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For Charlotte and Vi




I, CALIFORNIA





HANUKKAH COMES ALIVE



Wading through a blue lake of presents in front of the living room fireplace, I felt bows, peeked in cards. Now it was quiet, but soon, sisters would arrive bearing gifts, they of fresh perms and flowing gauze robes. Sue would breeze in with her Siamese cat and her head full of big, mellow UC–Santa Barbara ideas. And Lee would heave bags and bags from the trunk of her BMW, all picked up on her rounds as a Hollywood wardrobe stylist. There’d be lots of chitchat about ferns, jogging, pool covers, maybe brewer’s yeast, as we gathered in the gold and powder blue living room to open all the boxes that had been accumulating during this, the festival of lights. Soon, I’d surely have more socks, nightgowns, and maybe even a calculator. Oh, to be six years old and upper middle class. There was nothing like it.

My brother Cary (fifteen, fierce) doled out the presents while Lee gave each of us something called a “truffle.” My sister styled Alpha Beta commercials, working closely with the supermarket chain’s spokesman, a certain Mr. Alan Hamel. She’d regale us with stories of the malfunctioning Alpha Beta “Tell A Friend” promotional wagon, and of the antics of Hamel’s girlfriend, a struggling actress named Suzanne Somers. “You know what she went and did?” Lee would say. “She put a divider between her clothes and his clothes so they wouldn’t touch, can you believe that?” Suzanne sometimes went on Alpha Beta shoots as an unpaid makeup artist so she could sip from the cup of fame, even if it was just a Styrofoam cup of tepid craft service bouillon. She’d pull up to the set in her old donkey of a Mercedes and make jokes with the crew. These bitter, powdery balls, these truffles from Hollywood, so different from Hanukkah gelt my mom and I bought at the supermarket, or even the Hershey’s Kiss assortments we’d gotten everyone as gifts from me, were favorites of the Hamel-Somerses.

For every one present for someone else, there were about three for me, the baby, and of course everyone got lots of presents from Corky. The evergreen forest of laughs we’d get from the image of our black cockapoo at the hardware store, paying for, say, a socket set, reached as far as the eye could see. How does she do it, do you think? How did she find the thing, and get it up to the counter? Does she have a wallet, or did she just carry the money in her teeth? It was funny to imagine!

But what was this? Among the to’s and from’s surfaced a peculiar gift—a white teddy bear wearing a red and green knit cap and a sweater with Christmas trees and the words “Jingle Bear” on it. This was odd, since resisting the Christmas aesthetic was part of what we, the chosen crew, had to do to convince ourselves that our holiday was also good. “It was a free gift with purchase,” my mother stammered. “They just gave it to me at the Broadway for spending twenty-five dollars. Can you believe that?” No, wow, we all laughed nervously, we could not believe it. Free gift with purchase. Huh. But what price was free?

The first gift was labeled “from Dad to Mom,” but really, he explained, it was a gift for all of us: it was a frozen yogurt maker! Now we could make our favorite dessert at home. The people of Sherman Oaks, a progressive little settlement nuzzled on the graceful shoulder blade of Beverly Hills, were among the first to embrace this modern delicacy, this frozen yogurt. Other towns would have surely shunned it. Smaller minds might have cowered (Yogurt? With the satisfaction and mouth feel of ice cream? That’s the devil’s work!). But out here in Sherman Oaks, we couldn’t believe it was yogurt before you couldn’t believe it was yogurt.

Next was a gift to me from Lee—a hardbound copy of The World’s Greatest Fairy Tales. Good, I liked fairy tales, and these were the world’s greatest, so even better. A solid gift. One to cherish for years and years to come. What’s next? I opened another present to even the numbers, choosing a tube-looking thing from my brother. It was a poster. Of my favorite singer. Peter Frampton. Playing the guitar. Look, everyone! It’s Peter! I held up the top like the head of a poisonous snake, and the poster all at once unfurled itself, overtaking my body, finally writhing and settling in a shiny black coil in my lap.

As someone else took a turn, I came face-to-face with Peter, and discovered that he hadn’t buttoned his shirt, and his sweat-moistened chest was completely exposed! This can’t be! What was I going to do? Peter Frampton, with all his brazen maleness, was more than my fluttering soul could take. Below his toffee-colored foaming tendrils, the open satin shirt exposed a feathery spray of hair, like the wings of a rare Bengalese finch unfolded across his chest. My idols didn’t have chest hair, and if they did, they at least had the decency to keep it to themselves. Ol’ Pete Frampton, who was probably at this moment innocently eating beans on toast across the pond, had opened a Pandora’s shirt of troubles for me. Okay, yes, I wanted him to show me the way, and baby, I loved his way, and I wanted to tell him I loved his way, wanted to be with him night and day, but that was between me and him. And Corky got everyone socks.

My Corky socks sat untouched. “Stacey, is everything okay? Do you like your poster?” asked Sue, all peasant skirts and hash. “Where are you gonna put your poster, Stacey?” asked my brother.

“Uh, in my room, I guess.” My room, where Bambi lived, and everything was edged in yellow gingham, and there were toy ovens and paintings of little girls with real yarn for hair.

“She’s embarrassed! Because his shirt is open!” cried Sue. “She’s embarrassed. Awwww!”

No, I wasn’t!

Yes, she is, she’s embarrassed!

Great, this was exactly what happened after they took me to my second screening of Tommy, when I remarked that I had enjoyed the performance of Roger Daltrey, also shirtless.

“My turn!” said my mother, shifting the attention. “And I’m opening this one from,” she squinted at the tag, “Stacey!” This was a present Lee had helped me make. It was called a memory box, a popular craft of the seventies, fashioned out of a stained wooden box with lots of compartments and a glass top. You filled each section with a different dry good—barley, corkscrew pasta, white beans, hearthy things to connote warmth, nourishment, and general woman-ness, and then you hung it on the kitchen wall. Mom loved it. The women of Sherman Oaks revered craft. They were the original jewelry-in-the-garage-makers, ceramics-class-takers, the bread-dough-shellackers, never afraid to roll up their raw silk sleeves and put that glaze-it-yourself attitude to work.

In the top center box, we re-created a little scene from one of Lee’s personal memory boxes: a little swirl of twigs to indicate a fake nest with a half an eggshell nestled in the center. It was something I’d stare at whenever I visited her apartment. I so wanted to touch it, to crouch in that tiny nest with that real egg.

My best friend, Ushio Terashima, and I had spent all of kindergarten building our own girl-sized nest in a remote corner of the playground. On the last day of school I climbed into the nest and rested on my stomach, wings folded, toes pointed out like a tail.

“Tweet, tweet,” I chirped. “Tweet, tweet!”

Ushio ran over, her face buckled in anguish. “What are you doing?” she shouted. “You can’t get in! You’re messing up the nest!”

I bolted to my feet. “I thought,” I whimpered, my hands trembling before my face, “I thought we were gonna be birds!” But I had thought wrong. In Ushio’s mind, the nest should never be used, never trampled or upset. Never have eggs laid into it, or baby birds hatched within. Never should worms be vomited down little bird throats, nor should one watch those birds fly away from it. Ushio pounded her fists on the asphalt as I stood there, twig parts clinging to the front of my sunny yellow dress. Yes, the nest must stay chaste. How Japanese.

And here I had always tried to be so careful, especially whenever I visited the Terashimas’ quiet, quiet house, where the loudest sound was the scrape scrape scrape the spoon made when her mother mixed Bundt cake icing in an aqua plastic bowl. I’d stay in the bathroom for what seemed like forever, trying to make the tear of the toilet paper just perfect, so no one would think I was some kind of dirty Jew.

“Okay, these little blue presents,” announced Lee, “Dad and Cary need to open at the same time!” Dad and Cary regarded their new silver Tiffany key chains with casual bafflement. They knew, to some degree, that they had to put on a brave face and at least pretend to be impressed by this attempt to inject a little pizzazz into their pockets. It reminded me of the time we ate dinner at Lee’s small apartment, and the girls ate off china at the table and my father and brother were served on iron plates on the couch. My sister, faced with having to delegate dishes judiciously, chose the iron plates for their masculine slant. The sight of my brother and dad banished to the other room and gnawing crudely on turkey legs made me so sad. The poor savages. Couldn’t anyone help them?

Oh, look, a new basket for Lee! She really loved it. She said she planned to put it on the floor near her brown leather couch, next to her other baskets. There wasn’t anything, we believed, that didn’t look better in a basket, or with a basket nearby. Basket love was a privilege of the leisure class, really. You didn’t need baskets, you didn’t put them on your head and walk down to the river or anything. Baskets simply said, “Look at me, I am here, and that is that.” This one had a handle, and came from Lee’s favorite store, a place called the Pottery Barn, which was a totally new concept: barn chic. Hurricane lamps, wineglasses, and beeswax candles were displayed on bales of hay. Everything was white, clear, or hay-toned, the kind of minimalist shed where livestock might pass the night swirling white zinfandel around in thin-stemmed globes while chatting about Antonioni, eventually coming to the realization that everything their parents told them was wrong. Lee’s apartment was that kind of place, where I loved to sit, gazing at photography books for hours beneath the creeping charlies and skylights.

Everyone was basically out of presents, but I still had a few more. There were bubbles (neat!), a calculator (at last!), and more socks from Corky, who just wanted everyone’s feet to be warm. And there was a curious slim package from Sue. “Open it,” she cooed. It was something I didn’t recognize, a long black leather thing with a handle and a loop at the end. “It’s a riding crop,” she said, “for your saddle!” Everyone made the customary ah’s of passive endorsement, but my brother groaned and rolled his eyes. “Come on, what’s she gonna do with that?”

Two years earlier, my sister was styling an industrial film for Pennzoil that was to feature a little girl in the Old West buying penny candy from an old-fashioned candy store. There was an issue with the hair color of the girl who had been cast—it was too light, complained the director, “no one’s gonna believe this shade of blond in a boomtown!” Because I was the sister of the stylist, and my hair was the right color, and I already had my own prairie girl dress, I was in. All I had to do was point to the candy in the case, and bloom my hand to expose the shiny penny in the center of my palm. The concept had something to do with the goodness of copper, and was meant to remind us how much we all loved and trusted copper. See? Look what a little copper can do. This darling child uses it to buy penny candy, for fuck’s sake. All day long, I pointed and bloomed, pointed and bloomed. I could’ve done it forever. Could’ve done it for days on end.

And later, I was allowed to spend my $360 paycheck on whatever I wanted, so, of course, I bought a brand-new child-sized western saddle. I didn’t have a horse, but I assumed if I had the saddle, the horse would just materialize and be patiently waiting for me in the garage. Until that day, the saddle would sit stiffly on a metal rack in the family room, where I would ride it, every night, in a nonsexual manner.

“Leave her alone,” my mother said, gathering up wrapping paper. “She likes to ride her saddle.” Everyone repaired to the dining room, while the Jingle Bear sat alone, unclaimed.

Days went by, and my poster stayed rolled up among the ruffled pillows of my window seat. One night, as hot dogs and buns steamed in our Coney Island Home Hot Dog Steamer, I bounced dutifully up and down on my saddle, whipping the rack with my riding crop, and thinking long and hard about Peter Frampton.

I recognized the delicate shame I was experiencing—it was as if he knew what was happening inside me, and thought it was funny. Like, when I used to look at David Cassidy in my View-Master—his glossy hair, his removed elegance—and was immediately and inexplicably overcome with dishonor. It was as if he knew that, as a baby, I wore diapers.

I hung the poster on the back of the door, and kept the door open.

I was not a prudish kid by any means. I’d seen Cabaret, I’d seen Tommy twice. I knew that the lyric in David Bowie’s “Hang Onto Yourself” that went “we move like tigers on Vaseline” was a metaphor for the sex act. I liked to think I was as progressive as, or perhaps more progressive than, most first graders. It was just that, you let a few chest hairs slip by, and then, before you know it, you have to admit that everyone, including yourself, is real. You’ve grown up and you’re not special anymore. No one carries you if you don’t feel like walking, you’ll be expected to have all your forms in order, you get the appropriate amount of presents, and you can be seated in an exit row on a plane. When you go out to eat, your menu doesn’t turn into a hat, your menu stays a menu, with the same three pastas, four salads, four entrées, crème brûlée or flourless chocolate cake as everyone else’s.

And after a while, your dreams die.

And after your dreams have been dead for a while, you join a warehouse club store and start buying in bulk. One day, you’ll come home with a big box of Costco croissants, and the ones you don’t eat, you freeze.

And then you’ll defrost them, and eat them, one by one, and if you drop one, you’ll pick it up. You won’t worry about how you look when you bend down. “No one’s looking at me,” you’ll tell yourself. And then, no one is. You brush off that defrosted warehouse club croissant with your fingers.

And eat it.

You grow old, you grow old, you grow old, you shall wear the bottoms of your relaxed-fit jeans rolled, and some Rockport walking shoes, and a visor.

A visor.

 

I still remember the first time I heard of death. I was playing with a roly-poly bug at the bottom of the daisy hill in the front yard, and my brother said, “If you keep rolling that bug up like that it’s gonna die.”

No, no, no, you’re mistaken. Not this bug. This bug will never die. “Yes, it will,” he said. “Everything dies. That bug will die, I’m gonna die, you’re gonna die.”

Me? Die? Everyone? Die? I searched my brain for the person I honored most in the whole world, the person who seemed the most invincible.

“Do you mean to tell me that one day, Carol Burnett is going to die?”

“Yeah, Carol Burnett, Harvey Korman.”

“What about Vicki Lawrence?”

“Vicki Lawrence, all of Mama’s Family. They’re all gonna die.”

And stay dead—not like Harold in Harold and Maude, which my sisters had taken me to see when I was younger.

But now, every moment was marked. Every holiday, every birthday: death, death, death. At the turn of the seventies, we acknowledged my mother’s birthday. I remember my pretty, pretty mom, sitting alone at the table, looking frowsy and menopausal in her thin yellow housecoat. Before her was a birthday dessert, an unstructured pie of sorts, barely candled, whose sinister, calculated uncalculated-ness seemed to snicker, “The eighties are here, fuckers.” This was the beginning of the end, I knew it then. There would be no more cakes, only shapeless birthday fruit slumps. Make a wish!

In the following years, red and green bows sprouted in the Hanukkah pile. Eventually, full-fledged Santa paper. My brother, the person who taught me what mortality was, grew a mustache, gathered up his jazz fusion records, and made off for San Diego State University, where he felt he could breathe, and learn accounting. Sue was gone, too. She had traded her Indian jewelry and macramé bathing suits for the stodgy, deep-dished marriage and family life of Chicago. The coast, with its roadside date stands and carob clusters, those stolen sips of Kahlúa on summer nights, all left behind. My parents’ eyes were questioning, as if to say, “Why is she leaving? We gave her the sun. And volleyball.”

No one got me any more horse accoutrements. That horse, it turns out, was the world’s greatest fairy tale.

But my parents and I still took down the menorah and lit it every year. Our menorah wasn’t the typical kind, but a stone carving of a bunch of hopeful-looking Jews, whose upstretched palms formed the candle slots. I noticed for the first time the detail with which the sculptor had rendered their individual expressions. How whiny they looked. Like a big bunch of saps.

Lee married a photographer. I met him for the first time when they took me to see Manhattan, and on the way home, he held my shoe out the window the whole way while I screamed, “Give me back my shoe! I don’t even know you!”

At the end of the movie, Woody Allen tries to convince young Mariel Hemingway not to go to London to study acting. He’s worried she’ll change, and he doesn’t want her to. But it’s too late, her bags are packed and her ticket has been bought. “Six months isn’t such a long time,” she tells him, “and besides, everyone gets corrupted.” Or does she say, “not everyone gets corrupted”? I’ve played the DVD a million times and I’ve never been able to tell.

My brother and I saw Peter Frampton play at a tiny club south of Los Angeles in the nineties. Backstage, the ogres of security guided Peter through the various locks and high-level-clearance areas they created for him so that perhaps he’d never notice he wasn’t stepping onto the stage at the Forum. As they maneuvered him into the wings, I saw a glimpse of his little head and thought, How his hair is growing thin.

 

I think about that Jingle Bear sometimes when I take my solitary, meditative morning walks. Did anyone take it home?

And on one of my solitary, meditative morning walks, it occurs to me that this is the coolest August L.A. has had since I can remember, but I still have to walk early, otherwise, it’s just too hot. I wear comfortable shorts, and because I want to protect my face from the sun’s harmful rays, I wear a visor.

A visor, yes. But no Rockports. Not now, not ever.








TELL STACEY SHE’S A BAD WRITER



Not long ago, I was the victim of a very typical and boring offense: I was receiving a constant stream of unsolicited e-mails from a stranger, or group of strangers, with attachments that reeked of virus. I’d get about six a day, and each baited me with the kind of eerie, horrid sentiments that mostly come on the wings of nightmares: “It’s you!” and “Why did you say that?” and “Is this your account?”

Now, I’m not some sixty-seven-year-old man with a vanilla-colored PC and new slip-on tennis shoes. I don’t fall for such scams.

But one morning, the virus went too far. It said, in lowercase:

 

“you are a bad writer.”

 

What on earth? How did this roving band of cyberpunks know I was a writer, and a bad one, no less?

It’s not as if I don’t try to be better, I do. And it’s not as if I don’t try hard, I do.

There are those who sit in metropolitan bars and say, “My dream is to have a place in the country where I can just write and write and write.” That is not my dream. There are those movies that start with a couple moving to a little house in a little town where the husband finally has what he’s always wanted: a writing room. I don’t care for those movies.

Too often, as the rest of the city busies itself with succeeding in offices of sea foam and bisque, lunching in restaurants where the water is icy and the pain rustica is powdery, their handheld devices aflame with deals, deals, deals, other people’s deals, I might be on the back porch, sipping PG tips tea and looking at the perfect, violet morning glories (the dear morning glories) twisting up the telephone pole, or the buff-colored faces of celebrities in magazines. (God, how I love to gaze at them.) It’s okay, I think. Let them do what they will, let them sip their icy water, let them have their basil. I am a writer, and I am sleepy under the weight and heat of my complex, difficult, shimmering thoughts. Let me rest, I need to rest.

That’s when the Listing Nag comes to me. She’s an ethereal being, bent over a little at the waist, wearing a housecoat. Usually she has a Cockney accent and a nasty, Mrs. Andy Capp sort of disposition, perhaps a head rag. She’s mean to me.

“And what about that book you ’ad to ’ave? That Marsle Prowst book you said, ’Ooo, it’s the best thing e’er written, it is, ’ave to ’ave it, I do! Need it for me inspiration, like. ’Aven’t even touched it, ’ave you? Salman Rushdie works from ten-thirty to four every day.”

He does not.

“’Ee does so, I read it in the Observer. And ’e ’as a fatwa, ’e does! Why can’t you do that? Other writers do all kinds of things. They don’t ’ave nice computers and DirecTV. They sit in little crap places and eat nofing and do whatever they ’ave to do. They don’t ’ave Whole Foods round the corner! They don’t even ’ave tuppence!”

She’s so mean to me.

She doesn’t understand how hard it is. I once had to write a paper in college on a Toni Morrison book. I sat on the floor of my little Sherman Oaks apartment with its powder blue carpet and white wicker loveseat where most people have proper couches. I put on the soundtrack to The Hunger, as always, and hovered around the paper, wincing, all day. I wrote longhand, I cried, I panted, I had some soup, I utilized the thesaurus, and I came away with four sentences, all about women’s necks and hollowness, and being rootless. The inspiration for all this came from a phrase very early on in the book. It was the first sentence.

I received an A+ on the paper, which only reinforced my silly methodology. I am a seal. If you reward me, I’ll keep doing it.

In sixth grade, I was, like all the other sixth graders, in love with short little Scott Silver. At the time, his diminutive stature and amiable bone structure were considered very attractive by all of us, but poor Scott didn’t fare well. Years later I ran into him between classes at community college. He was still short, and now he carried his shortness in a perverted way, his nose had become a greasy beak, and his limbs looked like thick flippers. He tried to laugh off something about a court order and liking speed too much, but we both had to get to our next class. Mine was creative writing, and I don’t remember what his was.

But in sixth grade, Scott was a prince. Certainly, one could go out on a limb and be into Warren, but to do so would be to assert that one was immune to the draw of S. Silver, and that was unlikely. His hair swooped across his forehead as if spilling from a chocolate fountain in a penthouse in Manhattan on New Year’s Eve. No, the top of the Chrysler Building on New Year’s Eve. The caliber of chocolate fountain that can only be perforated by the marshmallows of kings.

I liked Scott, and the word around the school catering truck was that Scott was about to ask me to go with him. Just “go with.” At our little adobe-style, midpriced private school, it was “go with,” and sometimes just “go.” I hadn’t been this elated since the Ayatollah released the hostages!

I went home that afternoon and cleaned my room. Everything felt so good.

It was high time to reimagine the yellow gingham wallpaper-covered bulletin board that hung on my wall, untouched since fifth grade. I took down the picture of the monkey carrying skis and replaced it with a subtler photo of a keeshond I had ripped from a magazine. I considered taking down last year’s report on Ambrose Bierce’s “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge,” but left it up since I had gotten an A+ on it. I put up a “Ski Mammoth” button, took down the puka shells from Hawaii, moved the picture of me with a black eye in the park, centered the postcard from Spain of the dancing lady with castanets and a real fabric skirt, threw away my whale-watching certificate and “Quiet as a Mouse” Paper Plate Award (the brainchild of an overzealous nursery school teacher), and did some general straightening.

After TV, I drank a milkshake and went to bed, thinking everything was just fine.

Everything was not just fine.

I hadn’t noticed that the little satellite hovering around called Michelle, or “Mikki,” Cohen had been gaining in prominence in recent weeks. Mikki had always been on hand at all the South of Ventura Boulevard private school pool and spin-the-bottle parties. She wore the clothes, she walked the walk, she cheered the cheers, she was just one of those. Her blond hair draped across her forehead like a blond chocolate drape. It was otherwise short, like a boy’s, like Scott’s, in fact, but blond chocolate, and not from a fountain—from maybe a dime store. She was not competition; no one in her right mind would consider Mikki Cohen competition. She was an imitator, an afterthought, unnecessary, an atmospheric player. When, on a movie set, the second AD calls upon the extras to start moving before the “action” is called by yelling “background!” it’s a sea of Mikkis he’s talking to. She was a bouquet of routine white tulips at the very back of the bridal magazine, the overkill your eye cannot process because you’ve just taken in three-hundred-plus pages of first-rate florals by the best stylists in the business. The ones who don’t follow trends, but create trends.

I would’ve at least understood had it been Jiffy Reiter. Jiffy Reiter was a credible threat. Those woeful, down-tipped eyes, probably settled that way through generations of surveying tables of fresh-baked streusel, her tan, even nostrils fluted like petals, taking it all in. Oh, I’ll never forget the time my mother and I sat in our car and shared a canister of shoestring potatoes as we watched this so-called “prettiest girl in school” from the pickup parking lot.

“Her?” She coughed, wiping her fingers on some crumbling purse-pak tissues. “That one? Oh, gimme a break—she’s no match for you.”

Really, Mom?

“Look at her. Stiff arms. Fat forehead.”

I guessed she was right, but I still thought Jiffy was prettier than I. Her mother’s Volvo pulled up, and as Jiffy got in, a just-clipped putty-colored curl grazed the high collar of her shirt. She had worn it last week, too, the one with the small daisy pattern and the skinny burgundy ribbon around the neck. Last week she did it with brushed denim jeans, but today she wore it with the mauve cords, braided belt.

I think she owns a B-and-B in Sedona now. She never went with Scott. I think she was into Warren.

And I don’t think I ever ate shoestring potatoes again.

On the day Scott was supposed to ask me to go with him, I showed up at school to learn that he had already asked Mikki. And she had accepted.

Mikki? Why Mikki?

What did Mikki have that Scott needed? He must’ve liked girls who had the same name as a noted mobster—something I found out one day when my dad heard I was going to Mikki Cohen’s house. He told me to watch out for machine gun fire, which I didn’t really get until about fifteen years later.

It was her birthday party, a typical affair seeped in Encino ranch home pleasures: a giant sub, cut in pieces, girls in the latest novelty socks, forced swimming. I noticed Mikki’s mother had the same swollen, thick eyelids and Muppet nose (the long beak style, for the humanlike ones) as Mikki. She also had one of those expensive KitchenAid mixers with all the attachments.

I came home and told my mother about the mixer.

“Hmm,” she said, and then nothing else. That $300 mixer had so many attachments, and I knew she was thinking about the dough hook particularly. She thought about dough hooks sometimes. It was okay.

What was to become of me while Scott and Mikki played out their courtship against the backdrop of our tiny, midpriced, adobe-style private school society? What would I do while Scott was being welcomed into the Cohen home, into the Cohen hearth, to sprawl in the light that shone through their sparkling clean windows and bounced off all those radiant copper gelatin molds?

My life and all its nuances would stay about the same, I supposed. I’d still get shit for not finishing my lamb chops, I’d write in my diary, attend other sub/swimming parties, drink milkshakes at bedtime, and occasionally pretend to be a DJ with my brother’s stereo when he wasn’t around. (I’d put on the headphones, and swirl around in the swivel chair, playing all my favorite songs and stealing glances of myself in the dresser mirror. “Hey, that was ‘Double Life’ by the Cars, and before that, we heard Yes with ‘All Good People.’” It was very innocent, and I’ve long since forgiven myself for it.)

Running into my room, I grabbed my little red diary with the gold-dusted edges, opened it to a blank page, and carved, taut-fisted, “FUCK SCOTT, FUCK MIKKI. THEY’RE PROBABLY FUCKING ANYWAY,” diagonally across the page. I then flung my diary into a corner and never wrote in it again.

I had done something to cause this. It was the only explanation: yesterday Scott liked me and today he did not. What had I done?

I had rearranged my bulletin board, that’s what I’d done. I had taken down the monkey with skis and puka shells, replaced them with the keeshond picture and a “Ski Mammoth” button, and made a lot of other adjustments and, in doing so, I must’ve altered the energetic composition of the universe and Sherman Oaks. For whatever reason that I didn’t need to understand, my thoughts on Ambrose Bierce’s short story “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” were obviously positioned just so to touch off a chain reaction that went from the bulletin board, to the “Quiet as a Mouse” Paper Plate Award, to the black-and-white photo of me with a black eye in the park, across the bread-dough mermaid, over the yellow carpet, into the living room, past the pussy willows in the antique ceramic boot, out across the street, over the tops of pine trees, jacaranda trees, magnolia bushes, onto Ventura Boulevard, up a wooded path, and straight into Scott Silver’s testicles. I learned the hard way, and too late.

None of my old things were still in my yellow gingham wallpaper–covered wastebasket. I checked the kitchen trash and there they were, the wrinkled remnants of my positive molecules, underneath the folded Greensheet paper and some empty packets of Gaines Burgers. Oh, Gaines Burgers. How I loved to crumble the moist meat-and-cheese-colored mush into the bowl like they did on the commercial. I’d often overfeed our dog just because I loved to crack the Gaines Burger and let its worms sift through my fingers.

But there would be plenty of time for that later, after I undid the careless damage of the day before.

Once everything was back in place, I carried on like nothing was wrong, all the while trying not to think about the small greasy stain on the Paper Plate Award, and the endless ways the trash could’ve contaminated it. I had reversed the damage. I had turned negative back into positive, odd back to even, two back to zero, bad back to good. I had. I had.

It was time to do my journal writing for the week. My journal was not the same as my diary, not at all. The journal was a teaching aid of our sixth-grade English teacher, the asshole Mrs. Puth, who had called our whole class snobs earlier in the month. If we wrote seven pages a week, we automatically got an A, six pages, a B, and so on down the line. It didn’t matter what we wrote as long as it was of a certain length, so that we would develop a feel for the act of writing.

Valley School was up in arms when Mrs. Puth blew in with her page requirements, her vaguely Asian features, and her shapeless cotton shifts. And her prejudice against us.

“What? She doesn’t even read them?” said the Encino-based mothers.

“What kind of grading system is that?” they cried in Tarzana.

“I want my kid to be graded on his mer—”

No, Mom, we’d all say. We can write anything we want, it doesn’t matter. It’s the Year One now. We could write, “I had a very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very very nice summer,” just to meet a space requirement if we wanted to, and some of us did, and some of us still do.

But I had been hard at work for some time on a serialized telling of a young person’s story called “Robin,” which was always written with a little flower next to it. Robin[image: image]was about a girl, a girl not unlike myself, who had friends and a life very much like mine. Robin[image: image]had a friend named Marcy, who had no insignia because it wasn’t her story, and the two of them did things. One time they went to a slumber party where they stayed up till five and made brownies with peanut butter and paprika in them! Just like I had recently done! And Robin[image: image]and Marcy often talked to each other and sometimes other girls from their class on the phone before and sometimes after dinner. (I did that, too.) They made plans. They were always about to do something, those girls.

Tonight, I settled into my pink heart-shaped satin pillow, dashed off a quick poem about how good grilled cheese is, an open-ended meditation on the breadth and slant of my handwriting, and began installment six.


Robin

Robin was home on Friday night, just waiting for Cheap Trick to come on the Pink Lady and Jeff Show, when the telephone rang. Robin slurped up the last of her milkshake and answered it.

“Hello?” said Robin.

“Hi, Robin,” said the voice on the other line. It sounded like Marcy.

“Hi, Marcy,” said Robin.

“This isn’t Marcy,” the voice said.

“What?” said Robin. “It isn’t Marcy? Who is it?” asked Robin.

“Just kidding,” said Marcy, “it’s Marcy.”

“I knew it was you,” Robin said.

“No, you didn’t,” said Marcy.

“Well, who else could it be?” exclaimed Robin. “I know it’s not Jacqueline because her family is in Lake Arrowhead this weekend, and I know it’s not Shelly because, no offense, Marcy, you don’t exactly sound like Shelly.”

“Yah, I guess,” said Marcy.

“How are you?” inquired Robin.

“I’m fine,” replied Marcy.

“That’s good,” Robin said.

Just then, Robin’s mom walked into the room and started ironing.

“Do you want to sleep over tomorrow night?” asked Marcy.

“Well,” said Robin, “I’ll have to ask my mom. Hold on.”

“Okay,” Marcy said.

Robin put the phone down and asked her mom.

“Mom, can I sleep over at Marcy’s tomorrow night?”

“Well,” said Mrs. Shell, “is it okay with Marcy’s mom?”

“My mom,” said Robin to Marcy, “wants to know if it’s okay with your mom.”

“Yah, I already asked her,” exclaimed Marcy.

“Yah, Mom,” explained Robin, “it’s okay with Marcy’s mom. She asked her already.”

Mrs. Shell thought for a moment. “Well, okay.” She smiled.

Robin went back to the phone. “Yep, my mom says it’s okay.”

“Okay, come over at seven.”

“Okay, ’bye.”

“’Bye.”



What would Robin[image: image] and Marcy do the next night at the sleepover? And what would Robin[image: image] do until then? I sat and wondered. They could make cookies at the slumber party, I guessed, but I had already explored that territory and I kind of wanted to break them out of their safe places, which I could never do with Jody, the real-life Marcy.

Jody Jacobs was a fucking bummer. She was forever tugging on her plugged nose, which looked like a tiny spade shoveling cinnamon freckles and fear all over the rest of her face. She was generally afraid of doing fun things. Oh sure, occasionally she’d oblige and we’d drench her mom’s tampons in water one by one, but so often she’d just sit there and mope. She rarely wanted to call the party line, and one time, when I very nicely tried to teach her some piano chords, she couldn’t even get her fingers to make a C. I showed her how easy it was, one finger at a time, but she got to the point where she couldn’t put a single finger on a single key without crying.

“Are you kidding me? Are you telling me you can’t put one finger on a key and press down?” (Sob, sob, sob. Sob, sob, sob.) “This is unbelievable! What’s the matter with you?”

I sent her home with a nice, detailed diagram I had drawn (my dad is an artist, so I can draw really well) of the parts of a tap shoe and told her to be familiar with it the next time we got together.

Marcy was kind of like Jody in the sense that she had glasses, but Marcy was less of a baby.

Even so, I thought maybe the reader had grown accustomed to Robin and Marcy’s movements as I had established them so far, and might respond to a Robin and Marcy who went beyond preconceived expectations. But who was I kidding? There wasn’t any reader.

Impassioned writing had felt good when I had done it earlier that day (“FUCK SCOTT, FUCK MIKKI. THEY’RE PROBABLY FUCKING ANYWAY”) and, as long as no one was reading, there was something else I needed to say.

Midway through page six, I wrote a title in all caps: WE ARE NOT SNOBS.

I drew a flower next to “SNOBS” and continued.


We are not snobs. I don’t think it’s right for you to call us that. You don’t even know us. If someone’s book bag is falling apart, I personally don’t see what’s wrong with telling them so they can get a new one. That doesn’t make someone a snob. I know the person who said it and she’s not a snob at all. She’s really nice. I think you are just prejudiced against us because we are a gifted class, but just because we are gifted, it doesn’t make us bad. Also, your class doesn’t challenge me. Last year, in Mrs. Biederman’s class, we learned a lot more. Ask anyone. She believed in us and pushed us to do our best. That woman was more teacher than you’ll ever be. She would never call us names.

Well, I’ve done my seven pages this week so sayonara! (That’s Japanese for “good-bye,” and “hello,” and “peace.”)



I still had some stuff to add to the unit I was working on about Jody, but there was no point in going on to page eight.

That night, I dreamed of Biederman, her hair—choco-brown drapes drawn back to expose a symmetrical face to rival Pam Dawber’s—her handwriting, rounder than the roundest round: loops and circles as full and silky as oil in those ancient clay jugs the Egyptians used. “Excellent work, Stacey!” she’d write. “A+.” My sister saw my Uncle Tom’s Cabin book report on my bulletin board once and laughed. “Oh God,” she snorted. “Look at that handwriting.”

I saw what she meant, but I didn’t agree. Mrs. Biederman was, after all, the woman who had given us all our first pens. There they were, a day before my birthday: black-and-white-striped Bics, waiting patiently on each desk as we filed in. I still remember their long stems, like plastic ink roses, and their fine, fine points. About half the kids, me included, took their new pens up to Mrs. Biederman’s desk.

“Mrs. Biederman, I think you left your pen on my desk,” we all deferred.

“No, guys.” She grinned. “Those pens are for you.”

Up until that point, no one had ever instilled in us the confidence of ink. Pencil was the way, always. But that was the thing about Mrs. Biederman, she believed more in us than we could ever imagine ourselves. She was Mindy to our just-hatched Morks. And she even wore the same barrettes as we girls did. How ’bout that?

Mrs. Puth, on the other hand, looked like she sewed her own clothes from dirty black sack cloth, and made soup from the dandelions she grew on the side of her garage.

The next day at school was uneventful. I turned in my journal, stared at the spiky, sweat-infused hairs above Charlie Graver’s neck. I had been looking at them for two years. We sat in alphabetical order.

 

The phone call came as I was enjoying my nightly milkshake in front of the TV. Thin traces of Phisoderm still resonating from my cheeks, I raised the phone to my ear, said hello, and a voice said, “Tell Stacey she’s a bitch.”

And nothing more. I didn’t recognize the voice, but I knew it belonged to a girl, roughly eleven, Caucasian, like every girl I knew. I just sat there dumbly for a while, as people do.

A bitch. Was I really a bitch? What had I done or said—that anyone knew about? I had done something, obviously.

I had conjured an accuser in the ether, an entity that loathed me. Was I really so bad? I loved grilled cheese, and my dog, and I pretended to like Yes so that my brother might think I was cool. But I’ve never really liked Yes. And I don’t think he ever did think I was cool. I guess he wasn’t alone. I may have been an acquired taste in my copper-colored satin jeans and hair that rippled and sank like the caramel in a candy commercial, but I meant no harm. I walked the walk, I cheered the cheers, I laughed at Carla the dumb girl. I fit in fine.

Was it someone related to those mean boys who spit on my head on the whale-watching boat that time?

Was it Wendy Kendall from my old school, whom I kicked in the stomach when she twisted the rings so that I would twirl around uncontrollably on the ring thing? I don’t know about anybody else, but I think you’re well within your rights to put your foot out when someone has caused you to twirl around uncontrollably on the rings, and if you just so happen to kick the person who did it, so be it. I don’t want to live in a world where you can’t put your foot out and possibly kick the person who twisted the rings in order to cause you to twirl around uncontrollably.

I had the entire weekend to think about who it could’ve been.

On Saturdays, a few of my friends and I attended a class put on at Bullock’s department store and cosponsored by Seventeen magazine. It was sort of an all-around grooming, style, modeling, health-and-beauty deal taught by a former model named Nelda Short. Nelda, besides having the most beautiful name a girl could ever want, lived with her husband in Manhattan Beach, put her makeup on in the kitchen where the light was good, and had had so many botched nose jobs that she huffed like a Pekingese. She couldn’t really laugh the catty laugh we all sensed she wanted to laugh, but when she’d disapprove of, say, someone’s hair or outfit, she’d do a pinchy little nasal snort and say, “Huh! Not too attractive.” My public school friend, Linda, and I said that well into junior high.

The lure of the class was that Nelda seemed to have some nebulous connection to Seventeen magazine, and if you were hot enough, she could maybe possibly be your in. I don’t think anyone ever claimed that, it was just assumed by us preteens and our moms, who figured that, either way, we’d “get something good out of it.” We were taught things like “if you don’t go number two every day, something’s wrong, guys” and how to put together your modeling portfolio. She showed us hers—glossies of her legs reveling in the sheerness and comfort of a certain panty hose, on a shiny black stage wearing a Chorus Line–type getup, and walking through the park, just daydreamin’. I’ve always remembered the last photo in the book, which was of Nelda throwing her sailor-hatted head back with a big, openmouthed smile and a wink. We all loved it. “Always leave ’em with a winner,” she said.

That Saturday, we were learning about makeup. We learned about makeup a lot. I didn’t think any of the girls in the class could’ve been the one who called me. Most of them didn’t have my phone number, and the ones who did loved me.

Nelda had brought in some of her personal cosmetics to show us how models use them. Snore! I already knew how models used them. I’d had the fucking Christie Brinkley book for like a year.

“The important thing to know about mascara is, you should never use anyone else’s mascara,” said Nelda.

Suddenly, Jody perked up and trumpeted forth like a Dickensian Christmas morning: “And you should always wipe off the blob at the end onto a Kleenex!” She then gave a quick, almost invisible tug to her nose and melted backward, so satisfied. “My cousin’s a nurse,” she explained.

No one said much. We were all of us quite stunned, Nelda included. Jody was always looking for the perfect time to trot out “my cousin is a nurse.” She held on to it like a piece of cashmere worn thin from constant stroking. The girl had such weird timing. She made me nuts. If only she knew no one gave a crap.

It was time to rethink what it was that originally drew me to Jody.

Mrs. Puth hadn’t given our graded journals back yet, but I had some stuff I wanted to add to the unit on Jody, like how she would call someone “the blob of the century,” as if she were so skinny herself.

But really, who could’ve called me? I hoped it wasn’t someone from my class, not after the way I stood up for everyone in my journal. Could it have been Debbie Moscow, from back in public school? She was a little twat, to be sure, but would she do something like this?

I did make fun of her favorite song, something that went over badly in the Moscow residence, an altogether revolting place where the scent of hash zucchini bread wafted around the batik kitchen curtains, bobbed and weaved through the fronds of folk-art wall hangings, and nestled in the boggy brown carpet for later.

From its first little shoots, the Moscows had nurtured little Debbie’s love of Manilow into a grand spreading oak. That love crested in a meltdown during the course of one birthday sleepover when Debbie simply would not stop playing “Mandy.” The entire evening, “Mandy”; first thing in the morning during pancakes, “Mandy.” It was her birthday and she wanted to hear it.

These were people who believed in letting their child express herself even if it meant this. Expression was revered in all its forms, even soft rock. Debbie’s mom, whose body looked like a collection of potato dill loaves that ebbed and flowed below her purple gauze cloak, had almost surely cast her engorged breasts or sculpted her vulva at some point in her marriage, and presented it as a love token to Debbie’s dad, a slouching, bearded figure with square glasses and an effeminate belt, who would have been profoundly touched by the gesture. On the weekends, they all went somewhere to hit each other with foam bats, I was sure of it.

I couldn’t wait to be picked up from this hell. Rolling up my sleeping bag, I joked, “Hey, I thought he sent her away, why is Mandy back? She must be really stupid!” I thought for sure everyone else was with me on this, but they all just averted their eyes. In my house, the “Mandy” joke would have just been a given—making fun of someone like Barry Manilow was expected of you. Shit, in my house, you’d get your ass kicked for not heckling Manilow. You’d get lit cigarettes flicked at your eyelids while you slept, and a knee to the chest after that. You’d have to clean the rain gutters with nothing but a plastic spork from Kentucky Fried Chicken, and when you finished, you’d have to eat dinner with that same spork—a dinner of wet leaves from the rain gutters.

But here at Debbie’s, I think people were a bit hurt.

I guess that’s the thing that I’ve always failed to grasp: that some people really do like “Mandy.” Some people like “Mandy” and some people are into Warren.

But could Debbie still be holding on to that? It was years ago, before busing, and I never saw anyone (besides Linda) from public school anymore. Could it be that Debbie was now hanging out with the new inner-city friends she’d perhaps fallen in with, and they were all somewhere listening to Off the Wall and developing a hatred for me based on her recollections? Who was it? Who was out there, spreading lies about me? Thinking thoughts about me? Would I ever know, and would I ever be able to arrange and rearrange enough things to make it right, to set it back, to undo it? Nelda was, during this time, talking about cream blush, and I processed the lecture as “cream blush makes me feel bad, it makes me think bad things, must think about cream blush again to reverse damage.” And I did, and I felt better. I fixed it. I controlled it.

I take pills for this now.

Monday afternoon. Charlie’s sweaty, after-lunch hair stuck out from his neck like cleats. Mrs. Puth, dressed in one of her tough wraparound dresses, was handing back the graded journals, not saying much. She did not hand one to me.

She told everyone to silently study the week’s spelling words, and called me up to her desk.

“Stacey, do you think this is an appropriate journal entry?” My journal sat on her desk, open to the page with WE ARE NOT SNOBS[image: image].

I didn’t know. She told me that, well, she didn’t think it was. There was another question, again about appropriateness, but this one applied to the manner in which you should address teachers. I didn’t think I had addressed her wrongly, and I said something to that effect, but I was corrected. I was made to admit that I had been wrong to write what I had written, to defend myself and my peers against an accusation I felt was unjust, to have an opinion that differed from hers.
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