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Cara Sierra Sykes

Perfect?

How

do you define a word without

concrete meaning? To each

his own, the saying goes, so

why

push to attain an ideal

state of being that no two

random people will agree is

where

you want to be? Faultless.

Finished. Incomparable. People

can never be these, and anyway,

when

did creating a flawless facade

become a more vital goal

than learning to love the person

who

lives inside your skin?

The outside belongs to others.

Only you should decide for you—

what

is perfect.



Perfection

I’ve lived with the pretense

of perfection for seventeen

years. Give my room a cursory

inspection, you’d think I have OCD.

But it’s only habit and not

obsession that keeps it all orderly.

Of course, I don’t want to give

the impression that it’s all up to me.

Most of the heavy labor is done by

our housekeeper, Gwen. She’s an

imposing woman, not at all the type

that most men would find attractive.

Not even Conner, which is the point.

My twin has a taste for older

women. Before he got himself

locked away, he chased after more

than one. I should have told sooner

about the one he caught, the one

I happened to overhear him with,

having a little afternoon fun.

Okay, I know a psychologist

would say, strictly speaking,

he was prey, not predator.

And in a way, I can’t really

blame him. Emily is simply

stunning. Conner wasn’t the only

one who used to watch her go

running by our house every

morning. But, hello, she was

his teacher. That fact alone

should have been enough warning

that things would not turn out well.

I never would have expected

Conner to attempt the coward’s way

out, though. Some consider suicide

an act of honor. I seriously don’t agree.

But even if it were, you’d have to

actually die. All Conner did was

stain Mom’s new white Berber

carpet. They’re replacing it now.



Mom Stands There Watching

The men work, laying mint

green carpeting over clean beige

padding. Thick. Lush. Camouflage.

I sit on the top stair, unseen.

Invisible. Silent. I might as well

not even be here at all. And

that’s all right. At least I don’t

have to worry that she will focus

her anger on me. Instead she blasts

it toward the carpet guys. Idiots!

You’re scratching the patina!

Her hiss is like a cobra’s spit.

I might want to expose that wood

one day. I can’t if it’s marred.

But she never will. That oak

has been irreparably scarred

by gunpowder-tainted

blood. And even more by

the intent behind the bullet.

Sprawled on the floor,

Conner wanted to die.

Mom and Dad don’t think

so. In fact, for once they agree

on something besides how bad

their stock portfolios looked

last year. Both of them believe

Conner only wanted attention.

But he was way past hoping

for that, at least the positive

kind. No, Conner was tired

of the pressure. Sick of trying

to find the equation that would

lighten the weight of expectations

not his own. Listening to Mom

tell skilled laborers how to do

their job is almost enough to make

me empathize. The more she goes

on, the more I’m sure the carpet

guys understand. There is no

possible way to satisfy our mother.



I Guess In A Way

I have to give Conner a little

credit. I mean, by putting the gun

to his chest, he made an overt,

if obscene, statement—

I will no longer force myself

inside your prefab boxes. I’d much

rather check out of here than let

you decide the rest of my life.

“You,” meaning Mom and Dad.

The pressure they exert individually

is immense. As a team, it’s almost

impossible to measure up

to their elevated criteria. I have done

my best, pushed myself to the limit.

To get into Stanford, I have had to

ace every test, stand out as a leader

(junior class pres, student council),

excel in sports, serve as a mentor,

take command of extracurricular

pursuits—cheerleading, honor choir,

theater. All around dating Sean.

Sometimes I just want a solo vacation.

Hanging out on a beach, submitting

to the temptation of sand, sun, salt

water, sans UV protection. Who

cares what damage they might

inflict on my skin? Nice dream.

But what would my mother say?

I can hear her now. Don’t be

ridiculous. Who in their right

mind would invite melanoma

and premature aging?

When I look at her, I have

to admit her beauty regime

is working. It’s as if by sheer

force of will she won’t permit

wrinkles to etch her suede

complexion. But I know, deep

down, she is afraid of time. Once

in a while, I see fear in her eyes.



That Fear Isn’t Something

Most people notice. Not Dad,

who’s hardly ever home, and even

when he is, doesn’t really look

at Mom. Or me. Not Conner,

because if he had even once seen

that chink in her fourteen-carat

armor, he’d have capitalized on it.

Not her friends. (I think the term

misrepresents the relationship,

at least if loyalty figures into

what it means to be a friend.)

Book club. Bridge club. Gym

spinners. She maintains a flock

of them. That’s what they remind

me of. Beautiful, pampered birds,

plumage-proud, but blind

to what they drop their shit on.

And the scary thing is, I’m

on a fast track to that same

aviary. Unless I find my wings.



I Won’t Fly Today

Too much to do, despite the snow,

which made all local schools close

their doors. What a winter! Usually,

I love watching the white stuff fall.

But after a month with only short

respites, I keep hoping for a critical

blue sky. Instead, amazing waves

of silvery clouds sweep over the crest

of the Sierra, open their obese

bellies, and release foot upon foot

of crisp new powder. The ski

resorts would be happy, except

the roads are so hard to travel

that people are staying home.

So it kind of boggles the mind

that three guys are laying carpet

in the living room. Just goes to

show the power of money. In less

than an hour, the stain Conner left

on the hardwood will be a ghost.



The Stain

That Conner left on our lives will

not vanish as easily. I don’t care

about Mom and her birds.

Their estimation of my brother

doesn’t bother me at all. Neither

do I worry about Dad and

what his lobbyist buddies think.

His political clout has not diminished.

As twins go, Conner and I don’t share

a deep affection, but we do have

a nine-months-in-the-same-womb

connection. Not to mention

a crowd of mutual friends. God,

I’ll never forget going to school

the day after that ugly scene.

The plan was to sever the gossip

grapevine from the start with

an obvious explanation—

accident. Mom’s orders were

clear. Conner’s reputation

was to be protected at all costs.

When I arrived, the rumors

had already started, thanks

to our neighbor, Bobby Duvall.

Conner Sykes got hurt.

Conner Sykes was shot.

Conner Sykes is in the hospital.

Is Conner Sykes, like, dead?

I fielded every single question

with the agreed fabrication.

But eventually, I was forced to

concede that, though his wounds

would heal, he was not coming

back to school right away.

Conner Sykes wasn’t dead.

But he wasn’t exactly “okay.”



When People Ask

How he’s doing now, I have

no idea what to say except for,

“Better.” I don’t know if that’s

true, or what goes on in a place

like Aspen Springs, not that any-

one knows he’s there, thank God.

He has dropped off most people’s

radar, although that’s kind of odd.

Before he took this unbelievable

turn, Conner was top rung on our

social ladder. But with his crash

and burn no longer news of the day,

all but a gossipy few have quit

trying to fill in the blanks.

One exception is Kendra, who

for some idiotic reason still

loves him and keeps asking about

him, despite the horrible way he

dumped her. Kendra may be pretty,

but she’s not especially bright.



Kendra Melody Mathieson

Pretty

That’s what I am, I guess.

I mean, people have been telling

me that’s what I am since

I was two. Maybe younger.

Pretty

as a picture. (Who wants

to be a cliché?) Pretty as

an angel. (Can you see them?)

Pretty as a butterfly. (But

isn’t

that really just a glam bug?)

Cliché, invisible, or insectlike,

I grew up knowing I was

pretty and believing everything

good

about me had to do with how

I looked. The mirror was my best

friend. Until it started telling

me I wasn’t really pretty

enough.



Pale Beauty

That’s what my mom calls the gift

she gave me, through genetics.

We are Scandinavian willows,

with vanilla hair and glacier blue

eyes and bone china skin. Two

hours in the sun turns me the color

of ripe watermelon. When I lead

cheers at football games, it is wearing

SPF 60 sunblock. Gross. Basketball

season is better, but I’ll be glad

when it’s over. Between dance lessons

and vocal training and helping out

at the food bank (all grooming for Miss

Teen Nevada), I barely have time for

homework, let alone fun. At least

staying busy mostly keeps my mind

off Conner. I wish I could forget

about him, but that’s not possible.

I tumbled hard for that guy. Gave him

all of me. I thought we had something

special. He even let me see the scared

little boy inside him, the one not many

other people ever catch a glimpse of.

Did he show that boy to the ambulance

drivers who took him to the hospital, or

to the doctors and nurses who dug the bullet

out of his chest? Sewed him up. Saved

his life. I want to see him, but Cara says Saint

Mary’s won’t allow visitors. Bet he doesn’t

want them—scared he might look helpless.



What He Doesn’t Get

Is that everyone gets scared. I used

to get sick to my stomach every day

before school. Reading, writing,

and arithmetic? Not my best things.

I just knew some genius bully

was going to make major fun of me.

Then I figured out Rule Number One

of the Popularity Game—looks trump

brains every time. While it might be

nice to have both, I’ll settle for what

I’ve got. College isn’t a major goal.

Don’t need it to model. Everyone says

I have what it takes to do runway.

I don’t think I do yet. But I will.



My Mom Has Groomed Me

For modeling for years, ever since

she entered me in my very first baby

beauty pageant. I wasn’t even one yet.

Couldn’t walk, but already had a killer

smile. Mom dressed me up in pink swirls

and paraded me down that runway herself.

We went home with a tiara. Next thing

you know, I had an impressive portfolio

and a dozen more rhinestone crowns.

Soon, my cute cherub face was smiling

for diaper ads and shampoo commercials.

Once I could toddle, the trend continued,

with pricey gowns and big-girl makeup

and hair that made me look years older.

Then I did catalogue shots—wearing

the latest JC Penney and Sears fashions.

All through grade school, weekends

centered around pageants. And after

school, instead of homework, I studied

ballet and tap and gymnastics. Plus

the coaching in poise, and prepping

for interviews. Oh yes, and cozying up

to sponsors, who helped pay for outfits

and entry fees. Mom ended up leaving

Daddy for one of them—an orthodontist

with a client list full of beauty queen

hopefuls. Patrick is my stepdad now,

and he’s still paying our way in. I took

a year off while he straightened my teeth.

Braces and pageants don’t mix. It was

right about then that the mirror started

showing me flaws. When you’re younger,

a bump in the nose and a few extra

pounds don’t mean much. But now they do.



The Rhinoplasty

Is already scheduled for spring break.

A week to heal the swelling and bruising

that come with nose jobs. Scared?

Yeah. Statistically, I should be just fine.

But there are always those annoying

what-ifs. What if it doesn’t work?

What if it makes things worse? Or,

best of all, what if I have a bad reaction

to the anesthesia and fricking die?

The plastic surgeon comes highly

recommended—she and Patrick went

to college together. Not sure how that

makes her better than anyone else,

but Patrick’s paying for the surgery,

so it’s all good. If it turns out the doc

rocks, I’ll use her again for my boob job.



Patrick Won’t Pay For That

In fact, he gave me a totally embarrassing

lecture. First of all, for a young lady your age,

I’d say the good Lord gave you just enough

in that department. . . . That, while trying not

to stare at my 34Bs. And my guess is you

haven’t finished developing yet. . . . At that

point, Mom jumped in to agree. I didn’t

fill all the way out until my twenties.

Not till after I had you and Jenna.

Not till after breastfeeding two babies.

But here’s the deal. I don’t plan on

babies or breast milk augmentation.

Doesn’t matter. Once I hit eighteen,

my pageant winnings will be all mine

to spend, and I will have the D cups I need

to kick ass in the cutthroat world of fashion.



What’s Irritating

Is that Jenna, who just turned sixteen,

is well on her way to D cups already.

Of course, though she’s three inches

shorter, she’s fifteen pounds heavier,

and happy to stay that way. Jenna takes

after Daddy. Both her looks and her lack

of ambition. I watch her, tucked under

a quilt on the window seat, reading.

She seems blissfully unaware of the snow

crawling up the glass behind her. For some

stupid reason, that really bugs me. “Hey.

You gonna get dressed sometime today?”

Jenna’s eyes roll up over the rim

of her book. What’s it to you, anyway?

“I’m not shoveling all by myself.

Patrick said to keep the walk clean.”

She shrugs. What’s the use in doing it

now? It’s just going to get covered again.

True enough. But it wouldn’t hurt

her to do it twice. “It’s good exercise.”

The book drops a couple of inches.

Enough to expose Jenna’s mean-edged

smile. Maybe you should do it all,

then. You’re looking a little flabby.

I could fast-pitch an insult back

at her. But she’s expecting that.

I’ll try a slow curveball instead.

“Really? Then I guess I’ll take

my own advice. Wouldn’t want

you to have a heart attack, anyway.”

Her face flares, jaw to ear tips.

She lifts her book to cover it up.



I Didn’t React Badly

Because I know she was just being

rude. I do carry extra poundage.

But she doesn’t think so, and neither

does anyone else. Even the scale

keeps trying to tell me one hundred

twenty-two pounds isn’t too much

for my five-foot-ten-inch framework.

But that stinking mirror doesn’t lie.

Every time I walk by, it shouts out,

Hey. Chub. When are you going to lose

those fifteen pounds of ugly-ass flab?

Do you want to stay size four forever?

Between dance and cheer, I get plenty

of exercise, so I know my real enemy

is food. But calories won’t conquer

me. They are one thing I can control.



And Just Maybe

If I can control them, make myself

thin as I need to be, the rest of my life

will turn right again. Maybe, if I can make

Daddy proud enough, he’ll come see me cheer

or watch me vie for Miss Teen Nevada.

Maybe, if I can make Mom really look

at me, she’ll have something to think

about besides Patrick. Maybe, when

I’m a size two, a talent scout will

take an interest in me. And maybe,

when Conner gets out, he’ll decide

I’m the one he wants, after all. Maybe.

So I’ll count every calorie. Train even harder.

Fight for buff. And maybe I’ll ask Sean

about that steroid I read about—

the weight loss phenom of the stars.



Sean Terrence O’Connell

Buff

Don’t like that word.

Not tough enough to describe

a weight-sculpted body.

“Built”

is better. Like a builder

frames a house,

constructing its skeleton

two-by-four

by

two-by-four, a real

athlete shapes himself

muscle group by muscle

group, ignoring the

pain.

Focused completely on

the gain. It can’t happen

overnight. It takes hours

every single day

and

no one can force you to

do it. Becoming the best

takes a shitload of inborn

drive.



Drive

That’s what it takes to reach

the top, and that is where

I’ve set my sights. Second

best means you lose. Period.

I will be the best damn first

baseman ever in the league.

My dad was a total baseball

freak (weird, considering

he coached football), and

when I was a kid, he went

on and on about McGwire

being the first-base king.

I grew up wanting to be

first-base royalty. T-ball,

then years of Little League,

gave me the skills I need.

But earning that crown

demands more than skill.

What it requires are arms

like Mark McGwire’s.



I Play Football, Too

Kind of a tribute. (Hey, Dad.

Hope they let you watch

football in heaven!) But, while

I’m an okay safety,

my real talent is at the bat.

I’ll use it to get into Stanford.

The school’s got a great

program. But even if

it didn’t, it would be

at the top of my university

wish list because Cara will

go there, I’m sure. She says

it isn’t a lock, but that’s bull.

Her parents are both alumni,

and her father has plenty of

pull. Money. And connections.

Uncle Jeff has connections too,

and there will be Stanford

scouts at some random (or

maybe not so) game. I have

to play brilliantly every time.

Our first game is in three weeks.

Snow or no snow, we have to

practice. And on a day like

today, no school and all snow,

I’m grateful for the weight

room Uncle Jeff put together here

at home. His home. My home

since Dad died, and my kid

brother, Wade’s, home too. Our

big brother, Chad, lives in Reno.

No slick roads to brave, just

steep stairs, I grab my iPod, head

first to the kitchen for a power

bar and amino drink, plus a

handy-dandy anabolic booster.

Over-the-counter for now,

just in case our preseason

pee test includes a steroid

screen. Gotta play it smart

or end up busted, à la McGwire.



All Pumped Up

And ready to lift, I’m on

my way to our makeshift

gym when the doorbell

rings. Who the hell would

be out on a day like this?

I peek through the peephole.

Duvall, all frosted white.

Guess I should see what

he wants. I crack the door.

“Hey, Bobby. What’s up?”

The pissant pushes past me.

Dude. It’s, like, dumping

out there. He shakes off

like a dog, dropping snow

to melt on the entrance tile.

“Uh, yeah, I can see that. . . .”

Fricking dweeb. He just

stands there, and his stupid-

ass grin is pissing me off.

“I was just about to go lift, so . . .”

Cool, dude. Can I watch?

Been wanting to improve

my technique. He wants

more than that, but since

he’s not saying what, I don’t

know how to respond

except, “Uh, yeah. I guess

so.” Hope the guy isn’t gay.

I don’t think he is. I mean,

we’ve shared locker rooms

for years. Bobby plays

first-string shortstop

and second-string kicker.

I never noticed him look

funny at the other guys.

But for sure, if I even

think he’s checking

me out, he’ll be one

sorry fucker. My blood

pressure surges. Swells.



My Face Flushes Hot

I move quickly past

Bobby so he doesn’t see

it and think I’m blushing,

or hear my heart drilling

into my chest, into my ears.

It’s the supplements

and their thermogenic

rush through my veins.

But Bobby doesn’t know

that. And he doesn’t need to.

He follows me down

the stairs, humming

some weird-ass song.

“What are you singing?”

And why is he singing it?

Zeppelin, dude. Don’t

you know “Black Dog”?

Hey, hey, Mama, hmmm

hmmm hmmm hmmm hm.

Radical. Robert Plant rocks.



If He Says So

Personally, I prefer metal,

especially the death variety.

I pop my iPod into a docking

station, queue up Kataklysm,

Nile, Six Feet Under.

Turn it up. Loud. Something

about the frantic rhythm

encourages pumping of iron.

Start with lighter dumbbells,

to warm up the muscles before

really working them. I can

do a dozen easy reps while

still conversing, so I nudge

Bobby. “Coach Torrance

taught you this stuff, right?”

Bobby shrugs his narrow

shoulders. Well, yeah, kind of.

But look at you, and then

look at me. I must be doing

something wrong, you know?

I choose heavier barbells

before letting myself move

to the weight machine.

I love the way my muscles

start to burn. “It’s not just

correct form that makes

it happen, you know. It

takes dedication. Hours

and hours of hard fucking

work. Total commitment.”

Bobby shakes his head.

Takes more than that.

Besides . . . He watches

me fight for another rep.

I don’t want to work

that hard. There’s an easier

way. He waits to see if

I bite. When I don’t, he says,

I was hoping you could help

me out with some ’roids.



I Could Do That

I’ve got an easy source.

I could probably even

make a few bucks on

the deal. But I don’t like

how the guy just assumes

it’s possible, let alone that

I will score them for him.

It’s not like we’re best

friends or anything. If he

gets busted, I’m def going

down right along with him.

“Uh, you know it’s pretty

much a sure bet we’ll get

tested in the next few weeks.

The stuff you can get over

the counter works. Do

you have a GNC gold

card?” Hint. Hint. Huff.

Lift. “That’s what I use,

and with the card it’s not

too pricey.” A hell of

a lot cheaper than

the real deal, but

I don’t add that part.

If he can’t figure that out

all by himself, he’s even

stupider than I thought.

Barbells accomplished,

I move over to the weight

machine, waiting for him

to respond. Just about

the time I think he’s been

struck mute, he says,

Guess you’re right about

the piss test. But after that,

I still want the good shit.

I know you’ve got a line

on them. Get me some,

I’ll make it worth your

trouble. How about it?



Anger Pricks

Like static, sharp and electric

and urging me toward rage.

My biceps and quads already

burn, and now my brain feels

on fire too. And just as I decide

to let myself blow, the door

at the top of the stairs opens.

Sean! yells Aunt Mo. Your cell

is ringing. And please turn

down that god-awful music.

I abandon the weight bench,

turn off my iPod. “Come on.”

Bobby heels up the stairs.

(Good dog.) I point toward

the front door. “See ya, dude.”

I locate my now-silent phone.

Check messages. Find a voice

mail from Cara, who wants

to get together. For the first

time today, everything’s bomb.



Andre Marcus Kane III

Bomb

Give most girls a way

to describe me, that’s what

they’d say—that Andre

Marcus Kane the third is

bomb.

I struggle daily to maintain

the pretense. Why must it be

expected—no, demanded—of

me

to surpass my ancestors’

achievements? Why

can’t I just be a regular

seventeen-year-old, trying to

make

sense of life? But my path

has been preordained,

without anyone even asking

me

what I want. Nobody seems

to care that with every push

to live up to their expectations,

my own dreams

vaporize.



Don’t Get Me Wrong

I do understand my parents wanting only

the best for me.

Am one hundred percent tuned to the concept

that life is a hell of a lot more enjoyable

with a fast-flowing

stream of money carrying you along.

I like driving a pricey car, wearing

clothes that feel

like they want to be next to my skin.

I love not having to be a living, breathing

stereotype because

of my color. Anytime I happen to think

about it, I am grateful to my grandparents

for their vision. Grateful

to my mom for her smarts, to my dad

for his bald ambition and, yes, greed.

Not to mention

his unreal intuition. But I’m sick of being

pushed to follow in his footsteps. Real

estate speculation?

Investment banking? Neither interests me.

Too much at risk, and when you lose,

you lose major.

I much prefer winning, even if it’s winning

small. I think more like my grandfather.

Andre Marcus Kane Sr.

embraced the color of his skin, refused

to let it straitjacket him. He grew up in

the urban California

nightmare called Oakland, with its rutted

asphalt and crumbling cement and frozen

dreams, all within

sight of sprawling hillside mansions.

I’d look up at those houses, he told

me more than once,

and think to myself, no reason why

that can’t be me, living up there. No

reason at all, except

getting sucked down into the swamp.

Meaning welfare or the drug trade

or even the tired

belief that sports were the only way out.

I guessed I wanted a big ol’ house on

the hill more than just

about anything. And I knew my brain

was the way to get it. Oh, what a brain!

My gramps started inventing

things in elementary school. Won awards

for his off-the-wall inventions in high

school, and a full

scholarship to Cal-Poly. He could have

gone on to postgrad anywhere, except

just about then he fell

hard for my grandmother, Grace, a Kriol

beauty from Belize. Never saw any girl

could match her, before

or since, he claims. God sent her to me.

Maybe. Who else would have encouraged

Gramps’s crazy ideas?

Telephones that didn’t need wires?

Computers, in every American home?

Ambitious goals,

especially in the sixties, when color TV

was about as technological as most people

got. But if Andre Kane

believed it would come to pass, then so did

his new wife, Grace. Gramps led the charge

into the Silicon Valley.

He got his house on the hill. And then some.



Gramps’s Obese Bank Account

Came with taxes and bills. His kids—two

boys and a girl—came

with private school tuitions. Dad was oldest,

and so came programmed with the Eldest Son

Syndrome—a classic

overachiever, hell-bent on making his own

mark on the world, and a bigger one than

his father’s. Andre

Marcus Kane Jr. had more than drive going

for him. He had luck, eerie foresight, and

brilliant timing. Right

out of college, Dad became an investment

banker, banking heavily on his own

investments. His stock

portfolio thrived. And somehow, he knew

to dump everything right before the last

time the market crashed.

So when things started to look iffy again,

he went looking for other investments.

Lending is too easy

these days, I heard him tell Mom. You

can’t keep giving those loans away.

Adjustable rate mortgages

are going to bring this country down.

Which explains why we deserted the Golden

State in favor of the Silver

State some eighteen months ago. Dad keeps

pouncing on the distressed properties that

pop up regularly.

Plus, cost of living is lower here, and that

includes my tuition at Zephyr Academy,

the finest college

prep school in northern Nevada. I don’t

miss California too much, except for seeing

Gramps and Grandma

Grace. That, and the street dance scene.



Dad Might Be Sympathetic

To my missing my grandparents, but

dance is not even

a small blip on his radar. I mean, it would

not jibe with his plans for my future.

It’s an ongoing rant.

Mom, who’s generally more focused on

where to nip and how to tuck her patients,

only brings it up once

in a while. Dad is more pragmatic, and

broaches the subject regularly, especially

with graduation in

plain sight. Did you decide about school?

I’ve had positive responses from two

California colleges.

Either would be okay, I guess. “Not yet.”

Stop procrastinating. Where do you see

yourself next year? Because

it won’t be here. Time for a viable plan.

Dorm or a homeless shelter? Nice choice.

Thanks, Dad. My plan

is art school, a frivolous career in graphic

design. I’m still waiting to hear back from

my top choice—the San

Francisco Art Institute. But when I told

Dad that, he freaked. Apparently, “art”

plus “San Francisco” can

only mean one thing. You’re not serious!

He actually yelled, all his well-cultivated

self-control out the

window. What are you? A homosexual?

It might have been funny, except for

the way he looked at me—

like hinging on my answer was worthiness

of the Kane surname. I shook my head,

agreed to rethink my future,

wishing I could confess that my real dream

isn’t art. It’s dance. My parents have no idea.

No one does, except

my instructor, who gives me private lessons.

Ballet. Modern. Some ballroom. But I love jazz

most of all, and Liana

says I’ve got real talent. I don’t know about

that, but I do know that dance lifts me

above the mundane.

Grounds me with the certainty that I am

good at something. Connects me to the place

inside where I find passion.

Meaning beyond possessions. Pride, divorced

from my last name. But how can I confess

that to my father?

He thinks a career in art will make me a gay

loser. If I told him I wanted to be a dancer,

it would erase any

doubt in his mind that’s exactly what I am.



As For My Mom

She mostly cares about wasted tuition. Art?

You might as well go to

public school. What’s the point of spending

all this money to insure you have a quality

education only to have you

squander it on an indulgent flight of fancy?

Funny, considering indulgent flights of fancy

bring in a good portion

of her income as a plastic surgeon. Today,

snow plummeting from the silver sky,

Dr. Kane is working in

her home office. I can hear her, purring

to a patient on the phone. I understand and

your concerns are justified.

Like all cosmetic surgery, liposuction can

have side effects. But you are a perfect

candidate. . . . Mom will

talk that lady into letting her suck the fat

from the woman’s gut, butt, or thighs, a shortcut

to perfection. Damn

the bills. You’ll be the finest woman standing

in the bankruptcy line. Your plastic surgeon

doesn’t care, either.

She gets payment in full up front. Which helps

pay for her ambitionless kid’s unappreciated

tuition. No classes today,

though. Today, even the snowplow drivers

are staying inside; at least I haven’t heard one

go by. It’s a good day

to hang out at home. But I’ve got other plans

and a stellar all-wheel-drive Audi Quattro.

Mom’s still on the phone,

convincing. I call out anyway, “See you later.”

Her voice falls quiet, so I know she must

have heard me. But

she doesn’t bother to say good-bye.



Cara

Don’t Bother

Me with promises. Vows

are cheaply manufactured,

come with no guarantees.

Don’t bother to say you

love

me. The word is indefinable.

Joy to some, heartbreak

to others, depending on

circumstance. There

is

evidence that the emotion

can make a person live longer,

evidence it can kill you early.

I think it’s akin to

a deadly

disease. Or at least some

exotic fever. Catch it, and

you’d better, quick, swallow

some medication to use as a

weapon

against the fire ravaging

body and soul.



New Running Shoes

Are the best thing in the world,

at least once you get them broken

in. The Nikes are good to go, if

only we could get a few days

of decent weather. I can run in

the gym, but inhaling sweat

fumes is so not my thing.

I can swim indoors—don’t mind

that a bit. But I’m craving a long

run outside in the diamond air,

in a downpour of brittle morning

sun. Breathe in. Breathe out.

Feet drumming pavement. Leg

muscles flex, long then short.

Slip into the zone where time

disappears and no one expects

pace or performance. No one can

catch me. No one to stop me. No score

to keep. No measure but my own.

When I run, I am almost free.



But Today The Roads Are Icy

So I won’t run, and I’ll try not

to think about freedom. It only

frustrates me because I sincerely

doubt I’ll ever know what it means

to live autonomously. I will

forever walk beneath an umbrella

of expectation. Mom and Dad

have a plan for me and won’t talk

about alternatives. My teachers

have faith in me and know I’ll go far.

My so-called friends mostly hang

out to see if my status will rub off

on them. Only Sean doesn’t really

ask anything special of me, except

to decorate his arm like a favorite

piece of jewelry. Oh, he claims

that he’s in love with me. If I knew

what love was, I might be able to

judge the depth of his feelings. But

for now, it’s enough to have a stable

relationship with one of the most

popular guys at school. No matter

that he doesn’t make my heart pitter-

patter faster. Maybe I’m a ventricle

short. Despite that, he’s the closest

thing to a best friend I have.

Marriages have survived long

term on less. Not that I’m planning

to get married any time soon. Who

needs that kind of misery? All I have

to do is look around to know it’s not

for me. Still, it’s nice having a steady

someone to hang out with. Sean

is adventurous. Fun. Good-looking

in a jock kind of way. And you know,

everyone expects the perfect girl

to go out with the perfect guy.

If there’s one thing I’ve learned

from Mom, it’s that appearances are

everything. Sean and I look great together.



You Might Even Say

We look normal. Looks can deceive.

We’ve both had our share of emotional

trauma, though mine stems from

parents who really don’t care about

me, while Sean doesn’t have parents

at all. His mom died giving birth to

his little brother, Wade. His dad followed

her four years ago, fried in a fiery bus

crash. Half of his football team died

with him. He would have been forty-five

today. Sean’s making his annual

pilgrimage to the cemetery, and I’m

going along. Here comes his jock-

worthy GMC pickup. It was a gift from

his uncle Jeff, who will never quite

measure up, no matter how hard he tries.

Sean idolized his father. He pulls into

the driveway, and even from here I can

see sadness in the forward tilt of his

shoulders. It’s a memory-shadowed day.



The Sean Who Stops

And gets out to open the passenger

door for me is subdued. Hey, you.

It comes out a throaty whisper.

He kisses me, and the kiss is quiet too.

Sean helps me up into the cab. It over-

flows flowers. I haven’t seen so much

color in months. “Where did you find

such a big variety this time of year?”

He gives me a tepid smile. I had to

go to five grocery stores and Wal-Mart.

Stupid, I know. They’ll freeze first

thing. It’s supposed to snow tonight.

“Well, at least it’s nice right now.”

Nice, meaning thirty degrees, partly

cloudy, not much wind. Some would

call that inclement. But Sean agrees

with my assessment. Yes, it is. Let’s

go before something nasty blows in.

As we drive toward the city, I notice

there isn’t one rose in these dozens

of flowers. Lilies and asters, tulips,

carnations, sunflowers and mums,

but . . . “You couldn’t find roses in all

those stores?” Sean drums the steering

wheel with one hand, musing.

Finally he says, My mom loved

roses. She grew them everywhere

in our yard, and when she died,

Dad went kind of crazy and

tore them all out. I can’t even

look at a rose without thinking

about that day. I was so afraid

he’d flipped out for good and

I would lose him, too. He kept

saying he’d replant them in

her memory. Never happened.



February Doesn’t Seem

To be a big month for mourning.

Maybe it’s too cold to die?

Wow. Too cold to die. Wonder

if that’s why Conner’s still alive.

Okay. That’s dumb. I know people

die in February. But obviously,

their loved ones don’t come to say

hi in dead of winter. The cemetery

is—uh—dead. No one here but

Sean and me. Which makes it

exponentially creepy, even in

daylight. The only time I’ve been

to a graveyard was for my grand-

father’s burial. Dad said the old

jerk deserved to go early. Who

knows? I had one bad experience

with him. Of course, it was the only

time I actually met him. So, yeah.

Anyway, I’ve never shared any

of that with Sean yet. And this

is probably not the right time

or place to mention it. He looks

scared. Flustered. Duh. The flowers.

“Let me carry some of those.”

Sean leads the way, and as we walk,

a fist of clouds chokes out the sun.

Despite the overwhelming gray, our

blossoms mist the gloom with color.

Scarlet. Lilac. Tangerine. Bronze.

Evening star gold. Late morning

sun yellow. Any place but here,

it would be romantic. It isn’t far

to the gravesite, on a slight rise well

away from the road. This time of year,

there’s no grass, just packed layers of old

snow. Sean stops to lay his flowers

in front of an ice-rimmed headstone.

Hey, Dad. Sean’s breath steams into

frozen air, and his voice pierces

the silence of death. Happy birthday.



No Answer

At least, not one I can hear, unless

it is the disturbing mutter of wind.

“Should we find something to hold

the flowers?” They’ll soon clutter

the cemetery if we don’t, but Sean

says, Let them blow if they want to.

That way everyone here can enjoy them.

It is so unlike anything I’d expect

from him, I hardly know how to

react. So I kneel to place an armful

of spring atop slick layers of winter.

Within seconds, they chase each other

across the grounds, halted here and

there by marble and granite head-

stones. I glance at the inscriptions here:

CLAIRE JENNIFER O’CONNELL, adjacent to

“COACH” BRYAN PIERCE O’CONNELL.

It hits me, electric, like lightning.

“Your mom was so young when she

died.” Only twenty-eight. I wait for some

sign of sadness. But Sean responds

instead with a quick jab of anger. Stupid

bitch. He takes a deep breath. If she hadn’t

gone all New Agey, she wouldn’t be dead.

We’ve never really talked about

her, or how exactly she died.

“New Agey? What do you mean?”

He trembles, but whether from cold

or memory, I can’t be sure. She decided

to use a midwife instead of going to

the hospital. If she had been at Saint Mary’s,

she wouldn’t have bled to death when

she hemorrhaged. The paramedics

couldn’t save her. And you know

the worst thing? I was standing right

there. I saw her go. I was just a little

kid, but I’ll never forget watching her

fade away. One minute she was Mommy.

The next, she was a mannequin.

All that was left of her was Wade.



Bitterness

Tints his voice. That, and anger.

How can he blame his mom?

I’m not sure I understand. Then

again, I have no frame of reference.

My mother is still one of the walking,

talking, breathing. But she doesn’t

do a whole lot more for me than Sean’s

mom does for him now. We never

spend time together. Rarely even

attempt to communicate. For all

our daily interaction, she might

as well be dead. I don’t hate her.

But I’m not really sure I love her,

at least not in the classic fashion.

And if she loves me, she hides it well.

Parenting should be a passion, not

a part-time pursuit. The wind kicks

stronger, branches clatter. Or maybe

skeletons. Bones of abandonment.

Ghosts of what will never be.



Kendra

Ghosts

Take shape under moonlight,

materialize in dreams.

Shadows. Silhouettes

of what is no more. But

ghosts don’t

bother me. The day brings

bigger things to worry about

than flimsy remains of

yesterday. No, spooks don’t

scare me.

Gauzy apparitions might

prank your psyche or

agitate your nightmares,

but lacking

flesh and blood

they are powerless

to hurt you—cannot hope

to inflict the kind of damage

that real, live

people do.



Miss Teen Spirit Of The West

Is not the biggest pageant I’ve ever done.

But as regional pageants go, the prize money

is good, especially compared to the entry fee.

And every pageant I compete in keeps me

tuned up for heavier-weight competitions.

This one is in Elko, a five-hour drive from

Reno. Five hours, listening to my mom remind

me about stuff I don’t need to be reminded

about. Remember to keep your chin tilted

up and your shoulders back. Act like . . .

“The royalty you pretend to be. I know,

Mom. You’ve only told me that, like, eight

gazillion times. If I can’t remember it by

now, I never will.” The tone was testier
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