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            Introduction

         
 
         YOU KNOW THOSE intriguing warnings you get before the start of a suspect TV show or movie, such as: “This show contains scenes that some viewers may find disturbing” or “This program contains strong language?” Or those little letter-symbols that pop up in the corner of the TV screen, such as TV-PG-S (parental guidance suggested, due to possible sexual situations)? Well, as a “responsible editor” I wondered—should we slap one or two of those on the front of the book? But then I thought … No, the title Truth & Dare does the job. It entices—just as those TV warnings focus rather than diminish our attention—and it kind of warns, too (I mean, truth-seekers and their daring lives aren’t all sweetness and light, are they?).
         
 
         In fact Truth & Dare pretty much says it all, and gives a feel for all the glorious colors that you can expect to find in this anthology: from thrilling red to edgy black (not forgetting lots of banana-yellow laughs). So re-read the title, then it’s up to you—do you dare to read on?
         
 
         When I was asked to gather some stories for an anthology called Truth & Dare I was jumping around like crazy. Because right away I wanted to do something really daring so I could write a story about it and put it in myself. But time was too short to achieve a shockingly daring incident (deadlines), so instead I imagined, then I excitedly phoned, tweeted, emailed and searched under the bed for the utterly skilled authors who really know about/feel “this kind of thing.” I wanted the best: the biggest dares, the funniest dares, and I wanted truths—or at least an inkling of a few. Plus confessions—how teens feel as they search around looking for those Love, Sex, Work, How-Do-I-Look?, Friendship, and Who-Am-I? answers.
         
 
         And I got all of it. I think so anyway. So many laughs along the way, too. After reading through the stories now—the whole anthology—I realize that, perhaps, the whole of life is like one big game of “Truth or Dare.” I wonder if you’ll agree?
 
         
             

         
 
         Liz Miles
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Girl Jesus on the Inbound Subway
 
            BY MATTHUE ROTH
            

         
 
         THE SAVIOR OF the universe is a girl in a trench coat, a hoodie, and twenty-pound headphones, and more than anything I want her to kiss me.
         
 
         Not to talk to me—because I’d try to pay attention, and then I’d get hung up on her intentions, and the sound of the words, and to whatever it is that she’d be saying to me in the first place—and I don’t want her to listen to me, either, since I doubt anything would get through those manhole-sized earmuffs anyway. And I definitely don’t want to kiss her, because there’s no way I could do justice to those thin, unwavering, Mona Lisa pencil-sharp lips of hers. Also, there’d be all these expectations. What would we do next? Whose move did it count as, since it was my stare but her kiss? And both of us wondering: what does it mean?
         
 
         No. What I want right now is for her to smile at me like she knows that I need it, share a deep, eye-sex look that says she knows exactly what I’m thinking and she doesn’t want to talk about it either, in Russian, or English, or any other language that either of us might speak, and then I want her to make out with me.
 
         I don’t mean kissing, in that soft, understanding, grace-and-stuffed-bunny-rabbits way. I mean grabby, desperate, forget-everything-else-because-all-we-have-is-each-other Hooking Up.
         
 
         And that’s why I say she’smy savior. Because she has the kind of eyes you can get lost in, and the kind of face you can believe in. Because—and I realize that looks don’t really matter, but I need something to believe in, something to trust—she looks like the kind of person who I’d want to be my friend.
         
 
         The subway comes. It’s an answer to our prayers. It’s also a huge interruption to a conversation that we haven’t actually started having yet. By now, though, I know her so well that I can sit down right next to her and ask her why she’s not in school and tell her the reason I’m not there either—except that, again, there’s this whole thing of us not having spoken yet. It’s the most deserted hour of the subway day, past lunch and not yet rush hour, so we have a whole car to ourselves.
 
         I climb in first and sit near the empty conductor’s booth, staring in through the one-way glass. She enters and, though the car’s completely empty, she sits down right across from me. Victory! my mind screams at me, which only compounds when, upon sitting in the next row over—in one of the backwards seats that’s actually facing me, no less—she offers me a smile.
         
 
         And we sit.
 
         And we sit.
 
         We sit in silence as the subway rolls out of the station into open air, then disappears beneath the city’s steel belly. We ride through Margaret & Orthodox Station, then Church, Tioga, and on, halfway across the city, eyes focused severely on each other and not saying a word. At Girard Avenue, for a quarter of a block, the subway rises above the wall-to-wall row of houses brushing up against each other, stops running along Frankford Avenue and starts to soar above it, hovering over the afternoon traffic (On its way to an early concert festival on the waterfront, racing to catch the first opening band? Leaving work early to make an Atlantic City casino run?) and you can see the Ben Franklin Bridge, a dreamlike periwinkle blue against the flatter and more mundane blue of the river.
         
 
         As soon as the subway hits open air, she jumps out of her seat and throws both arms in the air, spreading out her glove-encased fingers wide, like an orchestra conductor at the grand apex of the final encore of the night. And I hear that very same orchestra in my head, every violin broiling like an electric guitar, and I think to myself, This is it. Now’s the time.
         
 
         If we are going to kiss, make it now, and give it everything you’ve got.
         
 
         The moment goes.
 
         She sits down, offers me a brief but comradely conspiratorial grin, and literally collapses back into her seat. “Sorry,” she says to me. “Just needed to get that out.”
 
         Da, I am about to tell her, I understand more than you would know.
         
 
         I am astounded. I am captivated. But I can’t do it myself. From here on out, it would only seem like an imitation.
 
         The lights flicker. We are back underground.
 
         We reach my stop. It occurs to me that the name has never sounded more appropriate: stop. Doors slide open, the exit beckons, and I feel like saying goodbye. The train station is looking its most splendid shade of desolate, as if, somewhere in Heaven, there is an angel whose job it is to run down this specific subway station. Half of it is boarded up, a man with bubbly cartoon eyes sits monitoring the other half, perched atop a fence, slurping up God knows what from inside a brown paper bag, and I regret ever coming here, and I wish I didn’t have to. I actually wish that I was back in school. For the past half hour, the train car has become my own personal haven, sanctified almost, and I don’t want to give it up.
         
 
         I especially don’t want to give her up.
         
 
         I almost do say goodbye to her—my courage, though small, nonetheless exists—except that, while I’m doing my getting-off-the-train rite of checking the seat to see if I’ve forgotten the book that I forgot to bring in the first place, and sliding over to the nearest pole to lift myself up—I notice that she’s not sitting there any more, she’s already gone.
         
 
         I jump up, breeze out the doors at the last possible moment, just as that voice is finishing announcing the name of the next stop. Why do they wait until after the doors close to tell you the stop’s name? So you can be absolutely sure you’ve missed your station? Everyone is against me. Everyone.
 
         And, in that split second when the doors are shutting and most (but not all) of my body is through the door but I know I’m gonna get my leg or my shirt sleeve or my backpack caught—that thing has more subway door-torn strings than a rat’s ass—I realize, Jesus Girl’s already gotten off.
         
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         I am not imagining her. I repeat this in my head like I’m trying to convince myself. Do I sound desperate? Yes, I’ve sounded like that since I started sounding like anything. Well, dreams are for desperate people. And people have always said I’m a dreamer.
         
 
         The street yanks on the cuff of my dreams and smashes me into the cement of reality. Harsh daylight, screaming horns, and street vendors trying desperately to sell the passerby absolutely anything—bootleg CDs, AAA batteries, knitted pom-pom hats, even though it’s warm enough for shorts. This morning, the aluminum walls of my bedroom in our sorry white-trash excuse for a house were burning up. The outside exacerbated the effect, rendering the place all but completely uninhabitable after 8 a.m.
         
 
         I went into the kitchen and stuck my head in the freezer. My dad snored loudly, his head on the table where a bowl of cereal ought to be. Next to him, in place of the milk, stood an empty glass bottle. His phlegmy snores sounded eerily distended, warped by the wood polymer of the table.
 
         “You want to buy that?”
 
         The vendor’s cold voice cuts through my acrid daydream. I almost want to hand him a twenty and tell him, Keep the change, just to thank him for getting me out of there.
         
 
         I take a final look at the film I’m holding. “Fifteen bucks for Godfather, man?” I spit, tossing it messily back on to the pile. “I could steal it from my grandfather for free.”
         
 
         I’m lying, and he knows it. Poor Russian kid, doesn’t even have the money to spend on shoes that aren’t from Payless—this is a guy who makes his living reading people, and he knows that I sure ain’t in the market for new DVDs. “Right,” he snorts at me. “You gonna go to Siberia to do it?”
 
         Everyone is laughing, even the other vendors. The people on the street. I move on, feeling like I did it again, tripped over my tongue and landed in a puddle of mud. I want to grow a shell, duck inside it, and twist myself into the turtle equivalent of the fetal position.
 
         This is what they don’t know, what they can’t read in my face: I’ve got enough in my pocket to buy the whole table. The other tables, too. The idea that it’s right there in my pocket makes me suddenly nervous for the first time since getting on that bus, as if people could smell the scent of it on me. I take one last suspicious glance at the crowd—as if anyone’s going to be wielding a ski mask and a Saturday night special—and, two tables down, kneeling over a used book bin, is the girl from the train. 
         
 
         As if doing weird synchronous exercises, she throws down the book she’s reading the inside front cover of and jumps into a heady walk, moving as though she’s on a tight deadline. I have to remind myself, I’m on a deadline too—and I follow up her briskness with my own.
 
         It feels pretty amazing to walk in the city. Some days, the skyscrapers reduce you to a maggot-sized nothing. Others, they reflect the sun so bright that you feel like you own them. It’s impossible to predict what kind of day you’ll have until you’re in the middle of it. Today, in spite of everything, was turning out to be a Number Two kind of day.
 
         To get to the office, I didn’t have to make any turns or deviations—just follow Girard Avenue all the way down. I’d heard my dad talk about the walk countless times, from when he’d gone there to pay the rent before. The managers for the landlord company were all-right people. Have the check in the mail by the first of every month, and you were square in their books—but miss that deadline, and you were straight out of luck: straight to their office in North Philadelphia, with cash only (no personal checks accepted) in a plain white envelope, due by 3 p.m. on the fourth of the month, or else.
 
         Usually my parents made the mail deadline. Sometimes they forgot about it till school let out, and they’d send me running to the post office, a twenty-minute walk away from our house, fifteen minutes before it closed. Other times there’d be something—a payout they were waiting for, a check that wouldn’t clear for another day or two—and then my dad would go to the bank, withdraw our entire fifteen-hundred-dollar rent in cash, and brave the Philadelphia subway for a morning full of fun.
         
 
         And usually he wasn’t too drunk to.
 
         He’s a good man, my father. Funny, clever, good humored and well read, always ready to jump into a conversation or take a friend’s good news with as much joy as he would his own. There were men in Little Russia who beat their children, or their wives, or who always veered on doing so. My father has never so much as raised his voice at either one of us. But life is hard, and things are expensive, and I can feel the strain in his voice when I ask for a bus fare, or when bills come in, or when I say I don’t feel like running errands for them.
         
 
         He’s completely imperfect, and within that, he’s kind of perfect at being that way. And I feel guilty for feeling this way, but I know that I hate him for it.
 
         And now you see why I don’t like to talk about it. And why having someone to ride the train with, in complete and utter silence, and not having to start a conversation or talk about what was on our respective minds, was just fine with me.
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         For a moment I fear losing her, but I cross the street and she’s right there, halfway down the block, like a promise of a better day.
 
         The buildings are starting to thin out, skyscrapers giving way to fast-food restaurants and blocks of once-mighty Victorian homes in Ozymandian condition. It’s sad how everything crumbles, but that’s what it’s supposed to do, as my father would say. Only he’d say it all cheerful, like death is a part of life and it’s one more thing to look forward to. It’s living that’s no walk in the park.
 
         Park! I pass a sign with the name of the street I’m supposed to turn onto, a street that couldn’t look less like a park if it really put its mind to the task. Slabs of concrete, a computer-monitor shade of gray, alternate with rusting shacks that should be condemned and probably have been, except no one had bothered to knock them down. At the far corner of the street sits one house, similarly crumbling, but newly painted and with people milling about. Its stairs are freshly swept, and the sign outside is in a healthy, not-cracked state, with red block letters that look as though they might be indicating a government office. It announces, as if everything else about it didn’t, that this is my destination.
         
 
         I sigh. I cram my hand in my pocket once more, checking for the thousandth time that the envelope is still where I left it. It is. The sky clouds over. I turn the cheap new doorknob, which feels like plastic, and enter.
 
         The room is small and bare and crowded, just like my father said. There is one generic art print on the wall, probably bolted there, of a cabin in the woods. A window is cut into one wall, like a bank teller’s, small and cased in glass. A huge line starts here and spirals around the office. Everyone in the line is pressed close together but it’s cold, so at least that part isn’t awful.
 
         It is still disgusting, though. These people are vagrants, unemployed, on drugs. How they have the money to pay a few hundred dollars’ worth of rent each month, I have no idea. I get a wave of revulsion, and then I feel revolted at being revolted because I start to think of my father, unconscious in the kitchen, and I remind myself: I am one of these people.
         
 
         I dip my head, stick hands in pockets and mope all the way to the end of the line. I’m so distracted—not by anything, just by the loud and rapid sucking of life—that it takes me a full five minutes before I realize I’m standing directly behind my Jesus girl.
 
         And then, a curious thing happens.
 
         It doesn’t bother me that she’s here.
 
         I expect immediately to be turned off. I stand there, growing fascinated by the way her hair meets the back of her neck. Her hair is a soft, girlish blonde, cut like a bell curve, and beneath it the soft, girlish fur of her skin. This is broken up by the triple layer of the collar of her jacket, her hood, and the band of her headphones. It was iconic, her own private insignia. I drew a letterbox around it in my mind.
         
 
         The line seems to go on forever, but now I don’t mind. She spots me when we reach the first turn in the line, and she shoots me a look. In that look, she clearly recognizes me from the subway car. There is a certain amount of guardedness in her look, as if she isn’t quite sure that I’m not stalking her, but, after all, why would anyone come to this place if they didn’t have to? Suddenly, as if she’s just thought of this, the corners of her lips turn upward, the hint of a grin. This, of course, would be the appropriate time to drop a casual friendly remark about how cold the weather’s been, or what kind of a shoddy power structure exists in this country to keep this kind of place in business. I, of course, don’t.
 
         Finally, we are two people away (well, she’s two away, I’m three) and each person is taking for ever, and she turns around and remarks, as nonchalantly as if we’d been talking this whole time: “Waiting sucks, doesn’t it?”
 
         I swallow. The person at the window leaves, and the man in front of her steps up to the glass. I have no illusions—I’m not going to wow her into being my best friend for ever, much less a game of, what did Vadim call it, tonsil hockey?—but I might at least be able to get her to walk back to the subway with me.
 
         “It does,” I say to her, praying to God that my throat doesn’t spontaneously dry out or close up. “Worst part is, there is no reward at the end—you don’t, like, buy a CD or ride a roller coaster. All there is is more waiting.”
 
         She smiles—a real one this time, and it lasts. “You do this often?”
 
         I shake my head, and hope it doesn’t look too fake. Too many times, or too few. “Usually, my father. But he could not, today.” 
         
 
         Her eyelids flicker. “So you’re the man of the house, then?”
 
         I shrug, not sure if she is teasing me. “If  I was rich and owned a place like this, I would just let everyone keep their houses, none of this.”
 
         “You wouldn’t be rich for long.”
 
         This should be the part where I make my move. Let loose some line: That’s just the kind of guy I am or For you, it would be worth it. I have this one friend, he would know exactly what to say and be up against the wall with this girl by the end of the line, limbs writhing on top of each other, going crazy. Another friend, he would fantasize about this moment constantly and never get far enough to actually open his mouth and say something to her. I am neither of those, too embarrassed to either manipulate the situation to my advantage or let my real feelings be known. I guess that’s the kind of guy I am. But I wish I could be one of the others.
         
 
         The whir of the money-counting machine dies down. The man at the window, dismissed, moves quickly to the door.
 
         “Here goes, I guess,” she says, offering me the most generous and pretty of her smiles yet.

         “Hey, do you want me to take …” I start, but she is already at the window, perching her purse on the ledge, rifling through it. She pulls out a gun.
 
         The cashier screams.
 
         It takes everyone a moment to realize what’s going on, but once they do, they react. I am slow. It’s still early for me. A gnarled, heavy hand wraps itself around my arm, yanks it down hard, and I find myself being lowered to the ground by a grandmother half my size.
 
         The cashier, whose face I can see over the shoulder of Jesus Girl, is only a few years older than us, maybe eighteen or twenty, a bored and lost-looking girl with her hair in long spirally braids. She seems remarkably composed, although everyone in the room is pulsing with fear. The gun is pressed right between her eyes, which have grown wide in astonishment, if not in fear.
         
 
         My girl is composed, alert, on guard. “Don’t hit the alarm,” she says. Her voice is calm, meditative even, wary and collected. “And don’t think this glass is really bulletproof. It’s not. I can tell.”
 
         “How—how can you tell?” asks the cashier, whose hands are in the air, but who is still exuding a calm that I wish I could manage.
 
         “Bulletproof glass is a special kind; you can’t see your reflection in it. But I know no glass is bulletproof when you shoot from this close.”
 
         She jams the pistol forward. Its mouth bangs against the glass. The sound is as loud as a gunshot. Everyone jumps. Bodies pull closer to the ground.
 
         Her voice comes, calm and low and reassuring, as certain as a promise.
 
         “Just pack up the money,” she says. “All of it. And I won’t hurt anybody.”
 
         The cashier’s face disappears.
 
         From behind the wall, sounds of frantic packing. The whole time, Jesus Girl keeps a vigilant, obsessive watch over the proceedings through the window.
 
         Finally, the cashier reappears. “We’ve got it,” she tells the entire waiting room. “It’s in a sack. We’re going to open the door and pass it through.”
 
         Jesus Girl considers her lack of other options. “Fine,” she agrees. “You stay at the window.”
 
         “Me?”
 
         She nods. The gun stays pointed at the glass.
 
         This whole time, I’m thinking about her. I can’t not be. There are other things going on, too, in the back of my mind—what schoolwork I missed. If anyone’s going to believe me about this. Whether I’m going to die. These questions flash before me every time I run through a red light or step too close to the subway ledge. Now, though, with a gun in the room—my first real, live gun experience—it feels so tremendously realer.
         
 
         But, for real, I just feel stupid. Spending all my time falling slowly in love with her while she spent the whole time plotting this. Humans use less than 10 percent of their brains, and I use 95 percent of that part thinking about girls. If I hadn’t, I could’ve discovered the cure for cancer by now.
 
         But, more than that, I feel ridiculous. In another few minutes, we are all going to lose our money. One month’s rent, gone just like that. It’s one-twelfth of what my parents make in a year. Barely. Counting the costs of food and clothes and birthday presents, they are totally in debt. And they are in debt instead of doing something productive like this—yes, robbing people is stupid and malicious, but at least it pays. Getting smashed on rent day—now, that was 100 percent stupid. And it didn’t take any thinking at all.
 
         I was so pissed off at her I could scream. I hated her more than our landlord. If I had a cell phone, I would have called the cops right then and there.
 
         The door slides open. A grocery-store-sized bag is pushed out, hesitantly but quickly. She tips it into her purse—which is, by the way, huge—a massive retro thing, vintage 1950s, which swallows all the stacks of bills easily. In the distance is the irritated squeal of a cop’s siren, and I don’t know how but I do know, as does everyone else, that they are on their way here.
 
         It doesn’t matter. She’ll be out the door, vanished, in another few moments. Real life will have kick-started itself back into existence, and she will have left us far behind. She is already halfway out the door, the siren still sounds semi-far  away, and the woman who first pulled me down is struggling, haggardly, to her feet.
         
 
         Jesus Girl turns around, almost out the door.
 
         “Hey, cute boy,” she says.
 
         It takes me a while to realize she means me. “Da?” I say, too surprised to remember to speak English. Or maybe I said duh.
         
 
         “How much is your rent?”
 
         “Fifteen hundred dollars?” I say without thinking.
 
         She reaches into her newly full bag and counts out money with her thumb. “Damn,” she says. “You people have some seriously trashy cash.”
 
         Reaching for what I can only assume is fifteen hundred, she tosses it through the narrow slit of the cashier’s window. “That’s for him,” she tells them. “What’s your name?”
 
         “J-Jupiter Glazer,” I say, still not totally convinced that she is speaking to me.
 
         “Address?”
 
         I tell her.
 
         “Account number? Can I tell you, I hate it when they interrogate you like this? Name, rank, serial number. It makes you feel like a prisoner. God, I’ve always wanted to say that right to their dumb-ass, glass-protected faces.” Behind the window, the cashier, though thoroughly startled, is writing down my information. When she says that bit about prisoners, the cashier winces. You know she’s thought it, too.
 
         “You got that down? All right, then,” she says, turning the doorknob. “I’m sorry to inconvenience you folks. I hated every second of this, but we all gotta eat.”
 
         Another flash of the smile, cheeky and egotistical and so incredibly hot, and she’s gone.
 
         Not two minutes later, the police are crashing through the door, guns drawn, demanding to know What’s Going On? and Is There A Hostage Situation? and the like. Nobody tells them anything. According to witnesses, the perpetrator is either one man, three men, or an entire soccer team of middle-aged women, white, black, or something in the middle, extremely tall or extremely short, but not average height. “This happens to us all the time,” one of the cops confesses to me. “People are stunned. They don’t expect to be attacked where they feel most secure.”
         
 
         The cops leave, and the line recommences, shakily, where we left off. Two people have moved in front of me, an old man and a young mother, but I’m not bothered. When I do step up to the booth, ready to hand over my family’s hard-earned cash, the cashier looks me in the eye and says, with a soft feeling of  kindness, “You’re already paid for.”
 
         I have a vision of returning home, thick envelope in hand, of going straight to the kitchen where my father is still asleep. He’ll shoot right up in his chair the moment I walk in, a big goofy smile on his face, his drunkenness fading like a bad dream. “What’d I miss?” he’ll ask, forever wacky, a true American sitcom father.
 
         And I will toss the money on the table, and tell him and my mother about my unexpected day. And we will all laugh together, knowing the story has a happy ending because all stories do. My dad will say, “Why didn’t you just leave it there? We could’ve been early for next month’s rent!” and my mom will say, “Thank God you’re safe, that’s the important part,” and we’ll all sigh warmly, because we’ll remember what really is important.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            The Young Stalker’s Handbook
 
            BY SARAH REES BRENNAN 
            

         
 
         “JUST BECAUSE HE’S wearing skin-tight gold trousers doesn’t necessarily mean he’s a homosexual.”
         
 
         I was in a music store with my friend Rachel when I said these words. In a way, I feel like that sentence summed up my personality completely. Anyone who overheard us would have known immediately that I was optimistic, a dreamer, and utterly clueless about men.
 
         “No,” said Rachel doubtfully. “But it does make you wonder.”
 
         She bent and picked up the CD we were both transfixed by. A strand of her hair came loose over her blue jacket, a circle of pale gold in the store’s fluorescent lights.
 
         Rachel was my best friend. She was also ice blonde, beautiful, funny and clever—you know, the friend who always makes you look a bit of a mess when she stands next to you, but is so generally awesome that most of the time you don’t care.
 
         She was also very sensible, which right now was making me sad.
 
         “Don’t put him in a box,” I said sternly. “We all have the right to wear what we want without anyone drawing unwarranted conclusions about our sexuality. This is a free country and a new millennium. I hope we’re open-minded enough to give him the benefit of the doubt.” 
         
 
         “I think I might be kind of close-minded,” Rachel said, apologetically. “Whenever I tilt the CD case, his ass gleams. And every time his ass gleams, I doubt his heterosexuality. Look—there it goes again. Gleam, doubt. Gleam, doubt. Gleam …”
 
         I whipped the CD out of her hand and restored it to its rightful place, where the lead singer’s ass could gleam benevolently down on us both.
 
         “Anyway, it is his music that counts,” I said firmly. “I, for one, could not care less about his orientation or, indeed, his superficial good looks. He’s an artiste.”
 
         Rachel had many talents. One of which was that she could raise a truly excellent skeptical eyebrow.
 
         “What about the guy over by the posters you keep sneaking looks at?”
 
         Damn. I’d thought she hadn’t spotted me doing that. I was going to have to learn to be sly about stealing looks. I’d be like the cat burglar of looks from now on, I promised myself. Quick as a cat. Nobody would ever catch me.
 
         “Be fair, Rachel,” I said with dignity. “I don’t know if he’s an artiste or not. Sadly, all I have to judge him on are his superficial good looks.”
 
         “Yeah,” Rachel murmured. “That is a tragedy.”
 
         She glanced casually over her shoulder, and then away. She was a true master; perhaps I should be asking her for look-burglary lessons.
         
 
         “Right,” she said. “I think he looks okay. At least his ass isn’t gleaming.”
 
         “It certainly is not,” I said, but I kept an eye on it just to be sure.
 
         “You should go talk to him.”
 
         I looked at Rachel with complete disbelief.
 
         “You’ve got to be less shy, Sam,” she said. “Men need to be chased. Think of yourself as a leopard bringing down an antelope.”
         
 
         That was easy for her to say. Rachel always went for guys who were about as smart as antelopes—gorgeous guys who looked like knights who had wandered out of fairy tales and were really confused about the real world. I called the latest Sir Colin the Dimwit.
 
         “What would I say?”
 
         Rachel made a dismissive gesture. “Whatever comes to mind.”
 
         “Oh yes,” I said. “Splendid idea. You were there at the party last week, weren’t you?”
 
         Sadly, a lot of people had been at the party last week.
 
         “It wasn’t that bad,” said Rachel, a loyal friend and a terrible liar.
 
         “Our tale begins on a warm summer evening, full of wine coolers, women and song.” I made a grand gesture, as if I was a bard of old, and kind of hit a dad-aged guy in the belly. “Sorry, sir. So, our heroine was standing in her usual glamorous position by the hummus, and then her gallant suitor, known only as Twizzler for some reason we don’t know and prefer not to inquire into, sidles up and says the magical words, ‘You look great, Sam.’”
 
         I wasn’t actually being as facetious as I was trying to sound. At the time, I had been pretty thrilled he’d come over. Despite the name, he was tall and he seemed nice, and it wasn’t like boys were forming an orderly line behind the hummus to talk to me.
 
         “And what did I say then, Ray?”
 
         Rachel closed her eyes, apparently overcome with being the best friend of the party fool.
 
         “I said, ‘Ha! Thanks!’ I was afraid that my lipstick made me look like I was eating crayons again.’” 
         
 
         “You were six when you ate crayons the last time!”
 
         “I know that, Ray. You know that. Sadly, Twizzler does not know that.”
 
         Rachel crossed her arms over her chest.
 
         “Well, I don’t see why Twizzler had to make that face. Anyway, he should be into the creative use of arts and craft supplies. I heard he sniffs glue.”
 
         “The moral of the story is that I am never allowed to attempt any dangerous solo missions like talking to members of the opposite sex. It never ends well.”
 
         My voice had got a bit loud while I’d been telling the Twizzler story. I glanced nervously at the guy perusing the posters, but he seemed absorbed by a picture of a girl in leather who looked like an anorexic vampire. Another time I might have been upset by the blatant objectification of women, but since I was busy objectifying him I gave him a pass on that.
 
         “He’s much better looking than Twizzler.”
 
         “And with any luck, he isn’t called Twizzler,” I said. “A good name is a much more important feature in a man than people think. I mean, think about calling out some names in the throes of passion. ‘Oh, Adrian, you’re an animal.’ ‘Rock me like a hurricane, Nigel.’”
 
         I stole another glance at poster boy. He had excellent shoulders, and the kind of brown hair that was especially nice—soft-looking and falling in a natural drift over his forehead. I thought longingly that he looked like a Chris.
 
         “So you’re going to go and talk to him?” Rachel asked eagerly.
 
         I looked at him again. Possibly he was a Dave; he had the strong chin of a Dave. “Yeah,” I said uncertainly, and then with more conviction, “Yeah, okay.”
 
         Rachel, a woman of action, seized both my shoulders and spun me around. Then she gave me a solid push between the shoulder blades.
         
 
         “Remember,” she said firmly, “you’re awesome! You’re beautiful. And you haven’t eaten crayons in years.”
 
         She pushed me again. I bit my tongue a little.
 
         “Right,” I mumbled through the pain.
 
         I shuffled forward, mostly because I was afraid of Rachel. I recited her mantra under my breath.
 
         “You haven’t eaten crayons in years. You haven’t eaten crayons in years.”
 
         A man browsing through the jazz section gave me a very startled look. I found that extremely unfair—he wouldn’t have wanted to hear me say I had been eating crayons recently.
         
 
         I stared at my feet so I wouldn’t get unnerved by the handsomeness I was approaching. I took one step, then another, and another.
 
         I looked up. There was no sign of excellent shoulders or a strong chin.
 
         He was gone.
 
         I felt robbed.
 
         “Oh my God,” I said and stomped over to Rachel. “Can you believe that? It’ll take me months to work up the courage to approach another guy. You know what would solve this problem? Radar. If humans were like bats and we all had a way of sending some kind of getting-hit-on radar. That would solve everyone’s problems.”
 
         “Okay,” Rachel said. “If we ever meet Batman, I understand that you have dibs. Failing that, Colin has a friend who he thinks you might get on with. What do you say we go down to GTI’s and grab a coffee?”
 
         “After him!”
 
         I don’t know why I said it. I don’t know why I grabbed Rachel and towed her behind me. I guess I was just all keyed up; the adrenaline I’d worked up bracing myself to talk to the guy was just floating around in my system doing nothing.
         
 
         I saw the excellent shoulders and the drift of nice hair out of the corner of my eye. I saw Possibly Dave heading out the door and out of my life.
 
         I had an adrenaline-related burst of insanity. It could have happened to anyone.
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         I followed him, dragging Rachel in my wake, and kept his gorgeous back in sight until it stopped. I pressed Rachel against the side of a garage and prayed we hadn’t been spotted.
 
         No, he was just going into a shop.
 
         I stopped squashing Rachel and went after him. Given a chance to draw breath, she had some objections.
 
         “Please tell me we’re not really doing this!”
 
         “If you think about it, this makes complete sense,” I told her. “We’re practicing a skill we could have a lot of uses for in the future. Think about it—what if we grew up to be spies? Or snipers? Or dogcatchers? We’ve got to learn how to track down our prey.”
 
         “I’m not growing up to be a dogcatcher,” Rachel said flatly.
 
         “What about a spy?” I saw a trace of weakness in her eyes. “A glamorous spy in a red evening gown. Carrying a concealed weapon in her thigh holster. She’s the only one Her Majesty can trust to track down the robot the Russians have sent into the country—a machine constructed to look like a gorgeous human boy, but with a heart of clockwork and ray guns built into his fingers. Rachel, the fate of  England rests in your hands.”
 
         “Sam, you are crazy,” Rachel said, but I heard the click of her shoes coming after me. 
         
 
         When we reached the front of the shop Possibly Dave had gone into, both Rachel and I stopped short in dismay.
 
         “Aw, Claire’s?” Rachel said. “Honey, I think we might have another gleaming ass on our hands.”
 
         A woman passing on the street gave Rachel a funny look. Passersby were always judging us.
 
         “You don’t know that!” I told her and marched in. I heard her sigh behind me.
 
         Unfortunately, Possibly Dave was standing pretty close to the entrance, talking to the lady who worked there. I was prepared to hate her on sight, but she was about twenty years older than me and reminded me of my old drama teacher, so I decided to absolve her of the intention of stealing away the boy I’d never actually spoken to and whom had no idea I existed.
 
         “I’m looking for something for my sister,” he said. “She loves penguins, so I was thinking—little penguin earrings? Or something?”
 
         Rachel and I were cowering behind a stand decorated with hairbands and hair ribbons. I couldn’t stop myself digging her in the stomach with a triumphant elbow.
 
         “Well, that’s what any guy would say,” Rachel said in an unacceptably loud voice. “That’s what I’d say, if I was a guy. No boy is going to admit he wants tiny penguin earrings because he thinks they’ll look cute on him.”
 
         “Once more your judgmental nature leaves me simply appalled, Rachel,” I informed her and peered through the peacock feathers on a headband at our quarry.
 
         He had a lovely voice, actually. He sounded American. Maybe his name was Brad.
 
         “Those would suit Jessica,” said Potentially Brad.
 
         “See?” I whispered. “She has a name. Nobody names an imaginary sister! That would be crazy.” 
         
 
         “I bow to your greater experience in crazy,” Rachel said.
 
         Once Could-Very-Well-Be-Brad had purchased the earrings for his definitely not imaginary sister and walked out, Rachel and I were poised to follow him when the shop lady said, “Excuse me.”
 
         Oh, God. We’d been seen. I turned around and prepared for the inevitable, “Excuse me—but are you aware stalking is a criminal offense?”
 
         “Excuse me, are you Samantha Armstrong?”
 
         Oh, no, wait, even better! This was going to be, “Excuse me—but are you aware stalking is a criminal offense? Because I’m going to report your behavior to the police and your parents.”
 
         I toyed with the idea of going, “No—oh my God, do I have a really law-abiding double?”
 
         “Yes,” I admitted.
 
         “It was all her idea!” said Rachel.
 
         That quisling!
 
         “Don’t you remember me?” said the shop lady. “I used to teach your drama class.”
 
         “Oh,” I said. “Oh, right! Hi, Mrs. Nelson! Good to see you again.”
 
         The relief was overwhelming. I did not give in to the temptation to cling to the headband stand and hyperventilate.
 
         “Good to see you, Sam.” Mrs. Nelson regarded me fondly, which was very gratifying. “You look just the same,” she added, which was less so.
 
         She’d known me when I was eight. When I was eight, I’d had a bowl haircut and tucked the ends of my tracksuit bottoms into my socks.
 
         “Just the same except, you know, all elegant and grown-up,” I grinned.
 
         Mrs. Nelson laughed a bit more than I would have preferred. “Do you remember how you used to wear your socks over your tracksuit bottoms?”
         
 
         “No,” I said with great conviction. “No, I do not remember that at all.”
 
         Mrs. Nelson laughed again. “The other kids used to call you Socks!”
 
         If  Mrs. Nelson only knew that Socks had grown up to be a dedicated stalker and menace to society. Speaking of which, all this hanging around chatting meant that my future husband Dave-or-Brad was getting away!
 
         “You must be thinking of someone else. Um, wow, it was great to see you, Mrs. Nelson, but Rachel and I kind of have to be going. I’ll drop by again!”
 
         I grabbed Rachel’s hand and ran. When we were outside the shop I shielded my eyes with my hand and scanned the streets. There was no sign of him.
 
         “There, he’s going into McDonald’s,” Rachel said, pointing.
 
         I knew she’d been sucked into the thrill of the chase. I was, too. And even if I had gone crazy and was chasing a total stranger around the town, it beat standing by the hummus at parties.
 
         Turned out crime was fun.
 
         “Suddenly I’m feeling very hungry,” I said.
 
         Rachel sighed. “Oh, if your drama class could see their little Socks now.”
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         I hadn’t been lying, I was hungry. I never lie about food.
 
         “We have to be ready to follow him,” said Rachel, future spy extraordinaire. “Maybe we should just get milkshakes.”
 
         “Double cheeseburger,” I said. “Oh, and a chocolate milkshake. Good idea. Oh, and fries.”
 
         “Okay, two fries,” said Rachel. “And a strawberry milkshake.” 
         
 
         As the one who’d ordered the cheeseburger, I was in charge of the tray while Rachel was in charge of finding a table where we could sit and watch Brad-Dave-Chris at our leisure and from a safe distance.
 
         The only problem was that she couldn’t locate him at all, let alone find a table.
 
         “What if he just popped in to use the bathroom and left while we were buying food?” Rachel asked.
 
         “Nobody uses the bathrooms in McDonald’s except drug addicts—they’re disgusting.”
 
         “Well, he could have gone to the bathroom to do drugs,” Rachel said. “It’s not like we know him all that well. In fact, you’re attracted to the dangerous type. Look at Twizzler.”
 
         I scanned the circular tables and the expanse of yellow tiles. There were a ton of kids, laughing around circular tables over crumpled wrappers and greasy boxes, but none of them was the man I was quite literally after.
         
 
         “Don’t talk like Twizzler was the guy I married who sold me for crack,” I said. “Twizzler was the guy I talked to by the hummus whom you later told me had a close personal relationship with glue. The arts and crafts cupboard was more his girlfriend than I was. And maybe Brad just went upstairs.”
 
         “You made up a name for him?”
 
         “You made up a drug problem for him,” I reminded her and marched up the stairs.
         
 
         Upstairs there were booths. I looked around for our quarry in every one, squinting to make out individual faces among the squashed-together groups until people started glaring back at us.
 
         “I don’t see him!”
 
         “I don’t see him either,” said Rachel, chewing on her bottom lip. She looked really annoyed. She had Colin—she didn’t have any interest in this new guy, but Rachel didn’t like to fail at anything, even at pretending to be a spy.
         
 
         Besides, she’d felt the same rush I had, giggling and running in pursuit, having a break from the Sunday afternoon boredom. It was a bit deflating to have it all end like this.
 
         I looked down the stairs, leaning against the rail, to the floor below.
 
         Then I saw a head of really nice-looking brown hair.
 
         “There he is!” said Rachel. “But is he coming up, or is he going to sit down there?”
 
         “He seems undecided,” I said, leaning out further.
 
         He had a tray with him and was sort of bobbing about the place. I leaned out against the railing as far as I could go in case he made any sudden moves. Silently, I ordered him to make up his mind—all this wavering about was unmanly. He should be more decisive. What I needed was a man of action!
 
         As if he could hear my psychic berating, he started suddenly up the steps.
 
         I wasn’t expecting this. I was leaning too far over the railing.
 
         I flinched.
 
         The moment stretched out, as if time itself had slowed to savor my unbelievable humiliation. Endless seconds passed as the tray slid from my hands: there was the moment when its weight was still against the sweaty tips of my fingers but it was already irredeemably lost; the moment when the tray was flipping, its red plastic bright in the fluorescent lights; and the moment when I fully realized what was going to happen and felt my stomach turn in a slow churn of horror.
 
         There was the moment when the boy whose name I didn’t know looked up, just before the tray hit. His eyes were wide and bright blue, narrowing. He saw me.
 
         Then the tray hit in an explosion of food and milkshakes.
 
         Rachel hit the ground beside the railing, hiding herself from view. I looked down at her in frozen horror—she had her face buried in her knees.
         
 
         I had a very strong urge to hide, too. Only the boy had seen me when he looked up, and he knew exactly whose tray had hit him. Hiding would just be like putting my head under a blanket and pretending I was invisible.
 
         Not that it wasn’t tempting. I have never been so embarrassed in my whole life.
 
         “Oh, wow,” I called down feebly. “I’m really sorry.”
 
         There was a napkin dispenser on the table by the stairs. I took a paper napkin from it and wandered hopelessly down.
 
         The boy had dropped his own tray when my tray had hit. His chicken nuggets had spilled out and were lying in a heap with Rachel’s food and mine, reproaching me.
 
         “Wow, I am really, really sorry,” I repeated, just to stress this important point, and cringed with every step down.
 
         “You said that already,” said the boy I didn’t know at all, had been stalking, and had now assaulted. He didn’t sound angry, just dazed.
 
         Then again, he had just been hit on the head with a tray.
 
         There were fries hanging on his shoulders like decorations. His T-shirt and his hair were splashed with sludgy brown and pink, and when he blinked I saw that there was milkshake stuck in his eyelashes.
 
         “That’s because I am really, really sorry,” I said and waved my napkin like a tiny paper flag of truce. I reached out and dabbed ineffectually at his T-shirt, because wiping his milkshake-stained face seemed invasive.
 
         Whereas stalking him had been totally acceptable behavior.
 
         “Um,” he said. “Thanks.”
 
         I lowered the now soggy square of brown and pink. “You’re welcome.”
 
         “Could you, uh, give me a hint on where you found that napkin?” he asked. “I think I could use just a few more.”
         
 
         “Yeah, I can totally cut you in on some napkin action,” I said.
 
         Okay, he wasn’t yelling, and he hadn’t accused me of dropping the tray on purpose, which would have been a horrible lie, or stalking him, which would have been a horrible truth. Things were not so bad.
 
         “You look very familiar,” he said.
 
         “I have one of those faces!” I yelped. “It is just one of those things! One of those faces … things.”
 
         At that unpromising moment, a voice behind him said, “Sam?”
 
         “Oh, God, Colin,” I said. “I mean. Colin, great to see you!”
 
         There he was, in the flesh and at the worst possible time—Rachel’s maybe-boyfriend Colin, standing in McDonald’s looking tall, handsome and even more puzzled than usual.
 
         “Oh, hey, I didn’t see you there,” said Colin, who had obviously gone mad and was babbling nonsense. “Uh, has there been some kind of accident?”
 
         “McDonald’s: its vengeance strikes from above,” said the boy. “Could you point me to those napkins?”
 
         “Right,” I said. “Follow me.”
 
         My victim followed me, and so did Colin, as if it was any of his business. Some of McDonald’s staff, who had been busy staring at the horrible spectacle with fascination, came over to clear up the mess I’d made, and I was at the top of the stairs before I realized that I’d led the boys straight to Rachel.
 
         “Look who it is!” I shouted immediately. “COLIN! That’s who it is! Right here!”
 
         Rachel got up so fast she kind of wobbled as she rose. “Hi, Colin! Good to see you!”
 
         Colin regarded her blankly. “What were you doing on the floor?” 
         
 
         When a guy is dating a girl, he thinks he owns her, I thought with passionate resentment. What right did Colin have to ask such a personal question?
 
         “Oh, I dropped something,” Rachel said, quick-thinking as a future spy should be. “But I have it now. In my pocket. So that’s all right.”
 
         “What was it?” Colin asked.
 
         “Er … gum,” said Rachel.
 
         Colin kept smiling, but the boy I’d stalked gave Rachel a very doubtful look.
 
         “Here are your napkins!” I said and shoved a big mass of them directly in his line of vision.
 
         “Um … thanks,” he responded, and took them.
 
         A few dabs of the paper against his face showed that the milkshake had dried a bit too much. Unfortunately the strawberry one had scored a direct head hit—he had a stiff, vaguely pink widow’s peak.
 
         “I think maybe I need to go to the bathroom,” he said eventually. He caught his reflection in the metal of the napkin dispenser. “Is my hair pink?”
 
         “Slightly pink,” I told him. “In a manly and stereotype-defying way.”
         
 
         “I’m definitely going to the bathroom,” he said, draping the napkin over his hair like a veil. “In a manly and stereotype-defying way.”
         
 
         He sloped off with the napkin still on his head. There was a good chance he might be crazy.
 
         Of course, I hunted strangers through the streets, so who was I to judge?
 
         “This is lucky,” said Colin, settling with Rachel in the nearest booth and stretching out both arms to get one around Rachel’s shoulders.
 
         “It sure is. And not at all suspicious!” 
         
 
         Rachel laughed a little hysterically. Colin, a simple soul, looked at her and then laughed politely too.
 
         This was going to be my punishment, then. I was going to have to spend the afternoon with a boy I’d ambushed and assaulted, witnessing the spectacle of Rachel romancing Colin, the so-dim-he-was-flickering bulb.
 
         Well, I deserved it, and I would have to accept it. I slid round to the other side of the table.
 
         “What have you guys been doing all day?” Colin asked amiably.
 
         “Nothing!” Rachel yelped.
 
         “All day,” I added with great firmness.
 
         “Sounds boring.”
 
         “Yes, that was our day,” I proclaimed. “Very, very boring. Tedious. Almost unbearable, really!”
 
         Rachel proved she was one day going to rival Mata Hari by stretching and murmuring, “Missed you,” in his ear just when Colin was starting to look a bit suspicious.
 
         Of course, that meant that Colin started nuzzling her and murmuring to her. They started rubbing their heads like seals in love, and I wondered if I had done something terrible in a past life to deserve this, before recalling that I had actually done something terrible to deserve this only ten minutes ago.
 
         “So I might go down and get something to eat,” I said, staring at the fascinating wall behind them.
 
         “Want me to get it for you?” asked Colin’s friend.
 
         He had returned. He’d returned damp.
 
         It was a good look on him. He really did have excellent shoulders.
 
         Not that I really noticed. Shoulders were a delusion and a snare. Shoulders had been what got me into this mess.
 
         There was a small pause. Not that I was staring. I was thinking deep thoughts. 
         
 
         “It’s no trouble,” he added. “I’m getting a Coke myself.”
 
         “I’ll get you a Coke,” I said. “And new chicken nuggets. Least I can do.”
 
         He smiled at me. It was a crooked, brilliant smile.
 
         “I’m a bit off milkshakes just now,” he added.
 
         “Ray, this is Sam,” Colin said. “Sam, Rachel.”
 
         Rachel and I exchanged looks. Hers was tolerant, mine not so much.
 
         “Yes, thanks, Colin, we’ve met!”
 
         “Sorry,” said Colin ridiculously. “I didn’t know.”
 
         “Er,” said the boy. “I think he means me.”
 
         Rachel and I both looked at him. “Uh?” I said intelligently.
 
         “I’m Sam,” said the boy.
 
         “You can’t be Sam,” I said.
 
         He smiled again. “Please don’t make me say it.”
 
         “Say what?”
 
         “Don’t make me lower myself by saying the old Dr. Seuss line. You know. Sam I am. Oh, well, there I go. Sorry about that.”
 
         “Don’t be sorry,” I said. “Dr. Seuss is a classic. And Sam I am, too.”
 
         “What a coincidence,” said Sam.
 
         “Her name’s Samantha really,” put in Rachel, in a noble effort to make me sound more feminine and alluring.
 
         “Even more of a coincidence,” said Sam. “Well, the thing is, my mother wanted a girl.”
 
         “Really?” Colin asked.
 
         We all gave him pitying looks.
 
         “Yes, Colin,” said Sam, straight-faced. “I had to wear pink until I was four. Also, I had the sweetest ringlets.”
 
         I couldn’t help it, I laughed.
 
         Sam’s eyes turned back to me. “So, fancy a Coke?”
 
         “I think I do,” I said. 
         
 
         “Cokes all around,” Rachel commanded, nudging her true knight in the ribs. Colin sprang to obey. “Well, well,” Rachel said, as the boys went down the stairs. “What have we learned today?”
 
         “Er,” I said, stealing another dazzled glance at Sam’s excellent shoulders and wondering if this counted as narcissism. “Crime pays?”
 
         I hoped that this wasn’t going to lead to some lifelong stalking compulsion. I had a picture of myself in ten years’ time, still making my move by buying binoculars and following guys while wearing a ski mask.
 
         If  I hadn’t gone over to talk to him, though, none of this would have happened. Possibly it was time to be less shy.
 
         But not more criminal.
 
         “We’ve learned that I am always right.” Rachel smiled like a cat. “Like a leopard on an antelope, baby.”   

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Lost in Translation
 
            BY MICHAEL LOWENTHAL
            

         
 
         IN NINTH-GRADE Spanish, Patricio couldn’t say his own name. A wide-jawed redhead with skin the shade of moonbeams, he seemed stymied by his Anglo facial features. “Patrrrricio,” Señora Fuentes growled, modeling the correct roll of Rs. “La lengua. La lengua. Use the tongue!” But for all her urgent coaching, Pat still couldn’t introduce himself.
         
 
         “Pat-dicio,” he spat earnestly, then shrugged and flashed his front-teeth gap, and even Señora had to forgive him.
 
         Try to see him as I did that first day: on the room’s left side, over by the windows, so the sun sparked his cinnamon-sugar hair. It was kind of parted in the middle, kind of not, disheveled and perfect and winging over his right ear as though he’d just woken from a nap. He squinted in the glare, providing my first glimpse of the dimples that flickered at his nose’s bridge when he was frustrated or laughing or—instantly, I imagined it—having sex. He’d come to class as Pat Banner, the wrestling-team stud: cocksure, suave, untouchable; but as Patricio, stuttering his way through this alien vocabulary, he was thrillingly waifish and exposed.
         
 
         I doubt Pat noticed me that day. He had to, though, in the following weeks, because if his accent was the worst in class, mine was the best. My father had been a cultural attaché in Bogotá, and my family lived there till I was three; by ninth grade, my Spanish knowledge had dwindled to sí and no, but the music of it lingered in my brain.
         
 
         Señora Fuentes was a crusader for español. The most glamorous teacher at Lewis High School—impeccably coiffed and rouged, stiletto-heeled—she viewed our failures at fluency as ethnic denigration. With an Argentine propensity for drama, she latched on to Pat and me as examples.
         
 
         “Patricio,” she demanded one mid-September Monday, strutting model-like before the blackboard, “Repite por favor: ‘A mí me gusta el béisbol.’”
         
 
         Patricio tried to state his fondness for baseball, but it came off like a drunk saying the alphabet backwards.
 
         “!No! Escúchame bien, listen close.” And then Señora, hands on her high, elegant hips, repeated the sentence at Sesame Street pace: “A mí me gus-ta el béis-bol.”
         
 
         Pat scrunched his nose, the indentations at the bridge as dark as scars. He tried again, but the language was elusive.
 
         “Ay ya yay,” Señora lamented. “Chicos, what are we going to do? Patricio tiene la lengua gorda. But maybe Carlo can say it right. Would you, please, Carlo?”
         
 
         I feared offending Pat with my proficiency, but I couldn’t defy a teacher’s request. I spoke the words, my accent deft, impatient crispness balanced with lush exuberance.
 
         “Perfecto,” Señora cheered. “Perfectíssimo!”
         
 
         I hardly registered her praise. I was fixed on what she’d said about Patricio, that he possessed “la lengua gorda.” She’d meant it as stammery, tongue-tied. Literally, it translated that he had a “fat tongue.”
         
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         I was young for my class, having skipped the second grade. Sometimes I blame that difference for my trouble fitting in, but I suspect another year wouldn’t have changed things much. I just wasn’t good at being a kid.
         
 
         I tried. I eavesdropped on the cool guys’ conversations, panning for nuggets about the trends of 1981. But the fickle logic of adolescence foiled me. I couldn’t have told you why The Knack was awesome and the Village People worthy of scorn, why Pumas were cool shoes and Stan Smiths for geeks.
 
         On weekends, while other kids skated or watched cartoons, I marched on the Capitol. It was the first year of Reaganomics, and growing up in suburban Washington, D.C., the chances for dissent were plentiful: the nuclear freeze, Central America, handgun control. My jeans were speckled from painting protest banners.
 
         The big rally that fall was Solidarity Day. Downtown swarmed with disaffected unionists. I joined the Liberation League, a group of college students, and we marched behind the thuggish Truckers for Justice. We got so near to Pete Seeger we could count his banjo’s frets. The real triumph was finding a T-shirt to add to my collection. (PREVIOUS HOLDINGS: BREAD NOT BOMBS; A MAN OF QUALITY IS NOT THREATENED BY A WOMAN SEEKING EQUALITY.) The new one was a green shirt shouting DEFEND ATLANTA’S CHILDREN, NOT EL SALVADOR’S JUNTA. Genius! Twenty-three black kids had been killed recently by a madman in Atlanta. Why was the U.S. propping up a murderous regime in El Salvador instead of stopping the slaughter here at home?
         
 
         Monday was misty and cool—windbreaker weather—but I wore just the T-shirt anyway, the goose flesh on my arms a badge of pride. At the bus stop, kids stared quizzically. By school time, the stares turned to sneers.
 
         Before Spanish, Tim Jeeter challenged me. “Junta?” he said, pronouncing it with a hard J, seedy and suggestive. “What the hell’s a junta?” 
         
 
         “Not ‘djun-ta,’” I corrected him. “‘Hoon-ta.’ It’s a military government.”
         
 
         “I still don’t get it. What does Atlanta have to do with El Salvador?”
 
         Other kids joined in the jeering. “Defend hooters?” one snickered.
 
         I shrank.
 
         And then, in sauntered Patricio, all smile and squint lines and casual backhand swipe of the nose. He glanced at my shirt, seemed to sniff the air like a danger-sensing dog. “Hey, man,” he said. “Dig your shirt.”
 
         They were the first words he’d ever said to me. In those early lonely weeks of school I’d hoped for acknowledgment, but I’d never dreamed of such deliverance. He had swooped me from the fire, untied me from the railroad tracks.
 
         For the whole of class I stared at Pat. When Señora asked him to conjugate poder and querer—irregular verbs he flubbed for the hundredth time—I attempted a reciprocal rescue. “Queero,” he guessed, and I mouthed, “Quiero,” but he never thought to look in my direction.
         
 
         After class I tailed him to his locker. “Hey,” I said. “Thanks. Thanks a lot.”
 
         Pat’s brow creased in the same pattern as when Señora stumped him. Then he looked at my chest. “Oh. No problem.”
 
         I spun the numbers on the neighboring locker’s dial. “No offense,” I said, “but with the trouble you have in Spanish, I was kind of surprised you even know what a junta is.”
         
 
         “A what?”
 
         Then it hit me: Pat couldn’t pronounce junta, let alone argue why El Salvador’s was evil. He had no clue what my T-shirt meant. Why, then, had he shielded me? Maybe he had a soft spot for underdogs in general. Maybe his soft spot was more specific. 
         
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         I spied on Pat, pestering mutual friends with questions. I didn’t find out much, but in my imagination the bits of story bloomed: Pat was adopted; he was allergic to walnuts; he had never lost a wrestling match.
 
         I’d been attracted to guys before, but that was all skin and quickened breath. This was deeper. My toes curled when Pat said my name. I got teary at the thought of his hairline. When I pictured something as innocent as holding his hand at the movies, my brain’s folds seemed to unfurl and snap back into a new design.
 
         In Spanish, we learned rule-flouting verbs, exceptions that were listed in our textbook. “Don’t question,” Señora told us, “memorize.” But no one had ever given me a primer for my passions. Could I trust the broken grammar of desire?
 
         In my fantasies over the next few weeks, I spent so much time with Pat that, seeing him in person, I’d forget we weren’t best friends. I concocted excuses to approach him. I’d found a pen on the floor—had he lost one? His surfer shorts were rad—could he tell me where he’d bought them? Pat generally greeted my buddyness with a “Wait, I know I know you from somewhere” look. I should’ve been angry or disheartened, but I was grateful to be granted an audience.
         
 
         Then, just when I thought all hope was lost and that our brief connection had been a fluke, he astonished me with a show of thoughtfulness. In October, Anwar el-Sadat was assassinated, and Pat brought me The Washington Post. “I know you’re into politics,” he said. I’d read the paper already at home, but I studied his copy, every word, unable to keep from grinning despite the grim and bloody news.
         
 
         A week later, a Friday, Pat followed me when Spanish class let out. “Carlo,” he called. “Wait up, Carlo.” After a pause, during which he seemed to search the air for subtitles, he wished me a good weekend in not-too-badly butchered Spanish: “Tienes el bieno fin de semana.”
         
 
         “Tú también,” I managed. “That means …”
         
 
         “I know,” he said. “You too.”
         
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         Around Thanksgiving, our entire grade was bussed to the Smith Center, a nature retreat in western Maryland, for an overnight of hands-on science. I was nervous about rooming with my classmates. They’d see me get dressed; they’d hear my bathroom noises. Who knew what secrets they might guess? But my fear was balanced by the prospect of being close to Pat: hearing his noises, watching him get dressed.
         
 
         The teachers split us into groups, and Pat and I were separated. All day we bushwhacked, collecting specimens. We poured plaster casts of possum tracks, brewed sassafras tea. Dinner was army-style in a giant mess hall, where we then watched movies on a sheet hung from the rafters. The entertainment was supposed to sedate us, but the main selection —M*A*S*H, with its buxom Major Houlihan—only fanned our hot, hormonal flames.
         
 
         Later, in the boys’ bunkhouse, the air was galvanic with arousal, as though sex was a gas seeping from hidden vents. Tim Jeeter expounded on the merits of big tits versus small. Then Keith Rosen took a poll as to whether pussies smelled like tuna fish or burritos. No one would admit to first-hand knowledge.
 
         I don’t remember who brought up the Smurfs, the tiny blue gnomes that were the latest cartoon craze. Did they have gnome-sized privates, someone wondered? If they had pubic hair, was it blue?
 
         I had claimed the bunk below Pat’s upper berth. Now the springs creaked, and Pat leaned his head over the rail. “Forget the Smurfs,” he said. “You know what grosses me out?” Silence shrouded the room. “Red pubic hair. Fire crotches. They’re nasty.”
         
 
         Giggles of assent!. Mock upchucking.
 
         A teacher knocked on the door and warned us to settle down. Within minutes phlegmy snoring could be heard.
 
         I lay awake, confounded by Pat’s remark. He himself had such lustrous red hair—pelirrojo, Señora Fuentes called him. Was he saying that he grossed himself out? (I knew the feeling; my body betrayed me, too.) Or could his pubes be different from the hair on top of his head? He might be blond down there, or brown, or Smurf blue.
         
 
         The next day, on the ride back to school, I was devastated to learn that Pat had hooked up with Stacy Stokes, a girl known for her bouncy, precocious breasts. While I was tracking mammals, they’d gone to third base.
 
         I was miserable, and envious, and turned on. For days after I would jerk off to the vision of them doing it, then get so fraught I couldn’t finish, then finish anyway, pretending I was Stacy.
 
         Spanish class was both comfort and punishment. Pat sat, as always, by the windows, mullion shadows like prison bars on his face. Señora Fuentes continued her crusade. As beginners we were condemned to the declarative: I am, I go, I say, I do. But Señora hinted at tricks we’d later learn. “It’s really the subjunctive,” she said once, when asked to translate a phrase. Then dismissing the thought, she offered a more simplistic version.
         
 
         The word “subjunctive” goaded my curiosity. I asked Señora after class what it meant, and, gratified by my interest, she revealed the tense of contingency, of what if? In Spanish, she explained, verbs took different forms when referring to fantasy. She taught me key words—quisiera, pudiera, tuviera—plaintive, vowelly cries for help.
         
 
         For weeks, while the rest of class tackled the simple future, I filled up my notebook with a more advanced endeavor: if I were to tell Pat, to kiss him, if he were mine …
 
         
            • • •

         
 
         After New Year’s, a surprise: Pat invited me to his home. It felt like extra credit for my efforts.
 
         Pat’s small house sat off-kilter on its lot, as though it had been wide-load-trucked there and the driver, in a rush for his next job, never bothered to position it correctly. Shrubbery choked the yard. The neighbors must have thought the place an eyesore.
 
         When I walked in, that Friday afternoon, I tingled with a tourist’s edgy thrill; Pat’s house was the shocking opposite of my own. The furniture was chintzy and undusted. Trinkets adorned the walls. No books.
 
         His room was up some stairs, tucked into an unfinished loft. Actually, the loft itself was the room. There was no door, no clearly marked boundary, just a bed plunked amid a space of splintery wooden studs. I couldn’t decide if the rawness was sad or hopeful. Pat said his dad, for years, had promised to finish the room.
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