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To my parents




THE POTENTIAL HAZARDS OF HESTER DAY





INTRODUCTION



MY PARENTS named me Hester Louise Day. Hester after a dead sister, Louise after a dead aunt, and Day after some dead man way back when, who started this family somewhere in Europe on a dark, horny night.

Early childhood:

I have a hard time remembering it, to tell the truth. It must have been boring. All I can remember is pink wallpaper of bears holding umbrellas—and a thick blanket with matching ruffled pillows, also with some kind of pointless pattern to it.

Major social events:

When I was five, I won an award at school for a bean necklace I made.

When I was nine, I lost my good reputation forever. That is, I broke a kid’s nose in school—I don’t remember why really, except that it had something to do with an eraser. But after that, I was never again looked at in quite the same way.

When I was fifteen, a boy outside the public library looked at my legs and raised his eyebrows at me when I looked back. I spent that night wondering about how to take a compliment.

Friends:

I had one of those growing up—a little kid who always wore cowboy hats and liked to wrestle furniture. His name was Mark and he lived somewhere on our street and was going to be a cowboy when he grew up, but I happened to know for a fact that his parents had already decided he was going to become a lawyer. I never told him.

We ended up sitting next to each other in the playground one fall day when we were four. We looked at each other with huge, blank eyes—and then he asked me for how much money I would eat a human toe. We became friends without further ado.

When we were thirteen, Mark moved away to Kansas City and left me alone with my family and my puberty. The loneliness was shattering, but I never realized how terrible it actually was until much later when I looked back at that period. I realized that I was only able to survive it because I was thirteen at the time.

Mental attributes:

I never suffered from interesting psychological problems, and when I did, I would always find out later that it was a false alarm—that my psyche had not been dented after all—and I was still as easy and unaffected as the day the doctor pulled me out of my mother.

I tried sometimes to be tackled by mysterious depressions and problems that would make life interesting. I tried to be engulfed in frowns that nobody could possibly understand and so be looked upon as a beautiful, tragic enigma. That was my ambition for a while—to be incomprehensible. I realized later that I had been incomprehensible most of the time anyway, just not in an advantageous, romantic way.

Physical attributes:

I was small for my age at seventeen, and I had a round face, which always left me looking at least three years younger. My wardrobe consisted mainly of clothes predating 1970. This had little to do with fads. I just couldn’t stand the thought of my parents paying for my clothes—something about that made me feel nauseous. So when I needed new clothes I went to the only places my personal financial situation would allow me to go—thrift stores. I was particularly fond of strange repetitive patterns, stripes, and strong, solid colors.

My skin was white as chalk, and I had ruby lips that liked to smile at things. That smile, I guess, was the first barrier to wistful romanticism. I was too blunt in my solutions, too deranged in my ideals, too simple in my emotions.

I had grass-green eyes and brown hair that might have been black. Once every few months I got out the kitchen scissors and chopped it off somewhere between my chin and my shoulders, depending on the angle I happened to be holding the scissors at.

But the most characteristic quality I had was my cheeks always being the color of cherries. Sometimes I looked at myself in the mirror and realized I looked like a Technicolor cartoon. People usually thought I wore a distasteful amount of rouge, and for a while I rubbed ivory foundation over my cheeks before I went to school.

Health:

They always said my liver was weak, but I don’t trust doctors. I’d just as soon listen to a fire hydrant on medical issues. Whatever someone in a lab coat and a stethoscope around his neck told me, I generally believed the opposite to be true.

I did start smoking at thirteen, though, mainly because life at the time called for a bad habit that was also illegal. Whenever I thought I had developed bronchitis, I’d give it up; but as soon as I realized it was a false alarm, I’d strike up another match.

Family:

My dad was an architect, and my mother was one of those women who ran around in inoffensive cream-colored suits and hats, going to barbecues and charity gatherings. Hannah, my older sister, was preparing to study psychology.

It was rumored in the neighborhood that we were a wonderful specimen of suburban life. Other families used to look over at us while sprinkling their lawns, and you could see in their eyes that they labeled us as healthy and intact. I never understood what gave them that impression, because you could have randomly pointed at any white-trash family and they would have been more civilized than we were.

Sometimes my mother got it into her head that she was proud of her youngest daughter and she’d take me along to weddings, funerals, family reunions, Easter egg hunts, or breast cancer fund-raisers. But by the end of the day, she would usually realize that she wasn’t all that proud of me after all. With time, all such efforts were abandoned, leaving me to quietly lead the existence of a young mushroom in my room.

By the time I was fourteen I was completely unrelated to humanity. I wasn’t particularly absentminded or ignorant—au contraire, I had studied many subjects extensively (so extensively, in fact, that you might wonder if some of the bizarre facts I had acquired would ever see the light of day again)—I had made thorough use of the public library and had developed a very intimate relationship with classic literature. But I was a Stone Age creature in modern society. I didn’t know what to say or when to say it, how to greet, how to take my leave of a crowded dinner table, what to expect or when to expect it, when to laugh or when to frown disapprovingly. But it was more than just a matter of etiquette—I wasn’t familiar with the human race and their emotions, their ideals, their concepts. I was so left alone by my species that I really didn’t have a clue as to what they were all about. I didn’t know what I was supposed to consider a good thing and what I should consider less good. My actions were blunt and often too fast. My solutions were momentous and extreme.

I didn’t like my family all that much, just like they didn’t like me all that much. I want to say that I hated my family, but that would be a lie. Fact is, I didn’t truly hate anyone until I was about nineteen and had a conversation with the sales representative of a phone company.

Hometown:

Midsized towns in this country are all the same if you ask me. There is something depressing just in the way the breeze pushes trash around empty streets. Or the way people eat at the food courts in malls, with their shopping bags at their ankles. The way carpets smell in hyper-air-conditioned bank buildings. The way cops have nothing better to do than pull you over for crossing double-yellow lines.

Florida—the appendix of this great country. Every time you open a front door you’re smothered by something or other: the humidity, the sun—maybe just last night or maybe the premonition of tomorrow. It’s all stagnant. I think sometimes everything must have stood still at a very awkward point in history there. Not the “good old days,” but rather some moldy moment in the eighties that left us with no heritage. After all, what are we associated with? Oranges, old ladies with purple hair, sunshine, and tourists.

Then there is the nature, which is beautiful if you like postcards. In the evenings the palm trees are burnt against pink skies, and the light reflects off the Gulf of Mexico, rippling all the way to the horizon. I used to tell myself that this was the roof of all those fish—the ceiling to some massive living room. One thing that never failed to comfort me about home was the nighttime breeze. No matter if you’re standing outside the Laundromat waiting for oversized blankets to finish washing, or strolling down the beach, watching hippies play the drums—there’s always something nice about the way the air licks your neck after the sun’s gone down. And then comes the morning, and the sun fries you into the liquid asphalt.

But who knows, my descriptions of home could be completely lopsided. Maybe it’s really paradise. “Hell” and “paradise” are two very interchangeable words. Let’s leave it at that.








CHEAP CALLIGRAPHY



WHEN I was seventeen I drove a combustion harvester through my life. Well, to be honest, I’m not sure if there is such a thing as a combustion harvester, but if there is, that’s definitely the sort of machinery I drove through my life.

It was at the end of June. The sky was overcast, winds were coming from the east, a little too strong to qualify as typical for that time of the year. There was a podium set up on the football field. In front of it sat countless acne-ridden, wide-eyed teenagers—oversexed, undereducated—as ignorant as the day they were born, but with less curiosity and more confidence in their sharpened intellect than ever. Some kind of music was playing through the speakers—sentimentally engaging, patriotic music that is meant to bring tears of resolution to one’s eyes.

Somewhere along the line it was my turn. I stood on the podium and reached out my hand for my high school diploma. My name floated through the air over the sea of parents spread out before me. The principal shook my hand, and I realized that he smiled as though with the help of some medical device pulling at the corners of his lips. His forehead was glazed in perspiration. An unfortunate string of hair had loosened itself from its position and now stuck awkwardly over an eyebrow. I was about to say something to him—maybe some tactless joke to sum up our acquaintance—but his eyes had already moved on, his hand was already reaching for the next graduate, and I drifted automatically across the stage as practiced earlier that day.

The diploma was rolled up and tied with a blue ribbon. While walking back to my seat, I glanced over to where my family sat, waiting for the ordeal to be over. My mother, father, older sister, and some aunt of mine I’d only met twice before all watched me as though I were a car accident by the side of a road. My mother gave a short sigh and then looked respectfully back at the podium—bored out of her wits.

My family was a strange institution. Very often they seemed like some kind of a monstrous machine to me, cogwheels turning, levers moving up and down, steam being pressed from its sides. They seemed like a machine that mass-produced something very pointless—like those huge Styrofoam hands that people in the audience of a football match are always waving around.

“Why didn’t you smile?” my aunt asked, annoyed, as I walked up to them after the ceremony.

“Why should I have smiled?”

She drew back in disgust. “For crying out loud!”

My mom hugged me, congratulated me, photographed me, and then said, “Honey, I really wish you would have brushed your hair this morning, though. Or at least put on a bit of makeup. You look like you’re ten years old. Oh, I have to say hello to Mr. Keiller!”

With that, she turned and jogged over to where the principal stood talking animatedly to a small audience of parents. They hugged and then she joined in the animated talk. The rest of us stood there for a few seconds, vehemently wishing we were not standing there.

“Good job, honey,” my dad said after a while.

I said, “Thanks.”

“We really didn’t know sometimes if you’d ever get here,” he added, looking at his watch. “I just want you to know how proud we are.”

I said, “Cool.”

We lapsed back into silence, and since there was nothing better to do, I slid off the ribbon from my diploma and rolled it open. It proved to be a marble-patterned paper, thick, covered in various signatures and writings—and imprinted into its strong eggshell color, I found the name “Ronald Peterson” spelled out neatly in cheap calligraphy. With a lopsided smile, I let it roll back together again.

I was glad they gave me the wrong diploma. It sort of made up for the fact that this graduation ranked second to a pornography awards ceremony. Everything about it was so sadly hollow. Everyone who walked over that stage brought along their own little custom-made tragedy. Their shiny robes tugging in the wind, dwarfing them; their silly hats bearing all that significance, turning their proud smiles into sad deformities. It made me feel sick with a sense of sympathy. Not the typical Salvation Army type of sympathy that makes you feel all warm and special, but the kind that sits heavy and dark in your stomach. The one that gives you a feeling like you’re drowning in blackstrap molasses.

Maybe all my feelings were entirely unfounded and the fact that my stomach was crawling up my throat only had to do with my own shortcomings. Maybe I had strange phobias. Maybe I had a vitamin deficiency. Or maybe I was just born under the wrong star. Who knows? And who cares? It didn’t change the fact that every time I looked around myself, I cringed. It didn’t help the fact that they all looked like pale, undercooked sausages, without a hint of a shadow of a clue in the world. They would be deep-fried without ever knowing it. The unfortunate ones would lead painful lives, dejected or jealous, watching their dreams being lived by others. The lucky ones would live their dreams.

Maybe the worst of it all is that after eighteen years on this earth, their dreams amounted to shit. Everyone wanted to personify the life of a TV sitcom, to be as desirable as the people whose intense grins represent the many magazines that lie next to toilets, on coffee tables, and in the waiting rooms of dentist offices.

Life would pass them all by. Every one of them.

“See, now there’s a nice smile,” my aunt whispered, nodding at a graduate who happily posed for a picture, holding his diploma high in the air like some kind of tae kwon do trophy.

“Everyone knows that young man is going places. They can hang that picture up on the wall and be proud, because he looks happy—he doesn’t look like a train just drove over his right foot.”

She gave me a meaningful, dark look.

“Can’t argue with you there, Aunt Emma.”

Aunt Emma hated it when someone didn’t want to argue with her.

We stood around a little longer, looking like a herd of uninspired cows, until eventually my mom returned and we all followed her to the car.

“Honestly, you could all learn how to mingle a little,” she said, like it was starting to be a drag the way she had to be the backbone to this family of retards.

The prom hadn’t been much better, by the way, except that I accidentally set off the fire alarm by smoking right underneath it. I hadn’t intended to cause havoc—I hadn’t even intended to be there at all, actually, but my mother insisted I go. For her, it was the most unthinkable thing in the universe that a girl would decline to put on a dress and watch all the undercooked sausages moving around the dance floor with mock sentimentality. I wasn’t about to put myself through all that, and I did try to get out of it, but I really didn’t stand a chance.

“Mom, I really don’t want to go,” I had told her as we drove home from the dry cleaner.

She looked at me with a dead-serious twitch of her lip. After a black silence she said, “Did nobody ask you to the prom?”

“It’s not that,” I said, locking my eyeballs firmly on the glove compartment to keep them from rolling. “I’d just rather not go.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll get Larry from next door to go with you. You can’t let on that anything is the matter when you get there. Prom is the first and probably the most crucial point in one’s life. Larry is in college, so you’ll probably even be one up against the others.”

Oh Lord.

“Trust me when I say that success in life is based on your prom in more ways than you think,” she added after a thoughtful pause.

“Maybe for some careers it would matter,” I said, doubting what I had just said in a serious way, “but I don’t think it would make a difference for me.”

“It matters. It always matters.”

“What if someone wanted to be a professional surfer?”

She looked at me sternly. “That’s not funny.”

“Okay, I’ll go,” I simply said. “But why do I have to go with Larry?”

“Because, if you show up at a prom alone, you are done for right there and then. You’re better off just dying in a car wreck on the way there.”

“Well, I’ll just call George, if you don’t mind,” I said, a little bewildered. “He asked me to go with him a while back.”

She looked over. Her eyes were large and bright and looked like they were illuminated from the inside. She couldn’t have looked more ecstatic if she’d had a religious revelation.

“So you were asked!”

“Well, yeah, but I told them all I wasn’t going.”

“‘Them all’? Plural? Oh, that’s wonderful. You have no idea how wonderful that is!”

And that is how it came that I sat in George’s car in a purple prom dress that evening. He was nervous, and I felt sorry for him. He tried to have a conversation and I fucked it up in various ways. I thought I was just breaking the ice, but I guess you’ve got to be careful where you lodge that ax.

“So what made you change your mind?” he asked as we pulled out of the driveway. “I thought you said you weren’t interested in going to the prom.”

“Well, it wasn’t so much that I changed my mind on my own account. You see, my mom is apparently part of a strange cult that worships the ‘wholesome American way,’ and if I would have refused to go to the prom, they’d have excommunicated her.”

He tried to laugh and said, “Yeah, I know what you mean.” And I was considerably surprised that he knew what I meant.

We drove down a block in silence before he apologized for not having commented on my dress.

“I wouldn’t have commented on my dress either if I were you,” I said.

“No, but I should have said something.”

“Why?”

“You just look really beautiful, and I should have said that earlier,” he said very earnestly. “I want you to know that that was the first thing I noticed, but I forgot to mention it because your mom was saying all those things, and I was listening to her, and then I thought for a second that I locked my keys in the car, so I was just distracted. But anyway, I really meant to tell you as soon as you opened the door that you look—stunning. Just so you know.”

I raised my eyebrows, feeling a little uneasy at the fact that he had said “stunning.” It reminded me somehow of a little kid handling power tools.

“Well, thanks,” I said.

“Thank you for changing your mind.”

“Gee, you’re flattering me into a bloody pulp here. I told you it has nothing to do with me. You should be thanking my mom for being a nut.”

Short silence.

“Hester, I mean it.” His voice came loaded with childish emotions.

“You mean what?”

“All this that I’m saying. I don’t want you to get the wrong impression. I know it was rude not to mention your dress, and I’m not like that usually.”

I played with the window button, letting the window slide up and down.

“You couldn’t do anything wrong if the U.S. government paid you for it, George, so relax.”

“I’m totally relaxed. I just want you to know that I’m not taking this lightly.”

“I wish you would.”

“Why?” he asked, diverting his eyes from the road to rest them on me.

“Well, because it’s not like we’re going to end up losing our virginity tonight under the starry sky, out on the football field.”

“Of course not.” His eyes went quickly back to the road.

I realized then that I had just driven a sledgehammer through everything that prom stood for. All that wonderful hope crushed—extinguished mercilessly before the auditorium halls had even been reached. I felt terrible.

The auditorium was decorated with terrible taste and sad attempts at creating a special significance for this night. The band was quite possibly worse than the decorations. A few of the girls bombarded me with vigorous hugs and high-pitched screams, which caught me off guard, because I didn’t really know any of them that well. I mean, I knew some of their heads from the back, and some of them from the lunch line or as characters from bizarre rumors—but I didn’t know them. We never actually found it necessary to acknowledge one another’s presence in the classrooms. Now I was lying in their perfumed arms, and their elaborate hairdos were bouncing around my neck. It was all kind of like we were at a mountaineers reunion and I just ran into the members of my first expedition up Mount Everest.

They said things like: “I love your dress!”

And I said: “Oh—thanks. Thanks.”

My mother had bought my dress—it was bright purple, shiny, and long with a stream of some kind of see-through blue material hanging down one side. I had no particular sentiments about it one way or another. My shoes looked like they were borrowed from the set of a World War II barn dance scene. They were the only pair of shoes that I had with heels. I looked ridiculous, and I was well aware of it in a detached sort of way.

The events of the night went by slowly. Some girl called Kelly was crowned prom queen. Some guy reached for a cup on the table so that his wrist could brush against my ass while I stood beside him. Someone with a lime-colored tuxedo burped the American anthem. Someone else began to cry and exclaim that he loved us all. A guy sitting opposite us at the table was continually trying to get his date to remember “that one scene in that one movie,” and the girl was trying to make him notice her bra, which she had carefully pulled forth slightly from underneath her dress.

George talked to me about studying economics and his views on how the stock market would do in the upcoming year. I nodded and suppressed yawns and said things like, “Yep.” And “Hell, yeah.”

Eventually the conversation turned to how annoying paper cups are because if you use them too much they break through at the bottom. It was the first conversation that evening I kind of got into, and just when I thought I could breathe easily, George abruptly landed an uncomfortable kiss on my mouth.

I tried to smile at him when he drew back but my lips were immovable.

“Let’s dance,” he said.

The last thing I wanted to do was shake a goddamn leg.

“George, I’d rather just sit here and talk more about paper cups.”

“Come on!”

He was one of those annoying people who grab your hand when you don’t wanna dance and use their whole weight to tear you off the chair. I never understood why these people exist. Seems like they make it their life’s mission to find reluctant dancers and wrestle them onto dance floors. I wonder sometimes if they’re a religious community.

I sighed, and before there was much to be done about it, we were moving back and forth as blandly as possible. The music was calm and someone sang about true love in a way that made it obvious he was getting paid minimum wage for it. I felt life closing in on me: here I was slow-dancing with a future economic analyst—next thing, I’d probably be getting him a beer out of the fridge after a long day of work at the office. Wasn’t that how it went?

I broke off and stepped back.

“George, would you mind if I’m brutally honest with you right now?”

He looked scared. “No, go ahead.”

“Well, how can I put this? I guess I’m just feeling a little—a little like my insides are being pulled out of me while I’m looking on and seeing every detail of it. Mind if we stop dancing?”

“Uh, no…”

“Sorry,” I said as we stood awkwardly against the wall again with our magenta-colored drinks. “I wasn’t trying to freak you out.”

“That’s okay,” he said, but of course he had no idea what he’d just labeled as okay. George would never have a clue. He was sweet and sincere and good—and he’d be one of those men barbecuing on Sundays with a checkered apron, oblivious to wars and famine and government conspiracies. Quite possibly, he’d lead the happiest life of the whole goddamn graduating class. I wasn’t about to get in his way.

“George,” I began freshly, “will you please stop thinking all these sentimental things about me? I’m not that kind of girl. I don’t want someone to flatter me on my dress—especially not when it looks like shit. What I think is ‘okay’ is so far removed from what you consider ‘okay.’ There are whole worlds between us.”

George still didn’t understand. His eyes blinked excessively and nervously. He took a sip from his drink and looked over, trying to decide on what to say. I sighed. I was running out of ideas for making sense to him.

“Look, there are not only worlds between you and me—there are worlds between me and everything else too. Maybe not just worlds—maybe whole universes. I don’t think I’m naturally supposed to be here—I think something must have gone wrong. I think my parents conceived me by total accident.”

“You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself,” he said.

“What are you talking about? I’m never hard on myself.”

I could see I was intimidating George, so I put my hand on his shoulder and said, “You see that girl over there?”

I pointed to a girl sitting alone in a chair, kind of pretty except that her legs were skinny in the wrong places. Her brand-new shoes matched her sequined dress. There was glitter on her cheeks that you could see from a mile away, and her pink lipstick was perfectly applied onto unhappy lips that knew they were all made up for probably no reason.

“Yeah,” said George.

“Well, you should go over there and ask her to dance.”

He looked at me, a little distraught.

“Hester, I can’t just—just stop feeling things for one person and start feeling things for someone else just like that.”

“How do you know? Try it,” I said.

“Look, Hester—”

“I’m not making small talk here—I’m dead serious. Will you please just trust me on this one?”

I watched him walk uneasily toward her, and probably the only reason he went over there at all was because he was scared to death of what I might do otherwise. She looked up at him, they exchanged a few words, and after looking around, a little surprised, the girl stood up and they walked off. I watched them move around the dance floor. I could see George exchanging his routine dialogue with her and I could see the girl giggling and reacting to it as though they had practiced it all earlier. There was so much relief reflected on him after what I had just put him through that his confidence soared up high—evolution seemed to speed up miraculously and from an amoeba grew a man.

I crawled into a dark corner, where I lit a cigarette and put it into my mouth. I coughed and stared lifelessly out at the auditorium—blaring with music, obscured by dark figures and balloons.

Somewhere after my sixth cigarette the fire alarm went off.








GIVE YOU THE DEVIL IF YOU ACT KINDA HARD



NOBODY WITH the name of Day had done anything conspicuous for quite a while. During Prohibition we didn’t drink moonshine, and during the gold rush we didn’t rush for gold. We just didn’t do those things. A long time ago we came from Europe, and I like to believe that we were different over there—that we led weird existences, had bizarre ideals, and strove for abnormal goals. On American soil, we’ve always been the kind of people who were regarded with solemn respect. Respect so rigorous that it threatened to pull a tendon. We have always been upright, our intentions have always been severely good, and our houses were always covered in immaculate paint jobs. Our decency was supreme. Only on closer examination would it have been discovered that there was nothing to respect.

I never meant to be particularly different. But I was born legally into the family on a dull October day, and right from my birth my parents knew I was the one who had the genes that hadn’t seen light since the days of Europe.

Once I was done with school, I intended to do nothing normal anymore. Happiness seemed something like the devil’s cupcake recipe. It seemed to be a trap—a drug like heroin. I felt true happiness would have a different name, and you couldn’t come by it the way everyone thought. I wanted nothing more than to see something that would leave me unsettled—or settled, depending on how you want to look at it. Something that would be real—as real as those old records, where the songs live through a troubled voice, accompanied by the crackling of a guitar or a battered piano. Songs recorded long ago, in hotel rooms with strange-patterned wallpaper, and archaic city life crawling beyond the window. Way back. Blood, sweat, and tears were real, and nobody went to see a shrink. Back when people knew how to put things into sentences…“that new way of lovin’, swear to God it must be best. All those Georgia women won’t let Willie McTell rest.”

I sat on my bed. Above me on a lonesome nail hung my diploma, framed in a fake gold frame with the name “Ronald Peterson” proudly displayed. My mother found this to be the most distasteful idea of a joke ever. I found it comforting. It made me laugh. It was the perfect souvenir of my years in school.

“Hester, why are you making everything so difficult?”

“I don’t know.”

“What’s the matter with you?”

“I don’t know.”

My eyes were heavily set on the bottom right-hand corner of my room, where the door met the carpet. My mother and father stood in front of me. I was just in the process of refusing to go to college, and my mother regarded me with bloodshot, nervous eyes like in cartoons.

“I thought I was making things easier,” I said.

“Easier my ass.”

I stared at her blankly with no comeback in sight.

“Look, Hester, the fact of the matter is that you have no clue what you’re talking about—you never did. You might mean well, but in this case you really have to listen to your father and me. This is just too important—this is your life.”

Suddenly, I knew exactly what to say. I knew how to phrase it, how to lay it out, how to make a point that would shatter everything in sight—I knew how to present my case on red velvet. It was one of those random moments of brilliance.

“Mom, the thing is—”

“There is no ‘thing,’ Hester. I’ve already told you the only ‘thing’ there is!”

The sentence squirmed in my head like a dissected worm. Ruined. I didn’t remember the point I was going to make.

“College is important.”

“Relatively,” I offered up.

“No, it’s not!” she said, emphatically squeezing the leg of a stuffed elephant that was lying on my bed. “It’s not relative. It’s college—it’s what one does at your age—there’s nothing relative about it.”

“It’s more relative than most things,” I carefully contradicted her. “College is a place where a bunch of kids go because they’d be torn to shreds if they dared to set foot in the real world. Kids go to college so they get to play high school all over again—only they probably learn even less and do more drugs. They get another colorful piece of paper to frame and hang on their walls, and later, when they’re old they get to talk about ‘the good old days.’ I’m just not interested in all that.”

My mother’s brow became troubled, and she didn’t even pretend to understand half of what I’d just said. Whenever I tried to make a point, I was well aware that to my mother everything came out sounding like a malfunctioning robot spurting out beeping noises.

“Look, whatever you’re trying to—to tell me here, it’s all beside the point,” she said. “I’m not going to let you ruin your whole life, just because you have some hippie ideas about college.”

“I don’t have hippie ideas.”

“Hester, honestly, this is not funny. I’m very serious. There is no way that you will get around going to college. And even if it’s painful for a while, you will thank us later on when you have life properly set up.”

“You want me to pack my bags and go to a place where for thousands of dollars I get to waste four more years of my life?”

“How can you talk like that—like you ever paid for anything yourself? You don’t even know what real money is!”

“Maybe. But if it’s not my money, that’s all the more reason not to throw it out the nearest window.”

It looked like she was close to tears. She was always on edge. My father, on the other hand, was always as far removed from the edge as you could possibly be.

“Mom, what did you get out of college?”

She thought a while. My mother was as ignorant as a doorknob, so I was particularly interested in what she’d come up with for this one.

“I met your father in college,” she said.

I burst into a hard smile that I couldn’t suppress.

“Don’t roll your eyes at me,” my mother said.

Actually, I hadn’t rolled my eyes. I knew better. It had been four years since I last rolled my eyes at my parents. My amusement, however, was something that came and went entirely of its own accord. As long as I can remember, people were always telling me that something was not funny. I’ve always laughed at the supposed wrong times and places, but to me “wrong times” didn’t exist.

“Listen, Hester, if I hadn’t gone to college you wouldn’t have any eyes to roll right now. Think of it that way.”

“That’s brilliant, Mom,” I said. “That sounds like one of those offbeat religious flyers that people hand out in front of enemy churches!”

My mother ripped the alarm clock from its socket and threw it out the window. I looked after her with a lost face as she tore out of the room. Discussions often ended like this. I blurted out something stupid, my mom threw an object out the window, and my dad silently sprouted roots in the carpet, probably thinking of his secretary bending over to pick up a pencil she’d dropped. I had long ago lost any interest in feeling the guilt that I was supposed to feel, and I looked at it all as if it were happening in some house across the country.

“Well, I’ll see you at dinner,” my dad said, still standing by my closet door, still looking out the window with his protein shake and an expression almost as blank as mine.

I knew that this meant I was going to college. My father never actually had to say what he meant to make a point come across like a Supreme Court verdict. I crossed my arms and watched silently as he strolled out of the room.

Is that really how easy it was? Is that all it took to map out the remainder of my life—a protein shake? And me just sitting there under the diploma, wondering whether my dad really thought those little pastel-colored drinks would give him the six-pack the man on the box had? Is this how futures are created?

I suddenly began to feel overwhelmingly moldy, and for a short moment I entertained the thought that maybe I could do something about it. But what? How? I shifted my position on the bed as though that would change anything, but nothing came to mind. Maybe it would be easier to give up the effort wasted on propping your legs with all your stubborn might against fate. Could it be possible that it was easier just to be satisfied? Who was I to think that I could avoid the blueprint anyway? Why were these preschool dreams still clinging to me? Kids usually gave up wanting to be astronauts and cowboys and queens and pirates by the time they slapped their high school books down on their desks. And me? I was still every bit a five-year-old.

I knocked my lamp down with a feverish movement of my elbow and watched as the lampshade ripped from its wire structure.

Sitting in the passenger side of the car later that day, my eyes accidentally caught sight of a billboard with two wide-eyed children, looking wistfully out at me from above the catchy phrase “All they want for Christmas is a family.” I thought it was odd that orphans were already writing their Christmas wish list when it was only the beginning of July. The light turned green, the car began to move again, and I turned my head away.

I looked at my mother’s glazed face. The sunlight had begun to melt her thick makeup. Her face betrayed that everything was dead and buried in her stupid life, and she seemed only too happy about it.

Then I thought, why not adopt one of those kids whose lives were advertised on billboards?

The idea was just absurd enough for me to really get my hooks into it hard. The more I thought about it the less sense it made; and the more it thrilled me. I lay in bed all that night with my eyes open and visions appearing on the ceiling. I saw exactly how peculiar my life could possibly be—if only I decided to wink and go with my instincts when my smiles turn crooked. Those smiles that people smile when they eat sour candy or unripe cherries, twisting their mouths from the distaste but, all the same, with sugar on their lips. Those smiles are always worth their weight in gold. At least in my case they are. When I smiled like that and my cheeks flushed, I knew my ideas were impossible—and, sadly, they’d be the most delicious ones. I never could do much with my delicious thoughts. I could play with them, but I couldn’t realize anything. I never could. I never would.

I turned over and watched the shadow of a palm tree against my closet door. How do you realize wishes like wanting to adopt a kid? My purpose on this earth had never been to erect barricades in front of my parents and heroically wave tattered red flags in the wind. But then it occurred to me: if I just this once grabbed good hold of these lunatic ideas, then maybe I’d be a little less to blame for my own mediocre misery.

Shit. I had a point.
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