing with a lot of stuff, playing catch-up in school, and still trying to recover fully from the head injuries he suffered at the Thanksgiving Day game last year. Serious stuff.

So, I’m trying to do the mature thing. Give him the space he needs.

Ha! When I see Bobby, the mature part of me disappears.

I walked over to him and the girl and was glad when he greeted me with a smile. So nice to see that smile at last.

“Hey, RV.”

“Hey, Bobby.”

Bobby introduced me to the girl he was talking to. She was in one of his classes and they were talking about homework.

I wanted to ask Bobby how things were going, but before I could, a few other girls came by. They all seemed to be from the same class, complaining about the teacher and the homework.

The more they talked, the livelier Bobby became. His smile grew wider. He teased some of the girls, and they teased him back. The girls started asking him about football and other sports. Bobby played it cool, calling himself an ex-jock. But he obviously still liked being the center of attention. It was like the old, flirtatious, happy Bobby was back. For the girls. Not me.

I slunk away quietly. Yeah, slunk is a good word for it. It was clear I didn’t belong in that happy group of people. Almost like you’re doing something wrong if you do try to belong. So, you leave as quietly as you can, without attracting attention.

I had a hard time concentrating during the rest of the morning classes. I was still thinking about Bobby. Asking myself the question I’ve been asking myself a lot lately. Wasn’t it time to get over him and move on?

So much has changed. Bobby is carving out a new life. Last time we talked, he said he needed his “space.”

What does that mean? I come too close? He wants me six inches away? A foot? In the next room? In another dimension?

So, does he want me in his new life at all? Isn’t it finally time for me to wake up?

When I went down to the lunchroom and began to eat my lunch, these questions were still rattling around in my brain.

“You’ve got to move on, RV.”

“What?”

I realized I was talking to myself. Carole had sat down in front of me and was looking at me with a puzzled expression. Good ol’ Carole, who’s remained a good friend through all my ups and downs. If there’s anyone I don’t mind seeing me make a fool of myself, it’s Carole.

“Who are you talking to?”

I smiled and could feel myself blushing already. “Oh, myself. Telling myself to forget.”

“Forget what?”

I told her about my meeting with Molloy in Guidance. Didn’t say anything about Bobby.

Carole laughed it off with a wave of her hand. “Don’t take it seriously, RV. I think all the guidance counselors have a pact to give us a rough time at the beginning. I had my meeting in Guidance yesterday with that pruny Miss Plotz. You know, the tall, skinny one with the gray bun on her head and a wrinkled prune face. She told me if I don’t get my act together, I might not get into any college.” She shook her head angrily. “Such BS. I have better things to do with my life than worry about Miss Plotz.”

She told me she had started helping her mother and her mother’s friends with social media. “Even my grandmother is getting into it now!” she announced, her eyes widening. “And they all want to pay me for it! My new job. Twitter Queen to Seniors.”

We both had a good laugh over that one. Good ol’ Carole, always the businesswoman.

Then she broke into a smile again, telling me about her latest adventures with Guillaume.

“So that’s going okay?” I asked. Not that I needed to. I know she’s absolutely gaga over her boyfriend.

She giggled and blushed. “Oh, yes. He’s so…so…French. Everyone should have a French boyfriend.” She stopped and giggled again, giving me a let’s-get-serious look. “Have you met anyone yet?”

She’s been asking me that question ever since I told her I was gay.

I shook my head. I was about to tell her something else, but she interrupted me. “Then you’re coming to the party.”

“What party?”

“There’s a party next weekend at one of Guillaume’s friends’.”

“You know I’m a dud at parties, Carole.”

“Oh, no, you’re not, RV. C’mon, this is a big party, and a lot of people are going. We can invite anyone. Guillaume told me his friend’s father is some big diplomat. It’ll be fun. Who knows who you’ll meet?”

She was looking at me with the sparkle in her eyes and a sly smile. I knew what she was thinking.

“You’re not trying to set me up with anyone, are you?”

“Would I do that?” But she was laughing.

“I have some news too,” I said, to change the subject.

“What?”

“I told my parents about myself. You know, about being gay.”

“Really? Progress! Go, RV! Good for you! How was it?”

“We were all watching TV, a news item about that gay teacher, and it just came out suddenly. I guess I just couldn’t stand keeping it inside anymore.”

Carole’s eyes were wide. “What happened then?”

“Nothing much. Everyone kept quiet. I guess they were a little shocked.”

“But the world didn’t explode. You weren’t thrown out of the house. They didn’t scream bloody murder. Didn’t start crying or do all the other stereotypes. Did they?”

I didn’t mind the slight teasing in Carole’s voice. She’s been after me to come out fully for ages. Telling me it’s no big deal. Reminding me how much harder it could be if I were transgender.

Can’t argue with her there. And can’t blame her for being a little impatient with me. But I can’t blame me either for being the way I am. Glad that, despite her impatience, she understands.

“No,” I said, shaking my head slowly. “It’s been a little weird though. My folks haven’t said anything since that conversation. They’ve been so quiet.” I remembered something else. “My brother Ray is pretty supportive. He knows too.”

Carole was nodding. “So, your entire family knows. That is a big step, RV. I’m so happy for you!” She got that sparkle in her eyes again. “But now we’ll have to find you someone to go out with. Maybe someone French!”

“You mean like at the party?”

“Maybe.”

“Are you sure you’re not trying to set me up with someone?”

“No, I swear! I just met Guillaume’s friend. His name is Armand. He seems nice enough for a snooty rich guy. But I haven’t met any of his friends.”

“Okay.”

We didn’t say anything else about the party, though I figured Carole would keep bringing it up again until I said I’d come. After all, wasn’t I just telling myself to move on and try new things?

Carole and I started talking about our classes and teachers and how best to get through the coming year. Dealing with school at least takes your mind off your life. Though school is the most important part of your life. Or is it?

*

Mom and Dad had news at dinner too. Mom proudly announced that she was getting a promotion at her job at Neiman Marcus. She’ll be an assistant manager in her department. She works part-time now, but this will be a full-time position. It means more hours, of course, but more pay with benefits. We were all happy for her.

Happy, that is, until she told us because she will be working more hours, my brother, Ray, and I will have to do more chores around the house.

“Will we get a raise in our allowance?” Good ol’ Ray. He really does know how to negotiate. Not to mention he also ignores the no-English-spoken-at-home rule that Mom and Dad make us follow.

“Kalbėk lietuviškai!” “Speak Lithuanian!” That was Dad this time. Those words are going to echo in my mind until the day I die.

It’s so schizoid. Mom and Dad want us to compete and achieve success like regular Americans. But if you ask them, they’re quick to say we’re not regular Americans. We’re Lithuanian-Americans. The stress is on the Lithuanian part because we must honor our immigrant roots.

I generally toe the line. Can’t help it. I’m the good guy. Do what I’m supposed to. But I love it when Ray the troublemaker says, “What if we don’t want to look to the past? What if we want to look to the future?”

Mom and Dad either shake their heads in exasperation or give us another lecture on tradition. Today it was a combination of the two.

Ray and I kept on about the allowance, until finally Dad cut us off, giving us his old spiel about money not growing on trees. Ray and I rolled our eyes, which we always do whenever we hear that one.

But Dad didn’t stop there this time. He told us in addition to helping Mom we’d need to help him with something. He reminded us about the application he put in months ago to get a better-paying job at the big new construction site starting in our town. He hasn’t heard anything about that, but meanwhile he and a buddy have come up with another way to make more money. Pooling their savings, they bought a house in Boston. In a neighborhood where the houses are cheaper. They’re going to renovate the house, charge higher rent, and hopefully sell it at a profit. Sounds wonderful. Except who’s going to be helping with the renovating? You guessed it. Ray and me.

That started another round of complaining. We asked Dad why he couldn’t hire professionals for the work. He talked about money again, saying they were too expensive. I reminded Mom and Dad of all the difficult courses I was taking at school. Ray said that now he was starting high school, he’d have to study harder too.

Gotta hand it to Ray, the negotiator. He knows where Mom and Dad’s weak spots are. Since he’s been the black sheep underachiever in our family, they give him more leeway than they do me. If he says he’ll study harder, they’ll give him practically anything he wants. Is it all younger brothers who get away with crap or just mine? What do I get as the firstborn son? Inheriting everything like they did in the old days? Fat chance.

After about a half hour, Dad, the Old-World disciplinarian, had enough of our complaining. He slammed the palm of his hand on the table, told us to be quiet and eat, or else leave the table without dinner.

Sulking, we quieted down and ate in silence. Mom tried to cheer everyone up by reminding us of all the things we could do with more money.

Ray and I didn’t cheer up. All we could think about was the additional work we’d be doing.

I talked to Ray after dinner, telling him maybe there was a way we could split the chores or keep after Mom and Dad to raise our allowance. I tried to play peacemaker, since that also seems to be my role in the family. I reminded Ray that being immigrants Mom and Dad had to scrimp and save in order to get us where we are.

“We’re not doing so badly now!” Ray retorted. “When are Mom and Dad going to let go of the ‘poor immigrant’ mindset? They’re so worried about money and making a better life, they don’t know anything else! How about just enjoying life for a change?” With that, he retreated to his room and slammed the door.

I retreated to my room, telling myself I had to agree with Ray. When were we going to start living like a normal American family, whatever that was? Besides, there were other important things going on in life. My life. Like our conversation in the living room about the gay stuff. It’s like it never happened. Why? Did Mom and Dad somehow magically forget it? Or are they desperately trying to avoid the issue?

Then there’s Molloy. And Carole dragging me to parties. Why does everyone think they can just keep pushing me? Expect me to do this. Act like that. Be a success. Don’t fail.

Yeah, as if I want to fail. But all this pushing is just adding pressure. Pressure I don’t need. Pressure I don’t want. Only problem is, I don’t always know what I want. If I did, maybe I’d know better how to push back.


Chapter Two

Hugging a Baboon

Why did I sign up for all these difficult classes? Why didn’t I check out my teachers more carefully? Oh, Mr. Aniso. Boy, do I miss you!

I can deal with Miss Wagstaff and her screeching in Latin class, since I’m used to it from last year. And Sergeant Felucci in Algebra 2. I’m used to him from last year too. As long as I stay under his radar, maybe I’ll pass. Luckily, my friend Mark is in my class. He’s a wiz with all those Xs and Ys, so he’ll be able to help me out.

But then there’s US History, my first AP class. Our teacher is Miss Daly. It’s her first year at Latin School. Is that the new breed they’re hiring? She’s a big woman, about ten feet tall. And solid. Could be a linebacker for the New England Patriots. She loves looking down at us sternly as we walk into class, staring at us through those granny glasses that are halfway down her nose.

She already told us she’s opinionated and said she expects us to be opinionated too. Says it’s especially important for us to have opinions on the US Constitution. “It’s the foundation of this country, and the foundation of its history, good or bad,” she reminded us this morning. “When you finish my class, I will expect you to talk and write intelligently about the Constitution’s seven articles and twenty-seven amendments. I will want you to explain why the Constitution came into being. What each article meant in 1788 when the Constitution was ratified. And how the amendments have expanded or changed things. In addition, and most important, I will want you to discuss what the Constitution means for us today.”

She looked around the room after she said that. Just stared, not moving a muscle. Those glasses had moved down a bit, almost to the tip of her nose. She didn’t ask us if we agreed or if we had any questions. She just kept staring, not saying anything. She assumed, I suppose, that we absorbed every word she said and emblazoned each one on our hearts.

Okay. So this won’t be a warm and fuzzy experience. You could say US history isn’t a warm and fuzzy experience either. It means I’ll just have to suck it up and go with it.

But right after history was my other AP class, English. I thought it would be a piece of cake, since I’ve always been good at reading and writing. Well, maybe not a piece of cake, but certainly not too excruciating. Maybe even enjoyable.

Wrong! I didn’t count on our teacher, Mr. Hannigan. I wonder if he’s married to Miss Daly. They’d go so well together. He’s a giant like she is and has a booming voice. He, too, likes to wear those stupid-looking glasses halfway down his nose and stands there looking down at us as we file into class. Except he’s bald, unlike Miss Daly. I guess I should be thankful for that. Wouldn’t want to look at her bald.

Clasping his hands behind his back, Hannigan started walking back and forth in front of the room as soon as we sat down. “Okay, ladies and gentlemen,” he said, his voice booming at us. “What did you learn from the essay you read last night?” Hannigan had wasted no time in giving us an assignment on the first day of class.

No one said anything.

He stopped for a second and looked at us. “Well?” Again silence. He resumed pacing back and forth. “You know, ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to remind you that this is AP English. AP stands for advanced placement. It means you have been deemed intelligent and mature enough to study at a college level. So, you are expected to act like you’re in college. In college, students are expected to speak up and speak intelligently.” He stopped and whirled around to face us. “So, are we agreed on this, ladies and gentlemen? Or do you want me to call you boys and girls?”

There were a few murmurs of “ladies and gentlemen.”

Hannigan started pacing again. “Good, ladies and gentlemen. I’m glad we’re agreed. So let me ask you one more time. What did you learn from last night’s essay?”

A few of us got brave enough to respond.

“It’s about the importance of the novel.”

“Why we read novels.”

“Why novels still exist.”

“It talks about what a novel is.”

He nodded. “Yes, ladies and gentlemen. These are important questions. We will be asking ourselves these questions as we examine the development of the American novel from its beginnings until the twentieth century. I will expect you to understand the background on how and why these novels were written. Speak cogently on how they influenced the culture at the time. And most important, give me your reasoned opinions on how these novels, even though they were written a hundred fifty, two hundred years ago, still reflect our culture today.”

More opinions expected from me. I’ll have opinions coming out of my ears. What did Molloy say about my teachers? I’m supposed to cozy up to them? I’d rather hug a baboon. Molloy was right. This year is going to make or break me.

Hannigan spent the rest of the class going around the room, asking each person to talk about the books they read over the summer. He asked a lot of questions. Did he enjoy listening to all the “ums” and “ahhs” as everyone fumbled and stumbled trying to remember what they read?

Luckily, he didn’t get to me before class ended. Not that I should feel lucky for too long.

“Don’t feel bad if I didn’t get to you today, ladies and gentlemen,” he said as we prepared to leave. “You will have your turn in the coming days.” I can’t wait.

When I stepped out of the classroom, I saw Mr. Aniso coming down the hallway. I smiled. So great to finally see a teacher who makes me feel better. If only I had him in class again. I suppose I should feel lucky I had him freshman year, when I was a newbie. Life was hard enough outside of school, so to have a teacher who has become a friend, a real friend, has been a blessing. Yeah, I’ll say it again. A blessing.

Mr. Aniso greeted me warmly as he always does.

“Hi, Mr. Aniso,” I said. “Good to see you. How are you?”

“I’m fine,” Mr. Aniso answered.

“Ready to introduce another newbie class to the joys of Latin?” I laughed. I love the fact I can joke and tease with Mr. Aniso.

He nodded and smiled again. But there was something behind that smile today I didn’t like. Something like sadness.

He turned the conversation to me, asking how I was doing. I told him things were going okay. I made another joke, telling him with the classes I had signed up for I wasn’t sure things were going to continue okay.

“When I’m out your way, let’s have a slice at Joe’s,” Mr. Aniso said. “And really catch up.”

“Sure,” I answered. “That would be good.”

Saying he was late for a class, Mr. Aniso hurried off, the sad look still there behind his smile.

I tried to put the conversation with Mr. Aniso out of my mind for the rest of the afternoon. But the look on his face lingered. I’ve seen that sad look on him before, but always when he was talking about the past. I hope his expression was not because of something that’s going on with him right now.

*

Well, Molloy told me I need to beef up my extracurricular activities. So I’ve become a campaign manager. Yeah, me. I have no idea what a campaign manager does, but there you go. I’m doing it.

I still can’t believe it. Carole’s been after me, saying she will run to be one of the student reps on the School Site Council. She needs a campaign manager. The School Site Council is the real power at Latin. It’s not like the student council. This is the real thing. The School Site Council decides on hiring, the budget, and all sorts of important stuff. Besides the headmaster, other bigwigs, teachers, and parents belong to it. And they let in two student reps too. The student reps, usually seniors from the student council, are there as token seat warmers. At least as far as I can tell. But this year the honchos are making a big show of inclusivity, so there will be a special election for the position.

I’ve gotta hand it to Carole. She’s full of ideas. Doesn’t give up. Has been talking to me about it since the first week of school. Says she needs extracurricular activities on her resume too.

“We’ll be a great team. Guillaume is all for it. And remember, we already have practice building up the computer business,” she reminds me.

Can I really do this? A campaign manager? Carole is so bubbly and friendly, how can you not want to vote for her? But what can I add to this campaign? I keep asking her. I’m quiet, and I’m happier being in the background.

“That’s exactly what the campaign manager does,” Carole insists. “He organizes everything behind the scenes. And I know how organized you are, RV. So, c’mon. I need someone like you behind me.” There was just no stopping her arguments. She would look at me with those googly eyes of hers, smiling and flirtatious. Reminds me of the good times we had making out in the special place by the woods and on her sofa.

Is that the main reason I said yes? Nostalgia? Or do I feel guilty because it was my fault things didn’t work out between us?

In the end it doesn’t really matter, does it? Carole was determined to run for the position. And she was determined I would help her.

Okay, here we go. This is going to be interesting.

*

More big news for me! I’m either going to ride out this year on a high or fall flat on my face.

When I was getting ready for dinner, I got a call from Mr. Ellsworth, my boss at the movie theatre where I worked this summer.

“Any interest in becoming a projectionist?” Mr. Ellsworth asked.

“Well…ah…sure,” I said, wondering what this was all about.

Mr. Ellsworth explained that Mary, the head projectionist at the multiplex, was looking for someone to help her out part-time. She had just lost her assistant, who quit.

“The pay’s not great. The position is really more as an intern. But it’s a great learning experience,” Mr. Ellsworth said. “Especially for a nice, responsible person who likes movies.”

“Wow, ah, thanks, Mr. Ellsworth,” I mumbled.

“Are you up for it, RV?” Mr. Ellsworth asked. “I could see from last summer you’re the responsible type. And I know you’ll need time to study, so we’ll try not to overload you.”

“Yeah, sure. I’m up for it.”

“You don’t mind giving up many weekends?”

“No.”

“We’ll try to be flexible. Like around exam time and such. And I help Mary when I can. So, you’ll get a break there too.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“Talk to your parents. We’ll ask them to sign something to make sure they agree.”

“Yeah, sure. I will.”

I shut the phone; my head was filled with memories from the summer as I went down to dinner. Helping the projectionist. That sounded cool. Better than cleaning toilets and picking up after snotty kids and irritable parents, which I did more times than I care to remember.
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