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To Begin

Oh, to be given the gifts

of the chameleon!

Not only the ability

to match the vital facade

to circumstance at will,

but also the capacity

to see in two directions

simultaneously.

Left. Right.

Forward. Backward.

How much gentler

our time on this planet,

and how much more

certain of our place

in the world we would be,

drawing comfort

like water from the wells

of our homes.



Ariel



Home

Four letters,

one silent.

A single syllable

pregnant with meaning.

Home is more

than a leak-free roof

and insulated walls

that keep you warm

when the winter wind screams

and cool when summer

stomps all over you.

Home is a clearing

in the forest,

a safe place to run

when the trees shutter

all light and the crunch

of leaves in deepening darkness

drills fear into your heart.

Home is someone

or two who accepts you

for the person you believe

you are, and if that happens

to change, embraces the person

you ultimately find yourself to be.



I Can’t Remember

Every place

Dad and I have

called home. When

I was real little, the two

of us sometimes lived in

our car. Those memories

are in motion. Always moving.

I don’t think

I minded it so much

then, though mixed in

with happy recollections

are snippets of intense fear.

I didn’t dare ask why one stretch

of sky wasn’t good enough to settle

under. My dad

likes to say he came

into this world infected

with wanderlust. He claims

I’m lucky, that at one day till

I turn seventeen I’ve seen way

more places than most folks see

in an entire

lifetime. I’m sure

he’s right on the most

basic level, and while I

can’t dig up snapshots of

North Dakota, West Virginia, or

Nebraska, how could I ever forget

watching Old

Faithful spouting

way up into the bold

amethyst Yellowstone sky,

or the granddaddy alligator

ambling along beside our car

on a stretch of Everglade roadway?

I’ve inhaled

heavenly sweet

plumeria perfume,

dodging pedicab traffic

in the craziness of Waikiki.

I’ve picnicked in the shadows

of redwoods older than the rumored

son of God;

nudged up against

the edge of the Grand

Canyon as a pair of eagles

played tag in the warm air

currents; seen Atlantic whales

spy-hop; bodysurfed in the Pacific;

and picked spring-

inspired Death Valley

wildflowers. I’ve listened

to Niagara Falls percussion,

the haunting song of courting

loons. So I guess my dad is right.

I’m luckier than a whole lot of people.



Yeah, On Paper

All that sounds pretty damn

awesome. But here’s the deal.

I’d trade every bit of it to touch

down somewhere Dad didn’t insist

we leave as soon as we arrived.

I truly don’t think I’m greedy.

All I want is a real home, with

a backyard and a bedroom

I can fix up any way I choose,

the chance to make a friend

or two, and invite them to spend

the night. Not so much to ask, is it?

Well, I guess you’d have to query Dad.

I know he only wants what’s best

for me, but somehow he’s never

cared about my soul-deep longing

for roots. Home is where the two

of us are, was a favorite saying, and,

The sky is the best roof there is. Except

when it’s leaking. The rain reference

cracked me up when I was real young.

But after a time or twenty, stranded

in our car while it poured because

we had nowhere else dry to stay,

my sense of humor failed me.

Then he’d teach me a new card

game or let me win at the ones

I already knew. He could be nice

like that. But as I aged beyond

the adorable little girl stage,

the desire for “place” growing,

he grew tired of my whining.

That’s what he called it. Quit

your goddamn whining, he’d say.

You remind me of your mother. Why

don’t you run off and leave me, too?

Who’d look out for you then, Miss

Nothing’s Ever Good Enough?

No one, that’s who! Not one person

on this planet cares about you.

No one but Daddy, who loves you

more than anything in the whole wide

world, and would lay down his life

for you. You remember that, hear me?

I heard those words too often,

in any number of combinations.

Almost always they came floating

in a fog of alcohol and tobacco.



Once in a While

But not often, those words

came punctuated by a jab

to my arm or the shake

of my shoulders or a whack

against the back of my head.

I learned not to cry.

Soldier up, he’d say. Soldiers

don’t cry. They swallow pain.

Keep blubbering, I’ll give you

something to bawl about.

He would, too. Afterward

always came his idea

of an apology—a piece of gum

or a handful of peanuts or,

if he felt really bad, he might

spring for a Popsicle.

Never a spoken, “I’m sorry.”

Closest he ever came was,

I’m raising you the way

I was raised. I didn’t turn

out so bad, and neither will you.

Then he’d open the dog-eared

atlas and we’d choose our next

point of interest to explore.

Together. Just the two of us.

That’s all either of us needed.

He always made that crystal

clear. Of course, he managed

to find plenty of female

companionship whenever

the desire struck.

It took me years

to understand the reasons

for those relationships

and how selfish

his motives were.

I’ve read about men

who use their cute dogs

to bait women

into hooking up.

Dad used me.

The result was temporary

housing, a shot at education,

though I changed schools

more often than most military

kids do. All that moving, though

Dad was out of the army.

At least we slept

in actual beds

and used bathrooms

that didn’t have stalls.

But still, I always knew

those houses would never

be home.



I Might Say

We’ve actually found a real home

in a simple rented house only Dad

and I share, but I’d have to knock

damn hard on wood to eliminate

the jinx factor. We first came here

fifteen months ago on one sizzling

July day. I don’t know why Dad

picked a California Gold Rush town,

but I like Sonora, and actually spent

my entire sophomore year, start

to finish, at Sonora High School.

Two whole summers, one complete

grade, well, that’s a record, and

I’m praying I can finish my junior

year here, too. It’s only just started,

and I’d say I’m probably doomed

to finish it elsewhere except for a couple

of things. One, Dad has a decent auto

mechanic job he likes. And, two, he has

an indecent woman he likes even better.



Indecency

Is subjective, I suppose,

and it’s not like I’m listening

at Dad’s bedroom door,

trying to figure out exactly

what the two of them might

be doing on the far side.

Truthfully, I don’t care

that they have sex, or what

variety it might be. Vanilla

or kinky, doesn’t matter

at all to me. I’m just glad

they’re a couple, and that

they’ve stayed together

this long—six months

and counting. It gives me

hope that we won’t pull up

stakes and hit the road anytime

soon. Plus, the regular

rutting seems to help Dad

blow off steam. His violent

outbursts are fewer and

further in between. The last

was a few weeks ago when

I made the mistake of asking

if I could bring a kitten home.

Kitten? he actually bellowed. No!

Kittens turn into cats. Disgusting

animals. Shitting in boxes, leaving

shitty litter all over the floor.

And the smell! I don’t work

my ass off to keep us from

living in a nasty, dirty car

to come home to cat stink.

I didn’t mention his personal

body odor could rival any feline

stench. I wouldn’t dare tell him

his cigarettes make me gag,

even though I finally convinced

him to smoke exclusively

outside, so it’s only his nicotine

haze that I have to endure.

Instead, I shut my mouth,

resigned myself to the fact

I’d not share my bedroom

(complete with cat box)

with a furry companion.

Dad’s never allowed me

to have pets. I assumed

it was due to our transient

lifestyle. Now I realize

it’s at least in part because

of his impatience with dirt

and disorder. Or maybe

he’s afraid to share

my affection. With anything.



It’s Saturday Night

And Dad and Zelda are out

getting trashed. Some local

country band Zelda likes

is playing at Dad’s favorite

“watering hole,” as he calls it.

Sonora has brought out Dad’s

inner Oklahoma hick, and that’s okay

except when he’s knocked back

a few too many and starts yelling

about “them goddamn Muslims”

or, worse, “fucking wetbacks.”

I’ve made a few friends here,

and the one I’d call “best” happens

to be Latina. Dad probably thinks

I’m a traitor, but I don’t care about

Monica’s heritage, or if the Torres

family is one hundred percent legal.

Starting a new school, knowing

exactly no one, rates automatic Freak

Club membership. Monica had already

been inducted, for reasons I didn’t

learn until later. Not that I cared

about why. She was the first person

at Sonora High to even say hello.

Freak-freak connection’s a powerful thing.



Discovering the Reasons

For Monica’s Freak

Club induction

made me discover

something about myself.

Something disquieting.

Disheartening, even,

at least at first,

because I found a facet

I never suspected

and, considering my history,

was not prepared for.

Sonora is small-town

conservative, especially

by California standards.

Accepting to a point,

but not exactly a mecca

for the LGBTQ crowd.

Monica Torres is not

only a lesbian, but also

a queer Mexican American,

and while she’s mostly okay

carrying both banners,

they make her an outsider

in a school that takes great

pride in its Wild West spirit.

I would’ve run in the other

direction if I’d known she was

gay when I first met her.

The last thing I wanted

was a lezzie best friend.

For as long as I can remember,

I’ve hated my mother

for running off with her lesbian

lover. Dad has branded

that information into my brain,

and with it the concept

that queer equals vile.

But Monica is warm. Kind.

And funny. God, she makes

me laugh. I crave her company.

It was months before I figured

out the way she leaned,

and by then I already loved

her as a friend. Now, I’m afraid,

I’m starting to love her

as something much more,

not that we’ve explored

the places romance often

leads to. When we touch,

we don’t touch there.

When you’re ready, novia,

she tells me. Only then.

Monica understands

the reasons for my hesitation.

She’s the only person I’ve ever

confided in about my parents—

both my mother’s desertion

and my dad’s instability.

Realizing I might in fact carry

some kind of queer gene,

not to mention a predisposition

toward imbalance, isn’t easy

to accept. I still haven’t exactly

embraced the idea, nor the theory

that one could very well lead

to the other.

Even if and when that finally

happens, I’ll have to contend

with Dad, who will never admit

to himself or anyone else

that living inside his head

is a person prone to cruelty.

Despite that, I love him. Depend

on him. He’s protected me.

Overprotected me, really.

I’m sure he only wants what’s best

for me. I could never confess

to him the way I feel about Monica.

But I won’t hide the fact

that we’re Freak Club sisters.



Dad’ll Have to Get Over It

He’s the one who created

Freak Me to start with, so

however I choose to deal

with it had better be okay.

With him and Zelda (who

names their adorable newborn

Zelda, anyway?) busy elsewhere

for the evening, I invited

Monica over. She shows up

with a big foil-covered pan.

Hope you’re into tamales.

My mom doesn’t know how

to make just a few, and I

figured these would be better

than frozen pizza.

That would be our usual

go-to spend-the-night dinner.

“This is probably lame,” I admit,

“but I’ve never tried tamales.”

Monica walks past me on her

way to the kitchen. Totally lame,

she agrees. Tamales are dope.

I fall in line behind her, experience

a small sting of jealousy. What I

wouldn’t give for her powerful,

compact build. I’m way too tall,

and thin to the point of looking

anorexic, not because I purposely

don’t eat, but rather because

when I was growing up

there was never an excessive

amount of food around.

When we weren’t bumming

meals off some sympathetic

woman, we survived on gas

station hot dogs, outlet store

bargains, and food pantry

handouts. On those lucky

days when I got fast food,

it was always kid’s meals,

even after I outgrew kidhood.

I didn’t dare complain,

of course, not even when

there was nothing at all.

I learned to make do with

whatever was offered.

And now my stomach still

can’t quite accept larger-

than-child-size portions.

The Spartan rations are

enough to fuel my daily

activities, but don’t allow

me a spare ounce of flesh.



I’m a Rectangle

Monica has curves,

and if tamales can round

out my straight lines

a little, I’m damn sure

going to give them a try.

Besides, when she peels

back the foil, the spicy-

sweet aroma arouses

a growl in the pit of my belly.

“Oh my God. If those taste

half as good as they smell,

my mouth’s going to

have an orgasm.”

Okay, that’s kind of nasty.

But I like it. And believe me,

they taste better, so I’m gonna

be watching your mouth.

Straightforward interest,

barely disguised as humor.

That’s fine. We’ve played

this game for a while now.

I can’t win because Monica

knows exactly who she is.

I’m just starting

to figure out me.



I Just Graduated from Tacos

Because tamales are dope.

I polish off two without

thinking about it, am eyeing

a third when the doorbell rings.

Monica looks up from her

plate, where she’s working

on her fourth. You expecting

someone? she mutters around

a big bite. I shake my head.

“I’ve got no clue who that can

be. But I guess I should find out.

Don’t you dare finish those.”

She smiles. Better hurry.

Tamales disappear around me.

Glad you like them, though.

You could use a little meat—

“On my skinny damn bones?

Yeah, I know. That’s what Dad says.”

I go to the front door, peek

out the adjacent window to make

sure I’m not opening it for a mass

murderer or something. But, no,

it’s just Syrah, who’s basically

my other friend. I unlock the dead bolt.



Speaking of Bolts

That’s what Syrah does, right past

me. “Uh . . . come on in?” I offer.

Duh. I already did. Hey, what do

I smell? Mexican food? Score!

She zips straight toward the kitchen.

Syrah moves at two velocities:

freeway speed limit or stoned.

I trail her, feeling no jealous stab

at all as I watch her retreating form.

Monica has curves, but they’re carved.

She’s granite. Syrah’s soft outside

and in. It’s the inside that counts,

and that’s why I like her, though

you wouldn’t know how decent

she is if you only listened to her talk.

Sometimes she’s got an obnoxious

mouth. Sometimes I do, too, courtesy

of my ex-military dad, who uses every

awful word in the book anytime

he gets a little wasted. C’est la vie.



By the Time

I reach the kitchen, Syrah

has already helped herself

to two tamales, leaving

the last three in the pan.

“Should we finish those

now, or save them for later?”

Better save ’em, says Syrah.

We might get the munchies.

I know your birthday’s not

till tomorrow, but I brought

you a present. Two, in fact.

She reaches into her purse

and, like magic, a full bottle

of vodka appears, along with

a couple of rolled cigarettes.

“I don’t suppose that’s tobacco.”

Syrah laughs. It’s a lot pricier.

But I swiped these from my crack-

brained brother. I’ll catch hell

for it later, but I don’t give a shit.

And that’s why we love you.

Monica takes her plate over

to the sink, opens the vodka,

and sniffs. Pee-yew. You stole

this, too, I’m guessing. Yeah?

Let’s just call it borrowing,

not that I’ll give it back, but

who cares? My mom stocks

up on this stuff five bottles at

a time. She was halfway to blitzed

when I left. She’ll never miss it.

We finish eating and I take

the time to wash the dishes.

The last thing I want is to

invite one of Dad’s ugly scenes.

He despises a dirty kitchen.

A dirty anything, really, except

maybe Zelda. Ooh. Ugly thought.

Got any OJ? Syrah pokes her

head into the fridge, withdraws

with a carton of orange juice.

Aw, come on. You don’t like

vodka straight? But Monica

says it with a smile. Does

anyone like vodka straight?

I take three tumblers from

the cupboard, hand them to

Syrah. “We have to go outside.

I really don’t need my dad

to smell booze, let alone weed.”



We Pull Chairs

To the far side of the house,

away from the road. Luckily,

the manufactured homes in

this area sit on large lots.

We barely know our neighbors,

but then we never do.

Dad insists we keep our distance,

that we not invite

people living nearby

to borrow stuff or peek

in our windows. Okay by me.

Who needs a next-door spy,

especially when my girls

and I are sitting outside,

enjoying a toke or two?

Early October, the evening

is still really warm, made awesome

by little puffs of westerly breeze.

Said wind makes lighting the joint

something of a challenge, but one

Syrah is most definitely up to.

Got it. She takes a big drag,

holds it a very long time.

She passes the blunt, finally

exhales. So where’s your dad?

He won’t be home soon, will he?

Dad almost caught us the last

time we indulged, and while

he isn’t above maintaining

bad habits, he would not be

good with my having any.

“He went out dancing

with Zelda. They’ll definitely

be out late, unless they have

an argument or something.”

That’s not out of the question,

which reminds me to remain

alert to the possibility.

Zelda. Who in the actual fuck

names their kid Zelda?

Considering my own thoughts

earlier, both the question and her

colorful phrasing make me smile.

Monica snorts. Could be

the kind of mom who names

her kids Syrah and Chardonnay?

First of all, as you well know,

I pronounce my name SEER-uh,

not sir-AH. And second, so happens

Mom didn’t name us. Dad did.

First of all, just because you

mispronounce your name doesn’t

mean it isn’t actually sir-AH,

any more than your sister calling

herself char-DON-eye would

make her not Chardonnay.

And second, really? Your dad?

I thought your mom was the lush.

First off . . . Syrah raises her

hand for a high five. Touché,

bitch. And second, my dad used

to drink, same as Mom. After

they split up, he went all AA

because he fell for a churchy

straight-edge vegan chick

who never touched a damn

drop of booze in her life. Not

only that, but he married

her! Fucking unreal.



See, One Thing

About Freak Club membership,

no one’s feelings are easily hurt.

We’ve all erected force fields

to keep the haters from our truths.

When it’s just us we can lower

the barriers, allow our demons

a safe place to socialize, especially

when we’re partying, too.

We pass the weed, chug down

our screwdrivers, listen to crickets,

a dog yapping in the distance. “How

come you don’t you live with your dad?”

Syrah gives me one of those Are

you effing out of your mind? looks.

My mom would never let that happen.

Dad actually pays child support.

Anyway, we see him all the time,

and it’s not like he’s nicer sober.

In fact, he was a pretty cool drunk.

Sobriety made him lose his sense

of humor. Or maybe it made me

lose mine. I always feel stressed

when I’m around him. Of course,

my stepmom’s most of the problem.



I’ve Never Met Her

Then again, I’ve never

met Syrah’s dad, either,

just her mom, and I’ve

only bumped into her

a few times. We tend to

hang out when and where

our keepers aren’t around.

“What’s wrong with your

stepmom?” She’s got me

curious now. “I mean, if

you don’t mind telling us.”

Syrah shrugs. She and

Dad have two kids—twins,

and she’s always fussing

about the boys’ clothes and

hair, and don’t forget those

teeth! She’s a freaking tyrant,

and she thinks she can boss

me around, too. Just, nope.

Pretty sure that’s what

moms, step or the regular

kind, are supposed to do,

observes Monica. My mom

is the bossiest person ever.

The only difference is she

does her bossing in Spanish.



I’ve Met Monica’s Mom

I’ve met her entire immediate

family, in fact. Dad. Two big

brothers, one little sister, good

Catholics all. Well, Monica

is probably the exception.

She says she’s a Catholic in

constant need of confession.

What about your mom, Air? asks

Syrah. Is she the overbearing type?

The question hits square

in the diaphragm. Monica

shoots me a sympathetic look.

She knows about my mother,

but I’ve never talked to Syrah

about her. It’s more than a sore

subject. It’s a gaping wound,

barely scabbed over by time.

“For all I know, my mother’s

dead. She hit the highway

when I was two, and we

haven’t heard one word

from the bitch since.”

Wow. That’s shitty. Guess even

a drunk mom is better than none.

“Not necessarily.” My voice

is razor-edged. “Speaking of

drunk, I vote we get that way.”

I don’t want to talk about

her anymore, so I head in

to fix more screwdrivers.

Syrah stays put, but Monica

stands. I’ll help. She follows

me inside. Hey. You okay?

My hands shake as I pour

vodka. “Sure. Fine. Or I will be

soon.” I lift my drink, toasting

my sudden rotten mood.

Monica comes closer, takes

the glass away, and places

it on the counter. It’s okay

to be angry, novia.

The back of her hand

is a silk brushstroke

against my cheek,

so soft it invites tears.

The implication

makes me sway. But I can’t go

there. Not now. Not yet.



Wait, Wrong

I don’t dare

go there

ever.

Yes, I want

to fall hard

for someone,

experience love

and maybe

even lust.

However,

capital H,

it can’t be

with a girl.

That’s not

who I am.

Mustn’t be

what I am.

Not only

because of Dad,

who’d happily

kick the crap

out of me after

calling me every

name in his antigay

slur book.

Beyond the universal

homo

fag

dyke

butch

muff diver

carpet muncher

etc.

would come words

he reserves for

my lesbian mother

and/or her girlfriend:

home wrecker

cheater

liar

whore

These things

are contrary

to everything

I know about me.

Though I have to admit

that knowledge

is elementary.

Who am I,

really?



Logic Suggests

I take a step back. Instinct

insists I hold my ground.

It feels good to be this close

to someone I care about.

And I do care

about Monica.

“It’s stupid to be mad

at someone who means

nothing. Now let’s go back

outside before SEER-uh

decides to come looking.”

Monica takes two glasses.

I carry mine, plus the vodka

bottle, now registering

two-thirds empty. “Remind

me to stash this somewhere

once we finish it off, okay?”

Like where? Under your bed?

“Ha-ha. Good question,

actually. Let me think

about it.” Where indeed?

If Dad finds it, I’m toast,

not to be confused with

toasted, which is what

I’m rapidly becoming.



As We Start to Circle

To the far side of the house,

an engine in dire need

of a muffler comes coughing

and sputtering up the road,

working so hard there’s zero

doubt it’s going way too

fast at night where deer and

opossums and the occasional

bear often wander. The vehicle—

an old Chevy pickup that happens

to belong to Garrett Cole—slows

and the passenger window lowers.

The head that pops out is attached

to Keith Connelly. Hey, girls!

Is that vodka? Wanna party?

Garrett and Keith are world-class

third-string pretend-to-be jocks.

“Not with you!” I yell in their direction.

Now Garrett shouts his two cents.

Stupid lezbos. Bet what I got right

here in my pants could cure you.

“Maybe if you could actually

get it up!” I call cheerfully. “I mean,

for anyone besides each other.”

Yeah! adds Monica. Takes a queer

to know one. She and I both find

the exchange immensely funny.

The guys, however, don’t seem

to agree. Garrett punches the gas

pedal, kicking up a huge fog of dust

behind the farting exhaust pipe.

“Hope they forgot to roll up

the windows. What a couple

of dweebs.” Giggling like complete

dweebs ourselves, we continue

around the house, where Syrah

has started to worry about the wait.

What took so long? Thought you two

took off with what’s left of the vodka.

“Nah. We just got waylaid by Keith

and Garrett, who wanted to party

with us lesbians as long as we were

providing the booze and were willing

to try what was right there in their

pants. Garrett’s sure he can ‘cure’ us.”

I have got to quit hanging out

with dykes. Just think. I could be

part of the popular crowd instead.

“Don’t call me a dyke. I mean, just

because one of my best friends

is queer doesn’t make me that way.”

I smile at Monica’s obvious eye

roll. “Anyway, I bet if one of us

would give those boys head, we could

be popular, too.” We look at one

another, all serious like, before we bust

up laughing again. “’Kay, never mind.”

We finish off the vodka, and despite

the blooming buzz, a brilliant idea

jumps into my brain. “You guys up

for a little walk? I think I figured out

how to dispose of the evidence.” I hold

up the empty bottle and outline my plan.

No one objects, so off we go down

the road to Garrett’s house. By the time

we arrive, there’s no sign of the guys,

though the bass boom of music tells

us they’re inside. Easy peasy. “Think

I should wipe off our fingerprints?”

Without waiting for an answer, I use

my shirttail to do just that, then place

the bottle in the bed of Garrett’s pickup.



Syrah Isn’t Finished

Keep an eye out, she orders.

More quietly than I would’ve

thought possible, she opens

the truck’s passenger door,

sticks her head inside.

She’s making me nervous,

whispers Monica, and I agree.

Monica looks in one direction,

I keep tabs on the other,

while Syrah pokes around

in the glove box in search

of what, exactly, I have no clue.

Surely Garrett wouldn’t leave

valuables in his truck.

Ha! It’s not weed, but . . .

She exits the cab suddenly,

with a box in her hand, shuts

the door almost as noiselessly

as she opened it, nudges Monica.

Hurry up. Let’s go.



We Quick-Time

Away from Garrett’s,

where the music’s still

blasting, obscuring all

the noise we’ve made.

I’ve got no idea what’s

in Syrah’s right hand,

but it must be amazing

because she’s laughing

in a way that means

she’s congratulating

herself. We trot

toward home at an easy

gait, but as we pass

the first neighbor’s house,

his dog starts barking—

huge hoarse hrrufs

that make us pray

his fence is solid,

and send us sprinting

up the middle

of the road, howling

laughter in response.

“Don’t look back!”

I urge, but of course

all of us keep glancing

over our shoulders.

See anything? hisses

Monica, trying not to trip

over obstacles obscured

by night’s shadows.

“Nah. There’s nothing

behind us.” No dog.

No dweebs. No sputtering

truck. Looks like we

escaped in the clear.

Finally, damp-haired

with sweat and winded,

we turn into my driveway,

Syrah still in the lead.

Once we’re on the porch,

I tap her shoulder.

“So, tell us, Sherlock.

What did you find?”

When she turns, the look

on her face is priceless.

Check it out. Why would

Garrett need these?

She lifts a small carton

up under the porch light.

Trojan condoms. Latex.

Ultrathin. Lubricated.

Thirty-six-count value pack.

“You stole Garrett’s

condoms? What if he

actually does get lucky?”

We all look at one another

and totally bust up.

Garrett would never get

that lucky, says Monica

when she finally stops

hiccuping laughter.

That’s for sure. This right

here is a lifetime supply

of rubbers for Garrett,

adds Syrah, and that makes

the three of us dissolve

into a fit of amusement

again. We go inside, still

laughing, retreat to my

room in case Dad comes

home. I put on some music

and for some crazy reason

that no doubt has everything

to do with vodka and weed,

Syrah decides to play with

the foil packets. She opens

one, extracts the condom,

stretches it full length.

Jeez, the guy thinks a lot

of himself. I kind of thought

he was dickless. Hey, think

fast! She tosses

a couple at Monica, who

catches them on the fly.

What am I supposed to do

with these? she complains.

Syrah shrugs. Use ’em for

water balloons? Give ’em to

your big brother? I just know

I don’t need all of them.

I haven’t gotten lucky

myself lately. Okay, ever.

Now she opens the drawer

in my nightstand, practices

sinking shots from across

the room before finally

growing bored with the game.

All right, everyone’s stocked

up on latex. Everyone except

Garrett, that is. And . . .

We’re laughing again. Hot

damn, is it great to have friends.



Maya


Funerals stink. Especially your daddy’s funeral. Especially, especially when you have to sneak out to go because your crazy mother would totally flip if she had a clue that was your plan. And, hey, why not toss in the fact that your lunatic mom was most of the reason your dad drank himself to death to start with?

Mom chased Dad out of the house and all the way to San Antonio four years ago. Maybe it’s just eighty miles from Austin, Texas, but it might as well have been eight hundred. I’ve only seen him a half dozen times since he left, and the only way I even know he died was because I happened to answer the phone when Uncle Wade called. Mom wouldn’t have said a word. I didn’t bother to tell her, either.

Instead, I bummed a ride with Tati, who only griped a little about spending her Saturday taking me to the funeral of a dude she’s never even met. “What are best friends for?” I asked, when she hesitated to say she’d drive.

“Sex?” she answered, and all I could do was laugh.

I’ve been in love with Tatiana Holdridge since seventh grade, but that’s not something I can say out loud, and it’s got nothing to do with sex. Tati is the one person who knows me inside out, and sticks around anyway.

“Are you sad?” she whispered as we slipped into seats near the front of the mostly empty funeral parlor.

The simple question was hard to answer. Dad was in my life daily till I turned twelve, but even when he was home he was mostly absent. Kind of like how I am in chemistry class—there, but not. Still, he was gentle, funny, and offered himself up when Mom aimed her anger my way. The few times I’ve seen him since, he always did nice things—took me clothes shopping or to a movie, something Mom considers frivolous. That’s her word for anything fun. “Frivolous.” Things that qualify: movies, arcades, amusement parks. Even television.

Dad’s funeral wasn’t frivolous. It was spare. The only people there were his girlfriend Claire, his brother Wade, a few of the guys he worked with, and a couple of kids from the middle school where he was a janitor. That was sweet. They told me he didn’t put up with the bullies who harassed them, and they wanted to pay their respects. I’m glad Dad was a hero to someone.

Throw pride into my jumble of feelings. Sadness was in there, of course. I also felt pity for Claire, who looked swallowed up by grief. She never said a word to me, or anyone else that I could see. But then, if I barely knew my dad, I didn’t know her at all.

I felt grateful for Uncle Wade, who took care of all the details. His eyes watered as the minister recited his canned eulogy, and that made me remember the last funeral I went to. He was there, too, and Dad, when Grandma and Grandpa McCabe were killed in a car wreck. That must’ve been five years back.

Today, after the minister talked, everyone offered a favorite memory. Claire talked about the day she met Dad, working at a car wash fund-raiser for the school. Uncle Wade told about going fishing when they were kids, and how Dad insisted on using stink bait so he wouldn’t have to thread worms. One of the kids shared about the bullies.

And me? “Mostly what I remember about Dad is watching games on TV on weekends. He taught me baseball and football and basketball. Tried to get me to watch hockey, too, but it’s not my thing. My best-ever memory was going to an Astros game and they creamed the Dodgers. My dad was so happy he sang all the way home. He could really sing.”

That choked me up. When we were called forward and I bent to kiss Dad’s white wax cheek, it was like the air got sucked from my lungs. It hurt to breathe. You always think you’ll have more time, you’ll get another chance to make things right with someone you should be closer to. Sometimes that doesn’t happen. But why did it have to be Dad, and why so soon?

Tati escorted me to the open casket. I could tell she didn’t want to, but in the moment I crumbled, she reached for me, propping me up with a subtle merge of fingers. “I’m here for you,” she whispered. Well, of course she was, though as soon as we turned to leave, she let go of my hand. Considering where we were, that was necessary. But painful.

Outside, Uncle Wade stood sweating in the sweltering late August shade. “Would you like to follow the hearse to the cemetery and witness the lowering?”

Watch the earth swallow my dad, bait for my nightmares? I shook my head. “I have to get back to Austin or Mom will throw a fit.”

He handed me a manila envelope. “Your father wanted you to have this. He loved you very much, you know. He was sorry he didn’t have more to give you.”

All I could do was nod and look inside. I’d thought every photo of my father was gone—trashed in one of Mom’s rages. But Dad had kept a handful of the two of us, and now they’ll be my hidden treasure. I have to hide them from Mom, along with Dad’s handwritten apology for leaving me, and $1200 cash.

“He saved every penny he could,” Uncle Wade said. “He hoped it might help you go to college, so try not to spend it all in one place.” He winked, as if to say he knew college isn’t in my plans. I’ll be lucky to graduate high school. Not because I’m not smart enough to do the work, but as my counselor says, I lack motivation.

What I am motivated to do is find a way out from under my mother’s heavy-handed rule. Case in point: when Tati dropped me off at home (she never comes inside, not that I blame her), I stashed my treasured envelope behind a bush outside my bedroom window, knowing it was sure to draw Mom’s attention, and it would’ve. The second I walked in the door, she pounced. “Where have you been?” Spit pooled in the corners of her mouth.

I could’ve lied. But in that moment it seemed disrespectful. Not to her. To my father. “I went to Dad’s funeral.”

“That’s the best you can do? You expect me to believe that?”

“I don’t care if you do or you don’t. He’s dead. And by now he’s buried. I didn’t hang out to watch.”

She didn’t say she was sorry. Didn’t ask how I found out he’d died. What she said was, “I’m surprised he lasted this long. He got more time than he deserved. Regardless, I’m extremely unhappy with you. How dare you leave this house without telling me where you’re going, and who you’d be with?”

That’s her Cardinal Rule, and I used to comply. Not so much anymore, though. Now I break it every chance I get, and if she happens to catch me, I come up with a good story. But I didn’t think I needed an excuse to go to Dad’s funeral. “I figured you’d say no.”

She froze for a second, and in that moment her face morphed into something animal. Feral. When she spoke, it was a snarl. “Soon enough saying no won’t be an option. We’re moving to Sea Org in Los Angeles this spring. You’ll live on campus, in youth housing. They won’t put up with your shenanigans.”

All I know about Sea Org is what I’ve overheard. It’s where high-level Scientologists go to become even higher-level Scientologists. I guess I should’ve paid more attention, asked a few more questions. I should have pretended to care. But one thing’s certain. “I’m not going anywhere. You might be sucked into that bullshit, but you can’t make me.”

“Bet me.”

I didn’t see the backhand coming. The prongs of her ring bit into my cheek, leaving four little red cuts to go with the ugly bruise meant to put me in my place. All it did was make me more determined than ever to leave this house behind as soon as I can figure out a way to go without her having me arrested.

I’m considering my next move now.



Ariel



October 9, Six A.M.

I rouse to a volley

of flimsy snores.

My friends are both

asleep on the floor,

Monica on the right

side of my bed; Syrah

on the left. She wanted

to drive herself home

last night. I said no way.

Friends don’t let friends

drive loaded to the max.

Speaking of that, my head

feels like someone poured

cement inside it—thick

and churning. Hope it

doesn’t set up. My skull’s

already hammering.

Why do I drink again?

Why does anyone

drink to excess?

Not the best way

to start my seventeenth

year celebration. Hopefully

the day will improve quickly.



I Slide Out of Bed

Quietly, no more than a slight

creak of the aging wooden frame.

Tiptoe down the hall to the bathroom,

noticing the snoring on the far side

of my dad’s bedroom door is much

louder than the tremulous snuffling

on the floor of my own room. He and

Zelda stumbled in really late last night.

Neither of them should have driven

home, but one of them must have.

Dad’s LeSabre is parked just off the road,

not quite straight on the dirt shoulder,

as if trying to maneuver it into the driveway

was just too damn much to manage.

If they consumed that much alcohol,

they should’ve stayed over at Zelda’s

in town. Dad probably figured I’d be

having a party, something he needed

to supervise. I’m glad the actual partying

part was well behind us when they arrived.

My girls and I were still awake when

we heard them come in bickering.

We quieted for a minute, trying to figure

out what, exactly, their problem was, but

Dad shushed Zelda long enough to move

their dispute to a more private location.

So we went back to yakking about our

upcoming varsity girls’ basketball season.

All three of us are pretty great at the sport,

though Syrah has to work a lot harder.

Prior to starting Sonora High, I had no

clue I had any athletic ability to speak of.

But when we played in our regular PE

class last year, I found out I could shoot

with a high degree of accuracy, and I’m

quick on the court, too. Somehow word

got around and Coach Booker asked me

to try out for the team. When I argued

that I’d never participated in organized

sports before, she silenced me. “Talent

trumps experience, I’ve found. Show me

what you’ve got.” So I did, and now, here

I am—starting center. I had to convince

Dad to let me join the team. He works

long days, and we live a fair distance

from town, so extracurricular activities

are difficult to accommodate. As for

basketball, transportation would

definitely be an issue except I stay after

school to practice and Syrah chauffeurs

me home, often with a stop for a burger

on the way, so there’s less cooking to do.

I hope Dad will make time to come

to home games. He claims he’s proud

of me, but I never see the truth of that

reflected in his eyes. Words are easy.

Maybe if he witnesses my ability

on the court, he’ll recognize how hard

I’ve worked to rise above mediocrity,

and reward me with honest respect.



That Being the Case

I’d prefer he not realize the reason

I’m in the bathroom not long past

daybreak is because I need pain

relief for the residual effects of too

much vodka consumed rather quickly.

I swallow a couple of aspirin, chase

them with a whole lot of water, pee

out what I can, and return to my bed.

This time when I crawl over the foot

and across the mattress, the groan

of the frame wakes Monica. Hey,

she whispers softly. Can I get in bed

with you? Sleeping on the floor sucks.

I pull back the covers, invite her

beneath them. It’s a double bed,

so there’s plenty of room. Still,

our feet touch. Who knew toe

connection could create sparks?

It scares me, but I don’t move, and

neither does Monica. Happy birthday,

novia. Do you feel different this morning?

We both keep our voices low, so we

don’t disturb Syrah. “If you mean do

I feel older, not really. If you mean do I

feel hungover, damn straight. How

about you? Do you need some aspirin?”



I Expect Her

To admit she needs exactly

that. Instead, she shakes her head.

No. Te necesito. I need you.

She traces the line of my jaw

with one gentle finger. Now

I’m terrified. But I stay very still

and she presses no further.

In fact, she turns over. Maybe

now I can finally get some sleep.

“You were sleeping before.

I know because you snore.”

Lo sé, she sighs. Get used to it.

She sighs again, dips into slumber.

I lie back against my pillow,

inhaling the cologne of sun-toasted

skin and coconut oil lifting off

her shiny black satin hair. The scent

rustles leaves of memory in a forest

too dark to enter. Longing, not sexual,

but more a need for connection

stirs, upwelling suddenly at Monica’s

dream-driven sigh. Novia. Te necesito.



I Wake Again

This time to a window bright

with sunlight and some foreign

movement disturbing my sheets.

Monica. Yes. Everything comes

tumbling back in one moment

of clear consciousness. “Morning.”

Still prone on the floor, Syrah

peeks up through heavy lashes.

Oh, man. My mouth tastes like

rotten potatoes. And I need coffee.

Monica sits up beside me. Coffee?

Si, lo quiero también. And I’m starving.

Wish we had leftover tamales instead

of pigging out on them last night.

“You guys actually drink coffee?

Like, to wake up in the morning?

The only way I can choke it down is

cut with cream and enough sugar

to trigger a diabetic coma.”

I vow to attempt the Mr. Coffee anyway,

and we pad to the kitchen in our pj’s.

My pj’s, actually, as neither Monica nor

Syrah brought theirs to the impromptu

slumber party. Both fight the extra

leg length, especially Syrah, who says,

Jeez, Ariel. How tall are you, anyway?

“Five ten plus. Hopefully I’m done

growing now. As my dad always says,

it’s hard for tall girls to find dates.”

Maybe dates with boys, corrects

Monica. Personally, I kind of like

my women built like Amazons.

Shut up! exclaims Syrah. Listen,

I am a total ally. But here’s the deal.

I really don’t want to hear details.

That’s ’cause you’re dumb, says

Monica. The details are the best

part. She’s claimed the Mr. Coffee,

located the Folgers, and poured water

into the reservoir. You got filters?

It takes a couple of cupboard

explorations to find them, and

while I’m looking it occurs to me

that I wouldn’t trade my Freak

Club friends for membership

in the Popular Pack, even without

a required BJ initiation. Monica’s

queer, Syrah swears she’s not, but

she doesn’t judge or question or get

all fake about liking Monica anyway.

And neither has insisted I declare

myself gay, straight, or just confused.



I’m Confused

About a lot of things,

including the coffee-

making process, but

I am totally clear on

how to make a killer

omelet for three, and

that’s what I’m working

on when Dad and Zelda

materialize, scarlet-eyed

and crazy-haired. They

must have gotten past

bickering long enough

to engage in (yeesh!)

creepy old-people sex.

I don’t care what that

involves, don’t want to

consider the visuals.

The vague smell of

rutting is more than

enough to stimulate

a gigantic yuck factor.

Morning, girls, says Dad.

Smelled the coffee and

thought we’d come help

ourselves. That okay?

When we agree that it

is, he comes over and

nudges me. When did you

start drinking coffee, anyway?

I could say I didn’t really,

that this pot was mostly

meant for my friends.

Instead, I tell him, “This

seemed like as good a day

as any. Seventeen and

still a coffee virgin? I’d

never live that down.”

Seventeen? When did that

happen? He grins like a total

goober. Oh. That’s right. Today’s

your birthday, isn’t it? Well,

happy, happy, Ari Fairy.

“Dad!” Inevitable laughter

spills from the mouths

of my so-called friends.

Nothing to do but laugh

along with them. “God, Dad,

I’m not, like, four anymore.”

Too bad, too. You were such

an adorable little girl. He

watches Zelda pour coffee

and put two spoons of sugar

in each mug. What the hell

do you think you’re doing?!



All Laughter

And pleasant conversation

brake to a complete standstill.

Zelda freezes. What do you

mean? What did I do now?

You put all that goddamn sugar

in my coffee. What the fuck for?

Zelda’s jaw drops. But Mark,

you always put sugar in your coffee.

Only in the sludge they serve

in town. I told you before . . .

Her head is twisting side to side.

Are you saying no milk, either?

That’s exactly what I’m saying.

I don’t know why you’re acting

like this is some big surprise.

It’s not like we haven’t had coffee

at home before. Brew Folgers right,

no need to make it fucking sweet.

“Here, I’ll take the one with sugar,”

I offer, mostly to make them shut up.



What a Strange Exchange

It’s unsettling, and I really wish

they’d stop. Monica and Syrah

are trying not to participate as

spectators, but that’s pretty hard.

“Eggs are done. You guys want

to eat outside?” I don’t wait for

them to answer because I know

they must be as uncomfortable

as I am. I divide the omelet into

three portions, put them on paper

plates, and hand them out. “Don’t

forget your coffee.” I grab my own

syrupy cup, and we head off for

our alfresco dining experience.

We’ve barely cleared the door

when Monica says, What was that

all about? How long have they been

together? Like, six months?

You’d think she’d know how your

dad likes his coffee by now, right?

I settle into a chair, take a bite

before I answer. “No one said

she’s the brightest bulb, but yeah,

seems like she ought to by now.”

Well, I’m not positive, but it looked

like your dad wanted to pick a fight,

says Syrah. Is he always so argumentative?

And what about that Ari Fairy thing?

My face ignites. “He hasn’t called

me that since I was really little.

He just wanted to embarrass me.

And yes, he enjoys a good argument.”

Saying it out loud makes me realize

just how true the statement is.

Sometimes he insists things are

honest-to-God facts, when I know

they’re not. It’s like a big game

for him. Regular entertainment.

The point is to make his opponent

question her beliefs. Maybe even
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