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Beautiful



    1978



    


    I am in my karate class, leaning over the freestanding drinking fountain, sweat falling off my face and swirling anonymously down the drain. My hair is wet and sticky, but it doesn’t show because the curls hold the moisture close to my head. I lean over the spout and lap up the water like a dog. Master Viktor, who only left Russia three months ago, tells me that I am very beautiful and coordinated.


    His accent is so strong, it takes me a second to understand what he’s saying.


    “I not only third-degree black belt,” he adds, “I master photographer, too. I know what a beautiful girl looks like.”


    “Oh yeah,” I say. And I wipe a puddle of fresh cold water from my chin. His eyes are unbalanced, and I cannot decide which one to follow when I speak to him.


    Left, I think, stick with the left eye, it doesn’t wander as much.


    “Where I come from, the red hair girls are all Jews,” he says. “You are not a Jew, are you?”


    The way he puts it makes me think the correct answer is no. That’s the true answer, but I want to say yes to defend my best friend, Tiny, who is just about the only Jewish girl in town.


    “Well, that was a great class,” I say, ignoring the question. “I’ll see you later.” Master Viktor nods his head in a way that reminds me of a karate chop in the air. I awkwardly wave, and then I run out of the studio.



    

    


    It’s 9:00 p.m. when I get home. My mother is lying on the family room couch reading Sunset magazine, my father is sitting at her feet watching a news-journal show. Dad grabs my mom’s bare foot, shakes it, and says, “Can you believe these people? Can you believe these people could be such idiots? It’s unbelievable.” Then he starts to explain the show to my mom, who peers up over the top of her magazine with batting eyes that let me know she’s just waiting for him to finish speaking so she can get back to the magazine.


    “If only you could run the world,” she finally says, without emotion. Then she continues reading.


    There’s a commercial break, so Dad looks over at me and smiles.


    “Let’s see what you learned in karate,” he says. So I do some kicks, leap in the air, and even try to do some stuff that I haven’t learned yet.


    “Boy, Annie, when did you become so coordinated? I thought your brother was the only coordinated one.”


    “Annie’s always been coordinated,” my mom says, still staring at her magazine. “She was just never interested in sports the way Ben is.”


    “Frances, do you see her?” my dad asks, shaking Mom’s foot again. “Do you see the way she kicks and jumps and kicks?”


    “Master Viktor told me that I was very coordinated, and beautiful, too,” I tell them. I am looking at myself in the black oval mirror hanging near the couch. I punch the air and breathe out, making eye contact with myself, admiring the way the sweat makes my skin glow and my hair glisten like wet pennies.


    “You certainly are,” my dad says. “I’m sure Master Viktor doesn’t know what to do with a beautiful girl like you.”


    The show resumes, and Dad is immediately hypnotized. Mom turns the page of Sunset and laughs without looking up to tell us what’s so funny. I silently fight with my mirror image, making sure not to jump in front of the television or make too much noise.



    

    


    The next day at school, I run into my boyfriend, Matt, before first period. We make out next to my locker, and he reaches around and squeezes my butt.


    “Matt,” I say, “someone will see.”


    “No one will see,” he says, and he pushes his groin into me and squeezes my butt even harder.


    Matt is 18, I am 15. He’s had sex with five girls; four from our school and one whom he met in Argentina when he was there for a semester abroad.


    We dated for one month before I let him take my pants off. The next month he took his pants off, and I saw an erect penis for the first time. It was shocking because I had never realized that they stand straight up. At first I thought there was something wrong with him.


    “Oh my God,” I had gasped, “it’s sticking up.”


    Matt laughed. “They always stick up when they’re hard,” he said. If he had told me that the earth was really flat, I would have been less surprised.


    After the bare-penis encounter we progressed to oral sex. I wasn’t sure what to do, so Matt explained, “Pretend you’re eating a lollipop or licking a Popsicle.”


    I did, and everything seemed to go OK. The first time he performed oral sex on me, we were in his dad’s Cadillac parked next to the beach. It was a black night and the ocean was rocking with big, crashing waves, as if there had been an earthquake. Matt lifted up my skirt, pulled my underpants down to my knees, and began licking me. I didn’t quite understand what I was supposed to feel. It seemed like he was overlooking the essential spot that should have been licked and was simply lapping at me like a dog at sweaty toes. I wondered if he could detect my boredom, my awkwardness.


    “OK,” I said, when I suddenly feared that I’d start peeing or something.



    

    


    Tonight we are planning to move on to intercourse. A group of us—me, Matt, his two best friends (Mark and Jimmy), and their girlfriends (Kathy and Susan)—are going camping at the beach. We’re leaving straight from school, all our stuff packed into Mark’s Pacer, Jimmy’s VW Bug, and Matt’s dad’s Cadillac. I told my mom I was sleeping at Tiny’s house with my other best friend, Jill. It would never occur to her that I’d lie about this.


    We all lie on the beach as the sun melts toward the horizon. The guys are in and out of the water, surfing in 30-minute intervals. Kathy and Susan and I watch them as they catch the waves; admire their sinewy bodies. They rarely look back toward us on the beach. Mostly they stare straight ahead, an arm pointing in the direction of the board, their knees bouncy and loose like springs.. In between waves they sit upright on their boards, bobbing with the waves like ducks floating on a pond. They are talking to each other, and we can tell by their arm movements that they are discussing the waves.


    It’s evening now. We gather our towels, magazines, and empty Diet Cokes and walk up to the campsite that is buried in the trees on top of the cliff that meets the water. It costs $15 for the campsite for the night; the guys paid for the campsite and beer, and the girls brought all the food. Somehow I think we girls came out behind in the deal, as Kathy went overboard at the Von’s and bought $53 worth of food for a one-night excursion. There are a few other people camping, and we can hear their radios playing in the background and smell their fires burning, the freshly gathered driftwood with the occasional paper-wrapped Duraflame on top.


    In the evening, we sit around the campfire drinking Löwenbräu Dark and eating barbecue chicken, corn on the cob, and thick, buttery garlic bread. We laugh a lot, mostly about things that don’t seem funny five minutes later. I decide that I will for the first time in my life drink more than one beer. I drink three.
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