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To my sister Norma
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KISSING TARZAN

THE SUMMER BETWEEN FIFTH AND SIXTH grades, something happens to your mind. With me, the box of Crayolas did it—thirty-two colors including copper and burgundy. I was putting them in a sack for our move to Silver Spring when I remembered how I used to eat crayons in kindergarten.

I didn’t just eat them, either. One day when I was bored I stuck two crayons up my nostrils, then leaned over my desk and wagged my head from side to side like an elephant with tusks, and the teacher said, “Alice McKinley, what on earth are you doing?”

Thinking about those crayons and that teacher was so embarrassing that it made my palms tingle, my neck hot. Surely, I thought, it was about the weirdest thing I’d ever done. And then, after I’d packed the Crayolas, I found a copy of a poem I had written in third grade:

 

There are lots of drops in the ocean,

There are lots of stars in the blue;

But in the whole state of Maryland,

There’s only one person like you.

 

I stopped worrying about the crayons and cringed at the poem. Do you know who I wrote it for? My father? My grandfather? Aunt Sally? The mailman, when he retired. I hardly even knew him.

The reason I worry about my mind is that as soon as I remembered the mailman, I wondered if he was still alive, and somewhere, deep inside me, I sort of hoped he wasn’t. I didn’t want anybody remembering that poem. I wondered if my kindergarten teacher was alive, too. If I met her on the street tomorrow, would she still remember me as the girl with Crayolas up her nose? Those were absolutely the two most ridiculous things I had ever done in my life, I thought, and then I remembered this big piece of cardboard back in fourth grade and this boy named Donald Sheavers.

Donald was stupid and good-looking, and I liked him a lot.

“Come over and watch television, Donald,” I’d say, and he’d come over and watch television. Any channel I wanted.

“I guess it’s time for you to go home, Donald,” I’d say later, and he’d go home.

I’ll bet if I’d ever said, “Wear your clothes backward, Donald,” he’d have worn his clothes backward. But I never asked him to do that because, as I said, I liked him. Then I found this big sheet of cardboard.

It came in a box with our Sears washing machine. Dad couldn’t fix the old one, so we got a new deluxe model, and I got to keep the cardboard.

I was lying out on the grass in the shade on my cardboard looking up at the box elder and I remembered this old Tarzan movie I’d seen on TV. Tarzan and Jane were on a raft on the river, and they were kissing. They didn’t know it, but the raft was getting closer and closer to a waterfall, and just before it went over the rocks, Tarzan grabbed hold of a vine, picked up Jane, and swung to shore. That was all. But suddenly I wanted to know what it felt like to be kissed on a raft with my life in danger. That’s when I thought of Donald.

“Donald,” I said when he came over, “you want to be in the movies?”

“Yes,” said Donald. He even looked like Tarzan. He had dark hair and brown eyes, and he went around all summer in cutoffs.

I told him about the raft and the waterfall, and I sort of rushed through the part about kissing. “We can’t do it,” Donald said. “We don’t have a river.”

“We’ll just have to pretend that, Donald.”

“We don’t have a vine,” he told me.

I got a rope and tied it to a branch in the box elder.

I was afraid he’d complain about the kissing next, but when the rope was ready, he said, “Okay. Let’s do it.”

And suddenly I thought of all kinds of things we had to do first. We had to be chased through the forest by pygmies, and then there was this quicksand and an alligator, but finally we made it to the raft, and Donald came crashing down beside me. I pushed him away.

“You have to get on the raft gently, Donald,” I told him.

He came running again, grabbed the rope, and lowered himself onto the raft, but this time I rolled off.

“What’s the matter?” asked Donald.

“I don’t know,” I said uncomfortably. “I think we have to start with the pygmies and sort of work into it.”

We went back to the chase scene through the forest. Donald climbed the box elder and pounded his chest and bellowed. We leaped over the quicksand and over the alligator, and there we were on the raft once more.

This time I got the giggles. Donald did his part perfectly, but just when he got close enough that I could smell his breath—Donald always had a sort of stale bubble gum smell—I rolled off again.

For a whole afternoon we tried it. We added cannibals and burning torches and a gorilla, but somehow I could not get through the kissing. Donald laughed and thought it was a joke, but I was disgusted with myself.

It came to an end very quickly. I decided that I could not have any dinner that evening unless I got through the kissing scene. This is it, I thought as we ran through the forest with the gorilla grabbing at our heels. Donald swung around in the box elder yelping and beating his chest. Then the quicksand, the alligator, and the cardboard. Suddenly: “Donald!” came my father’s voice from the side window.

Donald rolled one way, and I rolled the other. The next thing I knew my dad had come outside and was standing there in the grass.

“I don’t think you should be doing that with Al,” said my father. (I’m the only girl in our family, but he still calls me “Al.”) “You’d better go home now, Donald, and the next time you come over, think of something better to do.”

“Okay,” said Donald.

All I did was sit there and stare at my knees. I didn’t even tell Dad that the kissing was my idea, so Donald got the blame.

We didn’t play Tarzan anymore that summer, and I never did get kissed on the raft. When school started and Donald passed me in the hall, sometimes he’d thump his chest and grin, just to tease me, but for the most part I forgot all about it. He became interested in basketball and I got interested in books, and I probably went through fifth grade without thinking of Donald more than a couple of times.

That same afternoon, however, when I was getting ready to move and I dropped the Crayolas in the sack, I started remembering all the embarrassing things I had ever done in my life. The mailman might have died and my kindergarten teacher may have passed away, but Donald Sheavers was alive and well.

I began to wish that he wasn’t. I didn’t really want him to die or anything, just maybe quietly disappear so that the only person left who would remember any of the dumb things I’d ever done would be me. It was bad enough remembering them myself. Exactly one hour later, when I was packing my tinfoil collection, I heard that Donald Sheavers had fallen off his bike and had a brain concussion.

I didn’t eat any dinner. I remembered that Donald was Catholic and I thought maybe if I prayed to one of the saints it might help. I thought maybe women saints helped girls and men saints helped boys, but the only saints I could think of were Saints Mary and Bernadette. Then I thought of a Saint Bernard dog. I figured there must be a Saint Bernard, so I sat down in a corner of my room and prayed. I told him that if I had ever let one little wish reach heaven about Donald Sheavers disappearing to please, please, disregard it and let Donald live.

“Sure you don’t want any supper, Al?” Dad asked, but I said no.

“You worried about Donald Sheavers?”

I nodded. The next day when I didn’t come down to breakfast, Dad called Mrs. Sheavers, and she said that Donald was better. In fact, she said, it would be perfectly fine if we went to the hospital to see him, so I bought a Hershey bar and Dad drove me over. I closed my eyes and prayed to Saint Bernard one last time. I thanked him for letting Donald live and asked if he could please fix it so that playing Tarzan back in fourth grade would be erased forever from Donald’s mind.

The nurse directed us to room 315, and we went in. Donald was sitting up with a bandage around his forehead, sipping a milk shake. He was still good-looking, even with the bandage. Donald grinned at me, set the milk shake down, and just as I was about to hand him the candy bar, he pounded his chest and gave a Tarzan yell.

I found out later that there are a lot of Saint Bernards, so I figure my prayer just got to heaven and sat around in the dead-letter box.

The movers came the next morning, and we left Takoma Park for Silver Spring, a few miles away. I was glad. I wanted to start a whole new life with different people. But we had only been in the new house five hours and fifteen minutes before I embarrassed my whole family.
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AGNES UNDER THE MATTRESS

WE’VE MOVED THREE TIMES IN MY LIFE, BUT I only remember two times. We moved from Tennessee to Chicago before I was born, from Chicago to Takoma Park, Maryland, when I was six, and from Takoma Park to Silver Spring when I was eleven. I’ve never had many relatives around. Most of mine are in Tennessee, and we don’t visit unless someone dies or gets married or something.

I had an Uncle Charlie who married when he was fifty-seven and died two days later. We’d just driven back to Maryland and had to turn around and go to Tennessee again to bury him. At the funeral dinner there was this sort of weird-looking cake that they called lemon sponge, but I knew it was just leftover wedding cake with sauce on it.

All the McKinleys call each other on Christmas morning, though—the Tennessee contingent calls us in Silver Spring. (“Silver Sprangs,” Uncle Howard calls it.) Everybody down there says “Merry Christmas” to everyone up here, which is sort of nice because it means they care about us. Dad says lots of people care about me and I don’t even know it; but if you don’t know it, I tell him, what’s the point?

“Don’t you even remember Aunt Sally?” he says. Whenever I try to remember Aunt Sally, though, Dad gets upset.

“Is she the one who used to read me the Little Bear books?” I say.

And Dad says, “Al, that was your mother.” He takes off his glasses and looks at me hard. “That was your mother!” he says again in case I hadn’t heard.

Momma died when I was five, and I can only remember bits and pieces; but I mix her up with Aunt Sally, because we lived in Chicago then. Some of the time, in fact, I even mix her up with Sally’s husband, Uncle Milt, and that really upsets my dad.

The trouble with all this is I never quite know exactly who I’m supposed to be like or how I’m supposed to act. What I need, I guess, is a pattern, a road map; but all I’ve got is a father and Lester, and Lester has been no help to me whatsoever.

I remember once when I was seven hearing some older girls talking about their periods.

“Lester,” I said, “what’s a period?”

“A comma without the tail,” said Lester. He was fifteen at the time, but even I knew that girls wouldn’t spend a whole recess talking about commas.

I was thinking about Momma the day I found the picture of Saint Agnes in our new neighborhood. It was lying out on the sidewalk and had a big shoe print on top of it, but I rubbed it on my jeans and took it up on the porch.

It was sort of like a picture postcard, the kind that Catholics carry around, and I figured it belonged to Elizabeth Price. She lives across the street from us here in Silver Spring and knows all about saints. (We’re Methodists, and the only thing I know that Elizabeth doesn’t is a couple of hymns.)

I rocked back and forth on the glider and studied the card. “The Agony of Saint Agnes,” it said at the top with lilies all around it. There was a drawing of a very beautiful girl with long dark hair like Elizabeth’s. She had a lamb in one arm and a palm branch in the other, and she was looking up to heaven.

Underneath the picture was her story. It said that Agnes was only twelve years old at the time of her glorious death. Her beauty excited the young noblemen of Rome, and one even promised to save her if she would marry him and renounce her faith, but she would not and was cruelly whipped. Even the pagans wept to see her tortured so. At last she was put to death and is looked upon in the Church as a special patroness of bodily purity.

I don’t know what there was about Saint Agnes, but I liked her. I figured I might need her more than Elizabeth Price, so I took the picture upstairs and hid it under my mattress. If Elizabeth was ever in difficulty, though, I’d take it over.

When you walk into Elizabeth’s house, the first thing you see is this big photograph over the sofa of Elizabeth on her First Communion day. She has on this white dress with lace around the collar and these white gloves with lace around the wrists and a white veil. Her long dark hair is all shiny around her shoulders, and she’s looking down at a bunch of flowers. She even looks like a saint. I asked Elizabeth once what you had to do to be a saint, and she said you had to die first, so then I stopped thinking about it so much. But I still kept Saint Agnes under my mattress just in case.

It was Elizabeth Price who watched us move in. She was sitting on a wicker couch on her front porch with her mother, and they were reading a magazine together except that they never turned the pages. That’s how I knew they were watching us. It’s really creepy, you know, when someone watches you move in. I had on my oldest clothes and my socks didn’t match, and even from across the street I could tell that Elizabeth Price had on brand-new sneakers.

It took us all day to get things inside. The movers took the furniture, but Dad and Lester and I took the really important things in our car. Dad had the lampshades and I had my bowl of guppies and Lester had his beer can collection, which reached from the floor to the ceiling all along one wall of his room. He sold it just before he started junior college this year and got two hundred and sixty-eight dollars.

It was a gorgeous day in July, and it could have been the marvelous very first day of the rest of my life, like the posters tell you. I was feeling especially good because Dad had promised to take us to Shakey’s for pizza after the movers left, so I was being as helpful as I possibly could. I helped Lester set up his beer cans and put lampshades on all the lamps and fed the guppies and dusted the closets, thinking all the time about pepperoni or sausage and a king-size mug of 7UP.

But just as the moving van pulled away, someone knocked, and I knew even before I opened the door that it was going to be that girl across the street and her mother.

They were standing there in matching skirts holding a cardboard box, and I didn’t even have to look inside to know that it was supper. My heart fell.

“Welcome to the neighborhood,” said the girl, smiling at me, and she didn’t have braces, either. She had beautiful hair and beautiful long eyelashes and no braces.

“Thanks,” I told her.

“We’re the Prices, and this is Elizabeth,” her mother said. “We know how difficult it is on moving day, so we brought you some dinner.” She held out the box for me to see. There was a meatloaf, which I hate, some baked potatoes, a salad, and a plate of flat-looking brownies, which I bet Elizabeth made herself.

“I made those myself,” said Elizabeth, pointing.

I didn’t know what to say. The dinner was hot and ready to be eaten, and I thought maybe they could give it to someone else.

“Thanks a lot,” I told them, “but we’re going out to dinner.”

“Alice!” my dad said behind me, and came right over. “This was so nice of you,” he told them, taking the box. “Thank you very much. I’m sure we’ll enjoy it. I’m Ben McKinley and this is Alice.”

“If you need anything,” said Elizabeth’s mother, “we’re just across the street.”

We ate off a trunk in the living room. Dad and Lester kept forking the food down like it was the best thing they had eaten in years, but I could hardly swallow.

“This tastes like dead birds,” I said.

Dad frowned at me. “That was a very rude thing you told them, after all their work. … ”

“But you promised!” I protested. “The dinner was still hot, and I figured they could give it to the needy or something. … ”

“They didn’t make it for the needy, they made it for us,” Dad told me. “We can go to Shakey’s some other time.”

“Yeah, Al,” said Lester. “You really blew it.”

I got up and went to brush my teeth, only we hadn’t unpacked the toothbrushes so I had to use my finger. That was when I noticed the dirt smudges on my face and the mustard on my shirt from lunch. I guess I’d forgotten to brush my hair that morning too, and it hung all dirty-yellow and stringy around my shoulders. I could imagine what Elizabeth Price was thinking about me.

Life is like a Dumpster. As soon as you get rid of one embarrassment, you pick up another. I knew that this was going to go on forever unless I found someone to set an example for me, and by the time I got the mustard off my shirt, I’d made up my mind: I’d adopt a mother, and she wouldn’t even know.
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LIPS TOGETHER, TEETH APART

I DON’T UNDERSTAND ABOUT LESTER. I would think he’d be so grateful to have a road map he’d just follow everything my father did. Instead, Lester does the opposite. It’s like having a road map, I guess, and reversing directions.
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