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To Kat and Katie:


my girls





1


TIME FOR THE ETTA-GETS-HER-GROOVE-BACK PARTY. It would be easier if I’d been invited, or if this party actually existed, but whatever. I made my entire Halloween costume this year from a bag of sequins and a turtleneck. I can make things work.


Except right now even that enormous bedazzled turtleneck wouldn’t fit me, because I broke up with Ben the week before Christmas and started eating disorder treatment a few weeks before that. (Cut out toxic influences! my counselor said, and I’m still trying to figure out if Dump the boyfriend who weighs less than you! was a completely rational application of that, but whatever. I didn’t love him and he didn’t love me so minimal harm minimal foul.) And apparently those two things added up to an entire winter break of me on the couch eating jugs of ice cream off a wooden spoon because a regular spoon wasn’t big enough for the scoops I wanted to shovel down my throat. Stay classy, Ett.


I’m not freaking out about it. I’m really not going to go down that road. Recovery was my choice, and sometimes it sucks like I can’t believe, but the truth is I am really damn positive about it and yeah, I’m not under any delusion that ice cream binges are the key to a happy relationship with food, but it’s better than not eating at all. Except for the simple and really unemotional fact that I’m going to the judgmental hot zone that is a gay club tonight and none of my clothes fit.


“Kristina!” I’m halfway out of this halter top that wouldn’t even go past my boobs. I was about one-third boob before recovery (I was never one of those pretty little stick thing anorexics; I was a chubby black girl who never quite hit not-chubby), and now I’m quickly closing in on one-half.


“What?” Kristina is fifteen and gorgeous.


I finally wrestle the halter off and onto the floor. “Do you have anything I can wear?”


Her eyebrows come together. “You’re going out?” I haven’t been out of sweatpants in three weeks. Can’t exactly blame her.


“The Dykes are at Cupcake tonight. I’m gonna meet up.”


“You guys are talking again?” I don’t know if I ever really told Kristina about our falling-out or if she just heard about it at school before break started. We both go to Saint Emily’s Preparatory Academy for Young Women. It’s a small school because who the hell would ever want to go to Saint Emily’s Preparatory Academy for Young Women, so news travels fast.


“Not exactly. They’re all over Facebook posting what they’re wearing. I’m just gonna show up and be all contrite.”


“Suck face with some chicks to get back in their good favor?”


“Ding ding ding. Do you have anything?”


She thinks and says, “Yeah. Hang on,” and comes back with a red dress that is so completely Year Eight, Kristina, my dear. I try it on anyway, but even my boobs can’t make this sexy.


I say, “Anything, uh . . .”


“Sluttier?”


“The best little sister.”


“Yeah, come on.” She brings me to her room, and I root through her closet until I find this tight black skirt that I think will fit, bless my baby girl’s hips, and this pink shirt that says “BITCH” on it in jewels.


“Uh. Later we’re going to be talking about why you have these.”


“Halloween.”


“What were you for Halloween?”


“You.”


“. . . Right.”


“Have fun.”


•  •  •


Nebraska—all of Nebraska—has one thing going for it, one tiny pink little light in the middle of its giant mass of cornfield and suck, and it’s Club Cupcake, the grossest, most run-down piece of shit you can imagine. Big Xs behind the windows so you can’t see in, no name on the front, just this tacky-ass Christmas-light cupcake. I don’t even know if Cupcake is its real name. But for the past two years—since I started high school, since I got my fake ID, since I found this place where I actually belong—this place has been the sparkly little Barbie Dreamhouse we always wanted, filled with plastic guys and glitter, but with bonus sticky floors and girls who lick other girls. This place was our freaking castle.


Cupcake is (a) sketchy, and (b) the only gay bar in Schuyler, Nebraska (best known for its beef-processing plant—how I wish that were some sort of sexual euphemism), so therefore it is (c) packed. I’m all of five-foot-nothing, so finding the Dykes is going to be a feat, even though we always stand out. We’re called the Disco Dykes for a reason; we’re very throwback, hot pants and tie-dye, very vehemently seventies because when you’re five lesbians at an all-girls school, you have to be very vehemently something or else you start thinking about how everyone thinks you’re a sexual predator. Or, worse, you start thinking, the horrible beasts in this school are what girls are, these are the reason you had to come out to your parents and you have to put up with every other politician hating your guts. You did that because you apparently want to sleep with these girls, when the reality is that most times you want to push these girls down the stairs. (And bi the way, I was never a lesbian, and I told the Dykes that all the time, but there isn’t a Banjo Bisexuals group or whatever and anyway, Rachel and I were best friends since preschool, so it wasn’t as if I was going to turn down a group that gave me a chance to hang with her, to dance with her, to make out with her, and as long as I dated girls and shut up about boys it was never a problem.) The Disco Dykes are a Saint Em’s tradition. They’ve been around since it was founded. In the eighties. It’s like the most screwed-up little sorority for high schoolers. It’s so stupid, except it was totally my life.


I didn’t realize Ben would be some big political move. What’s ridiculous is that it’s not like I started dating a lacrosse-playing Young Republican. Ben was straight in name only, really, because I met him at a gay club and he did volunteer work with Pride Alliance, and aside from his ugly shoes and his weird hair and the way he’d slam me into walls and breathe on my neck, there wasn’t much straight about him. I actually met him here. He was with some gay friends of his, he was cute, it wasn’t a big deal—until I turned around and the Dykes had abandoned me there and I got to school the next day and they wouldn’t talk to me. I’m so incredibly far from defending their shitty behavior, but the truth is that second semester of junior year starts tomorrow, and I want some friends, damn it, and all-girls school is bad enough when you do have a pack.


Plus, you know. Rachel.


It makes us sound like we’re some cult, how I’m not allowed to date guys, but it really isn’t like that. We were people who were brought together by a common interest called making out with girls, but it’s not like we put up flyers, you know? We had to find each other. We had to be interested in each other. What I’m saying is that we had to look at each other.


We picked out earrings together. I had dinner at Isabel’s house. I cried on Titania’s lap during horror movies. I was Rachel’s whole world.


It would be so much easier if I hadn’t loved them.


No, it would be so much easier if they hadn’t loved me.


Except I can fix this. I’m back and better than ever, and since Ben and I never got to Facebook-official which means the Dykes have no way of knowing that we broke up, I’ll tell them and everything will back to normal. I drink vodka from the water bottle I snuck in because my says-I’m-twenty ID is good but my says-I’m-twenty-two ID is a waste-of-fifteen-dollars piece of shit, plus Cupcake’s just beer and wine anyway, and I’m not looking for something to sip. Pure liquid courage, thanks. I can’t believe I’m scared of these girls. They used to be my friends.


They are my friends. I’ll tell them Ben and I broke up, we’ll laugh about it, I’ll say I’ll never do it again and whatever maybe I won’t, maybe I’ll just stick with girls until college (until New York, until big city, until not Nebraska). That’s doable. It’s not reasonable, but that’s why I’m drinking.


I’ve circled almost the entire place and collided with almost ten glitter-doused gay boys before I see them. They’re perched on a cluster of armchairs tucked in by the bar. Natasha’s wearing rhinestone hot pants and a hat that I am not entirely sure is seventies, actually, Isabel’s in flares and sunglasses because Isabel is the biggest stereotype imaginable, and Titania’s in this tie-dye maxi dress that I have to admit I would kill for. They wear this shit all the time, but I only ever did it when I was with them. We keep this stuff in our lockers so we can change out of our uniforms right after school, and when I started dating Ben they broke into my locker and stole all my clothes. It would be funny if it weren’t ruining my life.


Okay, it’s still kind of funny.


Rachel’s not here.


Maybe that’ll make this easier. They very obviously do not look up when I come over.


“Hey.” I offer the water bottle to Natasha because she (it used to be me) is the ringleader if Rachel isn’t here and I should probably follow the pecking order since these girls have lately shown that they have the manners of wild animals. She takes it and stares at me while she drinks. This is either a good sign or a waste of vodka.


“Where’s Rachel?” I ask.


No answer.


“Guys?”


“Babysitting,” Isabel says, like I’m so stupid, like they’ve told me this a billion times and why wasn’t I listening. At least it’s probably true. Rachel has twin three-year-old sisters.


“Anyone good here tonight?” I say.


Natasha hands the bottle back. My hand is shaking. Christ.


“I like her,” I say, pointing to who-the-hell-cares. “I like fishnets. Reminds me of ham or something I can eat.” This is an old standby, these self-deprecating chubby-girl jokes, and I’m nervous as hell and I guess I’m falling back on old habits. Next thing you know I’ll be in the bathroom gagging up three hundred calories of vodka. (I will not be, do I look like a pushover?)


(Okay, maybe right now, shaking in front of my ex-best friends, maybe right now I do.)


Isabel says, “Something you can eat? You mean like a penis?” and Titania giggles.


“Cute,” I say. “Can I sit?”


Natasha says, “What are you even doing here, Etta?”


Stalking you. “What are you talking about?”


“This is a gay club.”


“You’re not really serious with this gay-exile thing, right? Jesus, I get it, you were mad.” You were stupid and out of line to be mad, but I leave that part out. “This isn’t really going to be a big deal, right? Hey, Ben and I broke up. We can pretend it never happened if it’ll make you guys feel better.”


“It’s not about us feeling better.”


“You’re actually serious.”


The music picks up, and Natasha raises her voice. It’s really hard to convince myself that she isn’t yelling at me. “This is hard enough as it is, and then you have to go and completely piss on everything we stand for. Did you miss the part where the heteros make our life shit? And now here you are slutting around with the first guy who’s nice to you, and what do you think that does besides make us all look like we’re just doing this lesbian thing for attention? I get enough of that bullshit from my brothers, thanks.”


“Do your brothers happen to mention how really mature you are?”


“Screw you.”


“Whatever. I’ll call Rachel later. We broke up, Tasha.”


“Yeah, well, the world’s full of boys.”


“Warn Rachel to change her number if you want.”


“Yeah, I’ll do that.”


Flawless comeback, Tasha.


“And by the way?” she shouts after me. And this time I think she is yelling at me. “ ‘Bitch’ is sexist gendered language and I’m pretty disgusted you decided to wear it right over your tits. And by the way?” She pauses there.


I can’t stand it. I turn around. “By the way what?”


“By the way,” she says. She’s smiling. “You always were a little bitch.”
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TODAY IS OUR FIRST DAY back at school, but it’s on a Tuesday, weirdly, which means I have my six a.m. tap class before school. It’s a ridiculous time to be dancing, but until Dykepocalypse, my after-school time was taken up by Pride Alliance and by chorus, which I still have, and my eating disorder support group, which is new and wouldn’t have fit into my old schedule anyway, back when I did ballet. But I don’t do ballet anymore.


I like to be in the back for tap class, not because I don’t want to be looked at, not because I’m shy, not even because I don’t want to see myself in the mirror, but just because I like to be in my own place when I dance. The other girls in my class are giggly and chatty between exercises, laughing at each other when they mess up and whispering about people from the public school everyone goes to but me. It’s not that I don’t like them, or that I’m not friendly with them, because I am. I’m friendly with them after class or on break, but when I’m dancing, I want it to be just me. I do chorus to get out there and interact with people. I did Pride for the same reason. Hell, I do ED group for the same reason. Even though tap has never been my favorite, it, you know, fills the void. I did tap as a little kid but picked it back up a few years ago because my ex-girlfriend was into it, and I never gave it up out of spite, because it wasn’t that kind of breakup.


It’s not hard to be in my own world today, because I’m busy having some inner-monologue freakout about what happened at Cupcake last night, not to mention the really stressful conversation with my mother this morning about why she hasn’t seen the Dykes lately. (She didn’t call them “the Dykes,” just like she won’t say “eating disorder” out loud. She’ll throw in a Um, so, how’s group? every once in a while to prove she’s rooting for me without actually having to do anything, and I think treatment is convincing me I have deep-seated issues with my mom, or hell, maybe I actually do, because it’s not like she’s ever said “bisexual” out loud either.) Even everyone in dance class clacking together, this sound I always love, isn’t pulling me out of this.


I make more mistakes than usual, and when Ms. Hoole calls me over at the end of class, I’m completely prepared to be chewed out. She likes me, because to be perfectly honest I could dance these other girls under a table, but that also means she expects all these things from me, and if there’s one thing I’ve been trying to convince people since the time I was freaking born and have completely failed to get through to people is not to expect things from me, but guess what happens when you’re a rich black was-ballerina in Nebraska, you know? I mean, excuse me for wanting to make out with girls instead of guys under all that pressure, you know?


But she doesn’t chew me out. She says, “This came into the office and I thought of you right away. You’re always talking about New York.”


Of course I’m always talking about New York. New York is the theater kid’s Jerusalem. When I was seven, I had four different stuffed animals all named Manhattan, and one enormous plush frog named Juilliard.


I take the flyer.


“One of the best arts high schools in the whole country,” she says, like I’m new. “Holding auditions for a few more scholarship students for next year.”


I’ve applied to Brentwood every semester since I was a freshman. My mom fought me on it at first, but I think at this point she’s resigned herself to the fact that I’m never going to get in, so she just signs the forms without arguing. I mean, it’s Brentwood, so to get accepted you not only have to dance like you’re in Black Swan and belt out a B over high C like it’s a middle G and cry on cue through a memorized six thousand lines of Shakespeare, but you have to do it all at once, while having a 4.0 and forking over a hundred thousand dollars and giving the admissions director a blow job, apparently, but once you’re in, you’re in, it’s Brentwood then Juilliard then fame and fortune, and even if not, it’s New York City, baby, and the most important part of this equation is Brooklyn Bridge at midnight and tiny dogs in Chelsea and the Staten Island Ferry and that ex-girlfriend (don’t think about that, should I think about that?) and the answer to the goddamn equation is the absolute value of not Nebraska.


“I’ve never even been called for an audition,” I say. “I think they just shred my applications on sight by now. ‘Etta again?’ Zzzzt.”


“This is different,” she says. “Read the damn flyer! Talent search. Starts with the audition and all the paperwork comes after. I have a friend who works there, and she’s implied that they’ve been getting a lot of applications from overinflated entitled egos delicate-flowering around the place.”


“So they’re starting with the auditions?”


“Maybe they want to see people in person before they can be dazzled by the credentials. Meet someone who sparkles in person, not just on paper.”


“Someone like me?”


“Yeah, kiddo. Someone like you.” She hands me another piece of paper. “And this, m’dear, is a group of kids getting together to practice for the auditions together. Maybe make some friends, get some practice in?” It’s in the same community center as my chorus and my ED group, meeting just a little while after ED.


The thing is that it feels like a sign.


The thing is the Brooklyn Bridge at midnight and tiny dogs in Chelsea and the Staten Island Ferry.


And the thing is that she just called me sparkly, and the last time anyone even hinted that I was sparkly, I was at Cupcake making out with a girl and covered in actual glitter. And now I’m standing here just sweaty and too-tight-leotarded, just me.


•  •  •


I change into my uniform—what up, Mary Janes, missed you not—in the car and mess my dreads up because the last thing you want to be is too pretty when you’re a (not) lesbian at an all-girls school. I definitely need to look like I’m not trying to pick anyone up. Uglying-down is an old habit at this point, but it’s the first day back and it feels weird. Maybe because this is the first time I’m doing it by myself instead of half-naked in the backseat of Natasha’s car while we draw on messy eyeliner and change out of the disco clothes we wore only for the drive to school, just on principle. I smudge my lipstick.


Saint Em’s is very old-British-boarding-school style, except it’s not an old castle, just some thirty-year-old building trying to look like an old castle in the middle of nowhere, but the first thing you see when you walk in are those bright-green metal lockers, so, very subtle, school. Plus girls are gross and rich girls are worse so it’s kind of a vandalized mess.


If it isn’t obvious, I hate it here.


I open my locker and well, awesome, that’s interesting. There are condoms filled with what-the-hell-even-is-that hanging off the hooks inside my locker, the hooks where I used to hang my aforementionedly-stolen disco clothes. I really need to change my combination.


I wonder which of them deigned to buy condoms. They probably found some guy to do it. God forbid anyone in the world ever think they’re straight. (Or bisexual, I don’t know if you’ve heard of this? It’s a thing!)


God. It’s just that I really thought stuff was going to go back to normal.


One of the condoms is dripping onto my history textbook. Whatever. I give in and taste it. Ranch dressing. All right then.


At lunch I make sure they’re looking at me at my new loner loser table (Rachel’s not there; I overheard her bio partner saying she has strep throat), and I squeeze a condom right on top of my salad. Titania makes this big show of gagging.


“Fat dyke,” this junior bitch Liliana mumbles as she glides past my table, and I ignore her, because yeah right, pay more attention, Liliana. She slips past me, and I focus again on the Dykes.


I dip my finger into the condom and lick it clean. 148 calories and my daily value of screw you. Delicious.
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GROUP.


We sit in a circle in flimsy desks, about exactly how these things are set up on TV, except crazy people on TV have this habit of not actually being crazy, because actual screwed-up people aren’t cuddly and relatable. We’re too busy leaning back in our seats so that our stomachs won’t touch the desk, and jiggling our knees and tapping our feet because any movement is better than nothing and body checking, fingers around wrists, thumbs on the sides of waists, our fingers knitted together, squeezing, our nails tapping against collarbones. Then there are the girls who won’t even sit down—who can’t sit down, because standing burns more calories and shuffling their feet really burns more calories, and maybe they want us to feel like they’re better than us, or maybe they don’t, or maybe they are just so, so past giving a shit what people think about them. We’re all here because it’s not fun for us anymore, but those are the girls who make you realize that this shit hasn’t been fun for a really, really long time. They’re shifting, shivering statues, and this is what you wanted to be. At some point there really was a choice. At some point you really did jump off a cliff, and we can sit here and cry about it all we want about how no, we were not expecting what would be at the bottom, and we just wanted to be skinny and we just wanted to disappear and be perfect and be noticed and to be in control and to starve and purge out everything that’s wrong with us, but at some point we decided we were going to do this and the thing is that you don’t disappear (and that’s really it, isn’t it), you linger around and wilt in the corners of community rec centers.


I’m one of the bigger girls here, but there are actually a bunch around my size. One of them’s Taylor, who’s talking right now about how frustrating this whole diagnostic process is. You have to have a BMI under a certain ridiculous number and you have to stop getting your period to be diagnosed anorexic, so that rules out me and the two boys I sometimes forget are here. The diagnoses are something we’ve talked about a billion times, and it’s something our leader still lets us talk about because it’s still goddamn frustrating.


“I just want that stupid label,” Taylor says. Taylor doesn’t curse. Taylor says “stupid.” “And it’s ridiculous because, like, the whole issue at school is stop labeling me, stop putting me in your stupid box, and then here I am dying to count as anorexic instead of ‘eating disordered not otherwise specified.’ ”


“My doctor wouldn’t even say that out loud,” I say. “Like, I’ve read the DSM entries, I know it’s EDNOS, but she just says ‘It’s not the diagnosis that’s important.’ ”


“But that is important to you,” says Angela, our leader. She’s older than we are and licensed or something.


“There are a billion things about this that are important to me and every one of them contradicts or takes away from one of the other ones. I just want this to add up in a way that makes me look more . . .”


“Sane?” Angela tries.


“Legitimate,” says a voice, tiny, in the corner. I don’t even have to look up to know who it is, because even though she doesn’t talk very much, when she does, it’s in that broken, significant voice. If this were a movie, everyone would part around her, but instead it’s just a little shifting around and a few turned heads. You still can’t see her. She stands in the back—I’ve never seen her sit down—and she is the smallest of the small. Blonder than blond but not bleached, I don’t think, too muted and wispy to be intentional. Just natural, a little dull. A lot of the skinny girls are toothpicks. Bianca is smoke.


I have this fascination with her because she’s young—fourteen—which is one of the few things she’s ever said about herself, and because I can tell by her clothes that she’s poor, and because she just looks so sick and so sad. She’s the Tiny Tim of our group, and a part of me maybe doesn’t believe she’s real. She’s just too tragic. She’s the shattered little girl at the beginning of the fairy tale, and I can’t shake this feeling that if she would just get better then we all would. But I also feel so sure that she is never, ever going to be okay. Maybe the fascination is that I’m kind of waiting for her to die. I’d feel worse about this if I didn’t know from experience that she’s waiting for it too.


Taylor talks some more, but I feel drained and done for the day. I wish I were at chorus instead, which is weird for me because I’ve never been a huge fan of chorus. I don’t even know why I do it, except that it felt weird to be such a ridiculous musical theater geek but not be in any singing group. How am I going to pretend my life is a Special Musical Episode if I never sing? How am I going to even pretend I’m qualified for a musical theater audition if I sit at home and watch Cabaret over and over and don’t at least try to sing? So I get out, I try, I sing.


The thing is that I’m not that good. I don’t know. This whole audition process just sounds like something they’d do in that episode of whatever that show was when they’re supposed to attempt something they’d fail at, and everyone fails as expected and ends up hating themselves. It feels about that likely that I’m going to get into Brentwood or even get past the first round of auditions, and do I really need to hate myself right now? I have four angry lesbians handling that job pretty well.


Well, three. I still have no proof Rachel hasn’t forgiven me. I tried calling her last night but she didn’t pick up. Babysitting, I guess. Or strep. Maybe her sisters have strep too, that would keep her busy. Probably that.


Group ends, and yeah, maybe I creepily watch Bianca a little when she’s packing up, but actually that’s because I want to leave when she’s leaving because she has this ridiculously hot older brother—I thought maybe it was her boyfriend at first, but she actually brings it up all the time, my brother’s picking me up today, all this warmth in her voice, she loves him—who comes and gets her sometimes, and seeing him is depressingly often the highlight of my week, and it will definitely make me feel better about the fact that I’ve been sitting here studying his little sister’s non-body for an hour with some mixture of jealousy or lust and Jesus Christ Etta she is fourteen and sick, this is not sexy. And it’s not even that I think it is, or that when I close my eyes to dream about girls, I see ones who look anything like her. It’s just that I can’t ever get out of my head what it would feel to touch a body like that. And, you know. For a variety of reasons I’m never going to get there. The biggest one being that I really do mostly not want to.


I really hate group. I really do.


Bianca slips her backpack over her shoulder—she has this really deliberate way of moving, and I wonder if she does ballet, figures that she would, really, but I know most of the advanced girls in the state and it’s not like I’d forget her—so I fiddle with my coat for a while to look natural and then I leave too. Her brother drives this shabby car and never gets out, but seriously, I just want to glance at his face and walk home writing a little song to myself about how he obviously noticed me and fell in love with me and we’re going to have beautiful children and raise them to be happier than his sister, or me.


Except I am happy, most of the time. That’s the messed-up part of this.


Even with all of this, I’m just a happy damn person. I lie around watching scary movies with my sister and knitting with my mom and I tap dance and I ace math tests and I am happy.


It could just be a lot easier to be happier right now, is the thing.


Bianca doesn’t head outside, which means no hope of seeing Hot Brother today. Poor me. She’s heading somewhere else inside the building, so I give up and look at this flyer to find the audition group, and the flyer has little drawings of musical notes on it and I get so stupidly excited. I headbang to some imaginary music and hop up the stairs.


I will pass by the third floor without looking in. I will pass by the third floor without looking in. Damn it, this is why I am not supposed to stick around the community center after group. Go straight home, go cry into a bowl of fruit, don’t think.


I keep winding up another set of stairs and then down a hallway, and it gets harder and harder to ignore that Bianca’s headed in the same direction. I start to feel really awkward about it and duck into the bathroom for a minute. It gives me some time to tug and tug on this shirt I’m wearing, this old, pre-Dyke T-shirt I found balled up on the floor of my closet because I obviously wasn’t going to wear my uniform to group, but my seventies clothes don’t fit well and to be honest I was a little happy about that because I really, really did not want to wear them. Not anymore.


It’s not like I ever looked good in hot pants anyway.


Because seriously, no one looks good in hot pants.


I get to the audition room and don’t see Bianca, so maybe she was headed to something different after all. Or maybe she’s itsy-bitsy and standing behind a normal-size person. Honestly I don’t spend a lot of time thinking about it, because my headbanging and all my thoughts are swallowed up by this tiny room overflowing with actual music. There’s a piano, but no one’s really playing it. People are every once in a while just wandering over to play a few notes, check pitch, and I can’t hear it anyway over the twenty people singing on top of each other. It’s not pretty. Everyone’s singing and reciting monologues, alone or in small groups. Two people are singing “On My Own,” and only one is on key. Everyone has their fingers pressed into the insides of their ears so they can hear the sound reverberating off their jawbone. Trick of the trade, and it makes the loud room bearable.


Makes it kind of amazing.


Chorus is fine, but it’s a lot of nineteenth-century chamber music, and I am not nineteenth-century chamber music. I’m “Out Tonight” and “No Good Deed” and “Let’s Hear It for the Boy,” the last of which I’m hearing right now from somewhere in the corner, ringing out through everything. It’s one of those voices I’ve always been jealous of, one that’s so clear and clean and sounds so effortless, like whoever it is is just opening their mouth and the words are falling out, like she doesn’t even need to breathe.


So I look and . . . well.


It’s Bianca.


And that guy sitting next to her, coaching her gently? That’d be Hot Brother.


So, you know, that’s a thing. I’m going to be sticking around, I think. (What the hell else am I going to do, go home and wait for Rachel to not call?)


•  •  •


I sing and talk to people and tell them they’re awesome and they tell me I’m awesome back, and I mean it for a few of them and maybe a few of them even mean it for me, and eventually people start clearing out. The first round of auditions aren’t until next week, so I guess I don’t know how this works. No one made any announcements. Mostly I just sang and didn’t think, and it was surprisingly . . . nice. It was just nice.


But maybe Bianca can tell me what we’re really doing here, so I give her this little smile across the room, and when most people are gone I go to her and say, “You are really, really good.”


Bianca jumps like I touched her, or like I hit her, even.


“Shit, sorry. I’m Etta,” I say. “I’m in group with you.”


“I know,” she says, but she doesn’t say it mean. She says it like she’s ashamed that I approached her first, like she thinks she’s let me down, and maybe that’s a lot for me to get from two words, or maybe it’s just hitting a little too close to home. (What self-starved girl isn’t letting everyone down? Seriously.)


Because, really, I don’t think anyone who’s ever been within two miles of Bianca would expect her to be the type to make the first move.


Here I am thinking like I know her. I get like this with girls. I just do. (Rachel said it was one of her favorite things about me. Rachel said, You care so much, Etta, you care so much about getting your ass laid, that’s what this really is, huh, go get ’em tigress.)


(This isn’t that. This is let me see your scars, let me show you mine too.)


(This is maybe a little how the hell did you get this thin.)


So instead I say, “You do a damn good job with a song meant for a big black girl.”


“Those are the best songs.”


“I’m gonna tell my mom that. She thinks all girls should be Kristin Chenoweth.”


“Did you know that her real name is Kristi?”


I say, “It is?”


Bianca and I are the same height, I realize. That doesn’t happen much. “Chenoweth,” she says. “Her real name is Kristi. She added the n to look more serious.”


“No way.”


Jesus, gently, Etta. She looks like she’s worried I’m going to shove her at a polygraph. “Um, yes,” she says. “Sorry. I should go.” I’m watching her gather up her stuff, watching those skinny damn arms—Jesus Christ—when I see a hand come down onto her shoulder. Well hey there, Hot Brother.


“Hi,” I say. “I’m Etta.”


“James. Hey.”


“My sister’s name is Kristina,” I say to Bianca. “I’ll tell her to chop the a off. She wants to be a librarian, so serious is probably better.”


Bianca smiles a little and looks up at James. “Etta’s my friend from . . .” She looks at me like she thinks I might not want it said. Aw, sweetie.


But then for some reason I can’t say it. He picks her up every week, she’s about to break in half, seriously, this is not a secret. And I don’t mind people knowing, not now that I’m getting better. It kind of helps to talk about it, to hear people say their stupid little things about how they’re proud of me, because yeah, you know what, I started therapy because I felt like it and not because I got forced into it like practically every other girl in my group. I’m proud of me too, y’know?


So screw it. “We’re in that eating-disorder group together,” I say.


He says, “Hey, see, Bee? I knew there were cool girls in there.” He smiles at me. “She tries to tell me none of the girls in there have any interests other than . . .”


“Sticking their fingers down their throats?” I say.


“Oh, yes, we like her,” James says. “Etta can stay.”


“I’m a big proponent of no-fingers-down-throat,” I say. “I should have a shirt made up.”


“Etta’s good,” Bianca says, quietly. “Etta’s always saying brave things. Inspiring.”


“Damn, girl. Thank you.” I can’t think of any inspiring thing I’ve said, but I guess I do say stuff that’s a lot lighter than some of the girls, and that when it gets too heavy I’m always inclined to be like hey so how about this puppy I saw this weekend!! and pass my phone around. It’s a defense mechanism, whatever, but so’s half the shit people do, and at least being kind of irreverent makes me happy, and here’s this girl calling it brave and inspiring, so that’s pretty badass. Really it’s hard to be in that group and not feel like I just think differently from these girls, that everything’s a little sparklier for me than it is for them. Sometimes this shit just isn’t so bad. I mean yeah, recovery sucks, my friends dumped me, I’ve just been way outshined by a room full of singers, but it could be all that and also raining, you know?
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