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Anything Goes

It was a drag queen’s worst nightmare.

There were four of them onstage … high school girls, that is, not drag queens. Though I guess some people would say there wasn’t much difference between the two.

Each girl was in a pale blue gingham dress and a pair of bright red ruby-esque slippers looking like Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz. If they had been drag queens and all four of them showed up wearing the same outfit, looking like their icon, Judy Garland, in her signature ingenue role, I can just imagine the catfight: gingham, sequins, and little stuffed Totos flying everywhere.

It was no accident that these girls were dressed (more or less) alike. They were at the final costume fitting for the Orion Academy Spring Theatrical Production of The Wizard of Oz. It was the first time the director had a chance to see them all onstage in costume. I suspect he was as surprised by the result as I was. Even though the girls were each playing the same role, they looked nothing alike. Each costume was dramatically different from the next.

But that was the least of the issues we were dealing with on this show.

“Bring up the spotlight,” Mr. Randall, the drama teacher-director-choreographer, yelled to the stage manager at the back of the auditorium.

Within moments, the Thomas Reed Spotlight lit up the Scott Vanowen Stage in the Saundra Hall Auditorium. My school is big on naming things after people, especially people who are big on making monetary donations to the school. Which is how we wound up with an auditorium that we refer to as Hall Hall.

Maybe someday when I’m a famous alumnus I’ll pay to have something named after me. Like an extra wing on the school. Or maybe an entire building. Then again, knowing my luck, there would be a paperwork mix-up and they’d wind up cutting the ribbon on the Bryan Stark Janitorial Closet.

That’s me, by the way: Bryan Stark. I tend to think of myself as a supporting character or a background player. My friends take the starring roles. It’s not that I plan it that way. It just happens. In the cast list of my life, my name would be somewhere near the bottom.

Don’t get me wrong. I don’t really mind being in the background when it comes to the day-to-day. Who wants the harsh spotlight of teen drama shining brightly on him, anyway? In the background, I get to watch … and critique. I mean, what’s the fun of seeing your friends’ lives spiral out of control if you can’t get in a snarkastic comment or two along the way?

Judgmental? Yes. But I’m okay with that.

That’s enough about me for now. I think it’s time to set the scene.

Orion Academy is the ultraexclusive (unless your parents have enough money to make it a bit less exclusive) high school that I go to. The student population is a little over two hundred of the best and the brightest from the livin’-is-easy beach community of Malibu, CA. We’re only thirty minutes from Hollywood, but light-years away from reality.

My school is as much a character in this little drama as the flesh-and-blood cast members I’ll be introducing shortly. In many ways, Orion is like any other school in America and yet, totally unique at the same time. I mean, how many other schools were built by a student of the famed architect Frank Lloyd Wright and have—among other interesting features—a waterfall in the lobby? How many have a fully functional observatory on campus? Sit on the edge of a bluff overlooking the Pacific Ocean?

Actually … forget what I said about Orion being like any other school in America. That was folly. Pure and utter folly.

Usually, I try to ignore the perks of our school and focus on the realities. Like at that moment the reality was the show was opening in one week and we were nowhere near where we needed to be.

The spring production is usually one of the highlights of the year. An amazing performance showcasing some of the best student work this side of the Great White Way. (Aside: That’s Broadway, for those of you not in the know.)

This year? Not so much.

First of all, you should know that the Orion Theater Department is kind of famous. It helps that the sons and daughters of the biggest movers and shakers in Hollywood go here. That’s not to say that they’re all great actors. Far from it. But when the children of the glitterati decide to follow in Mommy’s and Daddy’s footsteps … well, it’s the only school show that regularly appears on Entertainment Tonight. The acting may not always be Oscar material, but the buzz is worth its weight in platinum.

This production was different from the regular extravaganza of past years for a few reasons. First off, there was the play.

Now, don’t get me wrong, I’m a big fan of Wizard, but doesn’t that seem a bit more middle school? Or elementary school, even? Shouldn’t high school students be over dressing up like a lion, a tin man, or a scarecrow by now? Aren’t there, like, a hundred more mature plays to perform?

Grease, at the very least?

The problem was that last year, Mr. Randall, took the spring semester off for a sabbatical. So, a guest director was brought in. Things kind of went all farcical from that point on.

Being Orion Academy, we couldn’t just have any substitute teacher. The headmaster invited former Tony Award nominee Grayson McDonough in as our sub. Mr. McD (as he forced us to call him) is the same man who produced a revival of the musical 1776 where acrobatic circus clowns played the roles of our forefathers. The resulting show largely consisted of clowns doing backflips on trampolines while singing about the sovereign colony of Virginia. When Mr. McD came to Orion, he was still trying to live down the resulting scandal.

For our spring show, he chose Marat/Sade. If you’ve never heard of the play, it might help to know that the full title is: The Persecution and Assassination of Jean-Paul Marat as Performed by the Inmates of the Asylum of Charenton under the Direction of the Marquis de Sade.

A far cry from munchkins and flying monkeys, wouldn’t you say?

The show was amazing. I have never seen a production like it on a high school stage. I only played a background lunatic, but there were times even I forgot we were onstage. I was so lost in everyone’s performances, I actually believed we were in an insane asylum. It was that frighteningly real.

You can imagine how the parents reacted. Seeing their little darlings writhing onstage as inmates of an asylum. There was outrage over the raw nature of the production. Not to mention the underlying message of class struggle that more than a few of our Fortune 500 parents took personally. But mainly everyone was upset over the fact that Marat/Sade wasn’t a musical.

The Orion Academy Spring Theatrical Production is always a musical.

Mr. McD was forced out of Malibu in disgrace … and with a three-picture deal from Warner Bros. It’s amazing how often scandal leads to success out here in La-La Land. So, while Mr. McD is prepping the film version of the David Mamet children’s play The Revenge of the Space Pandas, we’re left behind to deal with the Marat/Sade repercussions for this year’s musical.

Repercussion #1: At the beginning of the year, Headmaster Collins handed Mr. Randall a list of musicals that no one could have a problem with. It was a very short list, highlighted with The Sound of Music and Oklahoma! All very good plays, but the kind of stuff we did in the third grade.

From that list Mr. Randall picked Wizard because it didn’t include Nazis or focus too much on a Red State. Therefore—he explained to a few select students—it would be the least offensive choice to the surrounding community of liberal Hollywood elite.

Okay, there was Tasha Valentine’s Wiccan parents who took issue with the stereotypical portrayal of witches. But everyone knows the Valentines only follow Wicca because it’s trendier than Scientology this year. Making a stink about the Wicked Witch just makes them seem all the more out there.

Which is my very long way of explaining the choice of play. But not why there were four girls onstage.

That requires even more exposition.



Little Women,
The Musical


“Okay, Heather, find the light,” Mr. Randall said to Dorothy #3. She was standing on the edge of the wash from the spotlight.

“But I’m in the light,” Heather said with her customary deep sigh of exasperation (aka The Sigh That Launched a Thousand Fits). Heather’s sighs are so impressive that I’m constantly surprised she doesn’t drop from lack of oxygen by the time she’s done letting them out.

Now, while it was true that the light from the spot was in the general area of the stage where Heather was standing, she wasn’t technically in it. Mr. Randall had Jimmy, the stage manager, focus the spotlight like that on purpose. Half the cast still didn’t notice when they were standing in total shadow onstage.

“You’re close,” Mr. Randall said with a diplomacy that comes from years of experience. “But you need to be in the hot spot, where the light is brightest. So please, Heather, find the light.”

“It’s a spotlight,” Heather insisted. “It moves wherever the person behind it points the thing. Shouldn’t the light find me?”

“Technically, that’s true,” Mr. Randall said with continued diplomacy. “But you need to know this for all the lighting instruments. You’re not always going to be in the spotlight, Heather.”

I’m sure Heather would disagree.

Heather gave another sigh that could be heard back in the cheap seats. She then moved a small step stage left and stopped.

“That’s closer,” Mr. Randall said.

“Here, lighty, lighty, lighty,” I whispered softly.

I guess it wasn’t soft enough because Mr. Randall shot me a look from his seat one row in front of me.

I shrugged my apology and focused back on the lost Dorothy.

Your typical spoiled Hollywood brat, Heather Mayflower used to go around telling everyone that her family actually owned the original ship that the pilgrims came over on. That is, until back in middle school when poor, clueless Mrs. Sharpe—who was rather dull when it came to understanding a social order wherein thirteen-year-olds were more powerful than teachers—made “the Mayflower Mistake.” She mentioned in class that “Mayflower” was actually a common name for boats around that time in history.

Mrs. Sharpe didn’t last the full school year.

“Is this better?” Heather asked with a huff.

“Yes,” Mr. Randall said. I was the only one who heard him add, “Close enough.”

Heather isn’t the talented Mayflower in the family. That’s her sister, Holly. The younger Mayflower has been working the commercial route for years, has an agent, and has already booked small roles on The Vampire Diaries and two of the CSIs.

In March, Holly had been cast as one of the lead kids in the pilot for a family sitcom that filmed in April. Rumor had it the show was a good bet to be picked up for the next season. We’d all find out the next week. Because of scheduling conflicts with her burgeoning TV career, Holly wasn’t free to do the school play this year. And with Holly out of the picture, all it took was one phone call from Daddy to get Heather cast.

I mean … her stellar audition cinched the role for her.

Riiiight.

“Jimmy, put the light on Cindy!” Mr. Randall called out to the spotlight operator-stage manager-all around tech maven.

“Cynthia,” Cindy quickly corrected.

I stifled a laugh and Mr. Randall stifled his own exasperated sigh as the light hit Dorothy #2, the stunningly beautiful, semiprofessional model Cynthia Lakeside.

Which brings us to repercussion #2.

With four Dorothys (or is it Dorothies?), you’d think that would indicate we had four different performances, right? One Dorothy per show. Or maybe we were simply well-stocked in the understudy department?

No. That would make too much sense.

To explain, we need to go back a bit in history. Stick with me now. I had to learn all this for school. I figure this is probably the only place I’m ever going to be able to use this information in my lifetime.

And now we shall enter the Wayback Machine for a brief history of Orion Academy.…

The Orion Institute for Astronomical Studies was originally built as a scientific college back in the 1930s. As the name indicates, the college focused solely on the study of astronomy. I think they even found a couple new stars or something. The school’s founder, Lewald Merryweather, was one of the foremost scientists in the field. Considering his interest in Hollywood stars rivaled his work studying the stars in the sky, it wasn’t surprising that he wanted to set up shop near what was quickly becoming the entertainment capital of the world.

After about two decades of intensive study of both kinds of celestial bodies, Mr. Merryweather was caught in the kind of Hollywood scandal that the current school administration prefers to gloss over during our history lessons. Let’s just say it gives new meaning to the big bang theory and leave it at that. As a result, Mr. Merryweather was forced out of the college he had created and run out of town faster than the speed of light.

The college managed to stay in business for another decade until funding eventually dried up. The school and observatory were closed and abandoned. Since nobody likes the look of vacant property—especially in a ritzy beach community—a bunch of parents got together in the early seventies and formed a private high school to make use of the space. In tribute to the original school, they decided to keep the name. Thus, Orion Academy was born.

During those many, many decades the college and high school were already in existence, a residential neighborhood grew up around the campus. And now, today, the fine residents along Breakwater Lane don’t like all the traffic going through their winding road at night. After an agreement with the neighbors, Orion Academy is now only allowed to have a dozen nighttime events per school year.

Even though everyone freely admits we were here first.

After parents’ nights, stargazing nights (we are still called “Orion” Academy for a reason), and other events, that leaves one night of one-acts in the fall and two nights for the spring show. With our growing theater reputation, our shows sell out faster than tickets to the Super Bowl.

Traditionally, our spring show is double cast. The juniors and freshmen perform on Friday night, and the seniors and sophomores perform the same show on Saturday night. But this year, due to an unfortunate aligning of the stars (literally), we were forced into an extra stargazing night, which meant we had to cut one of our shows.

This wouldn’t really be a huge problem except that while in the Marat/Sade tailspin, the headmaster also buckled under parental pressure over the fear that little Hilary and Bryce might not get a part in the show and decreed that every student who tried out would get “a role of substance.”

Translation: No one was going to be Tree #3.

Granted, Trees #1 and #2 are fairly substantial parts in this play—what with the whole apple-picking scene. But Tree #3 just kind of stands around. No lines at all. And it is far better to have a stage full of Dorothys, Scarecrows, and Wizards than to have even one student with a nonspeaking role.

As a result, we had four Dorothys: two seniors, two juniors.

And one performance.

“Cynthia, did you happen to … I don’t know … maybe … alter your costume ever so slightly?” Mr. Randall asked.

If you ask me, it was fairly obvious she had taken a pair of hedge clippers to the thing. It had about one quarter of the material as the other costumes. Breasts were bursting out on the top, and panties were peeking out on the bottom. And it was all centered around a considerably bare midriff. She was, by far, the sluttiest-looking imitation Kansas farm girl I’d ever seen.

Not that I’d seen many Kansas farm girls in my life.

“What?” Cindy asked with well-practiced innocence. “I thought it would be good if we all looked a little different. So we can stand out some.”

Yes, she looked a little different, all right. And, yes, parts of her were standing out, too.

“Somehow, I don’t think the audience is going to confuse you girls with one another,” Mr. Randall said. He wasn’t kidding either. We had quite the selection of Dorothys.

Cindy wasn’t the only one who had made some alterations to her costume. Or, more likely, who’d had the maid do some alterations. Three of the four Dorothys had taken a new approach to the familiar outfit. Cindy’s modifications were just the most … prominent?

The aforementioned Heather was wearing a slinky silk number. Certainly not something any Kansas farm girl would wear to slop the pigs.

The costume award, however, had to go to Suze Finberg, Dorothy #4. Suze chose to add rather than subtract, starting with fringe on the bottom of the dress and capping it off with some crazy beadwork around the neckline. She probably did it herself because she’s all kinds of crafty. I figure someday she’ll have her own clothing line and maybe even be a guest judge on Project Runway.

Once the spotlight moved onto Suze, the beadwork really popped in the light. It sparkled as much as the ruby slippers, but still managed to look subdued so that Suze wasn’t overwhelmed by the outfit. It was an amazing balancing act. Not quite appropriate for a farm girl living in the dust bowl, but with this show, we had all given up on appropriate long ago.

Besides, I knew Suze didn’t really care about the play. She hasn’t liked being onstage since our kindergarten production of Babes in Toyland. And yet, there she was. One of the four leads that most of the girls in the show would have killed for.

At this point, you’re probably noticing most of us have a history. Ultraexclusive schools tend to feed into one another. With the exception of unexpected bankruptcies and/or being forced to flee Malibu in disgrace, most of my classmates have been through the same educational track starting at Adamson Elementary School, moving on to Pacifica Middle School, and ending where we are currently: Orion Academy.

Every now and then we get a new kid who is seamlessly absorbed into the status quo. On exceedingly rare occasions we get a standout like Dorothy #1: Sam—don’t ever call her Samantha—Lawson.

Sam blew into the school last year like a Kansas twister and immediately made herself known as a force to be reckoned with in the drama department. And in my life as well.

Sam is the most talented actress-singer-dancer-mime at Orion Academy. Actually, I’m fairly certain that she’s the only certified mime on the school roster. She trained with a world-famous mime for a summer during elementary school. Not that I’d ever heard of this “world-famous mime” before she told me about him.

You’re probably wondering what it is about all these hyphens I’m using to describe people. For people living in the L.A. area, life is all about the hyphenates. It’s how we rate levels of success. I think it all started back when some singers wanted to start acting and actors decided they were singers. That evolved into actor-producers, singer-songwriters, and writer-directors. Nowadays, it’s quite commonplace to see business cards that list a person’s job title as body double-dog walker.

A triple hyphenate, Sam would easily have been the lone Dorothy for the junior production any normal year. Her costume was the least altered of the bunch. She prefers to use her actual talent to make herself stand out.

Before she started here, Sam went to school in Santa Monica—a nice but not nearly as pricey area south of Malibu. Sam doesn’t exactly come from “the other side of the tracks,” but we are talking two slightly different childhoods. The tooth fairy used to leave a dollar under her pillow. I always found stock options under mine.

To this day, I don’t have a clue what a stock option is.

Sam’s only here because her mom teaches English at Orion. They can afford the tuition thanks to some money her grandparents left her, combined with the discount teachers get for their kids to attend. Sam’s the only teacher’s kid to go to the school. The discount really isn’t that much of a discount if you don’t have an inheritance to back it up.

“Is it time for my close-up?” Sam asked as she expertly stepped into the hot spot of the light. “Because, I’m ready for it, you know.”

“Yes, Ms. Desmond,” Mr. Randall said with a wry smile. “How very Sunset Boulevard of you.”

Sam clasped her right hand to her heart while reaching out to the spotlight with her left. “What light through yonder window breaks?”

“That’s the guy’s part,” I yelled out.

She shot me a look that told me I would later be receiving a lecture on modern gender roles in theater. Then she changed character. “I would like to dedicate this performance to all the little people out there.”

“Who are you calling little?” I called to her. “I’m, like, a whole foot taller than you.”

“You look to me like a munchkin from up here,” Sam shot back with a laugh.

“Are you two quite finished?” Mr. Randall asked. “Because I’d like to get this over with today.”

“Sorry,” we both muttered.

Now, you might be wondering what I—a guy—was doing at this costume fitting for the four Dorothys.

The reason I gave Mr. Randall was that I wanted to photograph the costumes for the yearbook. But, honestly, I just had nothing better to do.

There was a soccer game going on at the same time, and everyone in school was there. It was the reason we weren’t having an actual rehearsal even though we sorely needed it with only a week to go before the show.

Everything at Orion Academy shuts down when there’s a soccer game. The entire student body makes its way to the soccer field. Even the teachers—who usually can’t wait to get out of here on a Friday afternoon—stick around. But with the show only a week away, Mr. Randall needed to fit in the fitting.

Hence my excuse for the photo op. I’ll find almost any reason to miss a soccer game. Besides, I was there because I’m friends with Dorothy #1. Best friends, in fact.

Sam is the Dorothy to my Scarecrow … the Sandy to my Frenchy … and the other half of my vampire pact.

Vampire pact? you ask.

Sam and I have solemnly sworn to each other that if either of us is ever turned into a vampire, the first thing we’ll do is turn the other one. What better way to spend eternity than with your best friend? If we had to be tortured souls like in some Anne Rice novel, there’s no one else in the world I’d rather share that bleak future with. Besides, wouldn’t it be totally cool to have supernatural powers? Extreme strength? Powerful night vision? Able to leap onto second-floor garden balconies in a single bound?

We’ve also sworn to use the powers for good. We’d only drain the life from criminals or terrorists or people who talk in movie theaters.

More than a fair trade for an immortally tortured soul, if you ask me.

“I think we’re good,” Mr. Randall said, really stretching the definition of “good,” as far as I’m concerned. “You can all get to the—”

“Heads!” Jimmy screamed from the back of the auditorium.

All heads looked up to see a metal lighting instrument dropping from above. It was falling toward the stage—and the Dorothys—below.



The Boy from Oz

I could swear the lighting instrument was falling at seventy-six frames per second. (Aside: That’s movie talk for slow motion.) And yet, there was nothing anyone could do to stop it.

The speed of the world around me slammed back to normal as the lighting instrument crashed onto the stage only a few small feet from Sam’s small feet.

Then there was silence.

That lasted about three seconds. Then the screeching began. First Heather, then Cindy (I mean, Cynthia), and finally Suze.

I’m proud to say that Sam did not get all screechy. She simply stared down at the twisted metal and glass shards that settled around her red-sequined shoes.

“Is everyone okay?” Mr. Randall asked as he bolted out of his seat.

“I think I found the light,” Sam replied as she pointed down to the shattered glass and twisted metal.

Leave it to Sam to break the dramatic tension.

Almost.

Jimmy raced past me and leaped onto the stage before Mr. Randall could even get out of his row. When properly motivated, that kid can move.

Jimmy is our passive-obsessive stage manager. He can usually be found buzzing around behind the cast and crew, looking over their shoulders to make sure everything meets with his detail-oriented eye. He never quite criticizes anyone directly, but you can always tell when he wants to get in there and do things his way. That’s just on a normal day. During emergencies like these—or on opening night—there’s no metaphor created that can properly describe his frantic behavior.

Me? I was still at my seat. But I wasn’t exactly doing nothing.

Once it was clear that Sam’s wit had survived the accident, I started snapping pictures of the aftermath with my trusty digital camera. Not only would the near disaster make front-page news for the school paper, The Orion Star, but the shots of the Dorothys freaking out would provide hours of entertainment for Sam and me.

“Okay, Bryan. You’ve got more than enough pictures for the lawsuits,” Mr. Randall said as he gently pushed my camera down. (I hadn’t even thought of that!) “Besides, the lighting instrument landed on the other side of the stage.”

I saw that Mr. Randall’s look of concern had been replaced by that same wry smile I so rarely see from other teachers. He must have realized that my camera was aimed at Heather, who was cowering behind the stage-right curtain. She looked like she was afraid the lighting instrument was going to jump up and bite her.

(Aside: We rarely refer to lighting instruments as “lights.” Technically they’re called “lamps.” But I didn’t want you thinking I was talking about some cheap, plastic desk accessory from IKEA. These things have heft.)

Once the dust settled, Mr. Randall joined Jimmy and the Dorothys up onstage to examine the fallen lamp. As there was nothing I could do but add a well-timed quip, I sat back in my seat. Sam already had the quip quotient quite covered. (Say that five times fast, I dare you.)

“I’m guessing the fitting is over?” Sam asked. “I’d say it was a smashing success.”

We both groaned over that one.

“Yes, Sam,” Mr. Randall said. “You can all change out of your costumes and get over to the soccer game.”

“Thanks,” Sam said as she fled the stage, quickly followed by the other Dorothys.

Not that Sam had any intention of going to the soccer game. We aren’t big on hanging out with the masses who flock like sheep to the soccer field. We are very much our own people, with lives full of excitement way more interesting than some high school sporting event.

Even though we didn’t have any other plans for that particular afternoon, we’d come up with something eventually.

With the shrieking Dorothys gone, I decided to hop up onstage myself and check things out. That’s the kind of thing menfolk do, you know. While the girls are off changing outfits, the guys stand around examining the broken equipment, trying to determine what caused the accident.

Maybe we’d even call in the Malibu CSI team.

“So, what do we think happened here, fellas?” I said as I moseyed up to Jimmy and Mr. Randall. I would have spit some tobacco into a spittoon had either been available.

Actually … no, I wouldn’t.

“I think that, maybe, the clamp could’ve rusted through,” Jimmy said, pointing to the metal clamp that usually hooked around the pipe grid up above. “I mean, obviously, it rusted through … see all the rust … and the through.”

Jimmy doesn’t always make the most sense when he speaks. But he was right about the rust. The metal was brown and holey and missing the all-important top part that hooked it to the pipe. (That’s about as technical as my terminology is going to get here.)

“I keep telling the headmaster we need to replace this equipment,” Mr. Randall said, shaking his head. Suddenly, I had a stellar idea. I’d ask my parents to make a contribution. The Bryan Stark Light Grid has a nice ring to it.

Or, maybe not.

“What about the safety line?” I asked. Each lamp is supposed to be clamped tightly to the pipe. But in case something goes wrong, an aircraft cable is looped around the bar to make sure if the clamp goes, something like this doesn’t happen.

Jimmy was silent. This in itself was an amazing feat. Jimmy is never silent. Not even backstage during a performance. Even his whispers are loud and agitated.

“Jimmy?” Mr. Randall asked.

“I can’t … umm … I could’ve …,” Jimmy said. “I mean … I might …”

It was clear to me that Jimmy didn’t want to admit that he could have missed attaching one of the cables. He tends to freak over little mistakes like that. Though, in this case, I guess it wasn’t a little mistake.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Randall,” Jimmy said. “I should have paid more attention. You’re always telling me not to rush so much. And I usually listen. I try to listen. But there’s just—”

“It’s okay, Jimmy,” Mr. Randall interjected, laying a calming hand on Jimmy’s shoulder. I was glad that Mr. Randall stopped him because it looked like Jimmy was on the verge of breaking into tears.

Jimmy is equal parts sweet and intense, with a small dash of scattered in the mix. In spite of that, there’s no one else I’d want to have in charge on show night because when he’s on, he’s on fire. Unfortunately, the flip side is also true: When he screws up, it tends to be noticeable. Still, he’s loyal like a Labrador, doesn’t have a mean bone in his body, and is kind of adorkable in his own way.

While Jimmy and Mr. Randall cleaned up the mess, I grabbed a seat in the front row to wait for Sam. It really wasn’t a three-person job. I’d probably get in the way.

Besides, I’m incredibly lazy.

I just realized I’ve been babbling for quite a few pages now. I never really introduced myself, you know, properly. This is the problem with not being a main character. You tend to get lost in the introductions, even when you’re the one doing them.

So … who am I, anyway?

As I wrote earlier, my name is Bryan Stark. I can’t be sure, but I think my last name should be longer. My dad changed it, either for business reasons or because we’re in the Witness Protection Program. I honestly couldn’t tell you. I think the full last name was something like Starkinovichskysteinenberger … or something like that. Though I guess if we were in the Witness Protection Program, he wouldn’t have just shortened the name. He would have changed it entirely, to something like Smith or Jones or someone else who starred in Men in Black.

I think I may be Jewish, too.

At least, part Jewish. I don’t really know much about my dad’s family. His parents died before I was born, and I guess he was an only child. I know my mom used to go to some church. I’m not sure which one. We do celebrate Christmas every year, though.

Let’s stick with what I do know about myself.

I’m on the periphery of popularity in a school with no losers, slackers, or geeks, but a ton of Future Media Moguls of America. I’m surprisingly grounded (if I do say so myself) considering that I’ve rarely been lacking for anything in my life. Not that I’m spoiled, but I’ve never had to worry about my college fund.

I haven’t quite figured out my hyphenate quotient yet. If pressed, I’d say I’m an actor-photographer. But photography is really more of a pastime than a lifestyle. Let’s just say I’m half-a-hyphenate on a quest to complete myself.

Oh, I like that.

I’ve been acting pretty much for as long as I can remember. I blame my grandma Millie for that. She used to be a Radio City Music Hall Rockette and had small parts in a bunch of Broadway shows in the fifties. I doubt you would have heard of her, but she was scandalous at a time when scandal wasn’t nearly as commonplace as it is today. Since I started going to school I’ve been in at least one play a year. I kind of take after Grandma Millie since I haven’t really broken out with any major roles yet myself, but I’m getting there.

Wizard is my first leading role. I play Scarecrow #2. Figures the first time I get a good part I have to share it with someone else.

As for how I look … picture if Brad Pitt and Colin Farrell had a love child. That child would look absolutely nothing like me. But it’s fun to imagine, isn’t it?

Me? I’m kind of tall and kind of skinny. Lanky, might be a good word to use. Not by me, mind you. I’d never call myself that, but other people have. They were all born before 1950, but it’s been said.

I tend toward a paler shade of pale, which is somewhat annoying because I do live in the beach community of Malibu. What can I say? Credit my father’s Eastern European skin tones. Having jet-black hair only makes me look paler than I really am, too. Even my eyes are gray.

Grandma Millie says I look like a young Cary Grant. Sometimes I wonder if she means that I look like I belong in a black-and-white movie. She’s always talking about how handsome ol’ C. G. was back in his early movies from the thirties, like Sylvia Scarlett.

You ask me? I think I look more like Cary Grant as he is today: dead for over two decades.

But that’s only my opinion.

(Aside: Sylvia Scarlett is not a particularly great film, but it was the first time Cary teamed with Katharine Hepburn, which makes it interesting from a historical perspective alone. In the movie, Kate dresses up as a boy for reasons defying explanation and falls in love with a man while in her drag king disguise. And the movie came out in 1935!)

By the way, Grandma Millie’s the one who usually calls me lanky. I’m pretty sure she means it in the kindest way possible.

I could go on about myself but, believe it or not, I’m not my favorite subject. Okay. Don’t believe it. But, in all honesty, this story isn’t really about me anyway. Think of me as the Greek Chorus. I’m here to comment on the action, but rarely do I get involved.

Okay, I may get involved, but I’m not the star. That would be Sam. And though you might think that the story began when the lamp fell, you’d be wrong. As far as I’m concerned, the real inciting action occurred when Sam came back from the dressing room, held her hand out to me like a proper English gentleman, and uttered the following line:

“Shall we go to the game?”



After the Fall

“The soccer game?” I asked for the sake of clarity.

“No. The Pajama Game,” she said, taking full aim with sarcasm.

“Cool! Will there be pillow fights?”

“Come on, it’ll be fun.”

“Fun? Really? And how are we defining ‘fun’ nowadays, ’cause I’m not seeing it.”

Sam gave a Heather-worthy sigh and plopped down in the seat beside me. She looked at me with exasperation that matched her sigh. Like I was the one who had suddenly gone all crazy high schooler, like Kim McAfee in Bye Bye Birdie.

We never went to the soccer games. It was our thing: total apathy toward all school sporting events.

We watched as the other Dorothys came back from the dressing room. Heather and Cindy were walking together, chatting about something and nothing at the same time. They pretty much ignored us as they made their way up the aisle. The two naturally unnatural blondes were both dressed in a collection of designer names and logos that I won’t even bother to list here.

As for my clothes, there was nary a logo in sight. I had on a pair of black vintage jeans and a nondescript T, covered by a midnight blue button-down shirt (untucked, naturally). I’m sure each of these items has a name of some kind on them, but I really don’t look for that when I do my shopping. I’m mainly focused on clothing that doesn’t emphasize my lack of musculature.

I do know that my shoes were Skechers. But that’s because I only have one pair of those. The company tends to make shoes with really thick soles that usually add an inch to my already tall stature, so it’s rare that I buy them.

And, okay, the underwear was Calvin Klein, but we all have to pamper ourselves sometimes.

I topped off the look with my grandpop’s black fedora. The hat is true vintage and in pretty good shape considering it’s way older than me. I wear it as much as I can. Not because it’s a statement or anything, I just like it.

While I’m at it, Sam was wearing a designer label–free, cream-colored peasant top, no-name jeans, and comfortably worn sandals. In the small patch of skin at the base of her neck rested a small silver unicorn hanging on a chain.

I can’t speak for her underwear. And I wouldn’t even if I could.

The last of the Dorothys, Suze, exited the dressing room in some name-brand jeans with a silver scarf tied around her waist like a belt. She also wore a blue blazer that she had added silver piping to for effect. Given that the school colors are blue and silver, we didn’t have to ask what she was dressed for.

Suze paused for a second to look at the remains of the lamp before heading out with a “See you at the game” directed toward Sam and me.

Which was weird, because everyone knew we never went to the games.

“It’s not like you don’t go to rugby games all the time on weekends,” Sam said.

“That’s different,” I said. And it was. The rugby games I go to are played by adults with a love of the game, not high school kids looking to prove their freakishly active brand of superiority.

Not that I’m bitter, or anything.

And don’t think it has anything to do with the fact that I’m a spaz on the field … any field. Soccer. Football. Baseball. Badminton. You name the game and I’ve made a complete and utter fool of myself trying to play it. But my refusal to go to a high school game was for a totally different reason. Well, mostly different.

“When did you turn into one of the sheep?” I asked.

“It’s not sheeplike to go to one game,” Sam insisted. “Besides, Hope doesn’t miss a game. You don’t call her a sheep.”

“Extenuating circumstances,” I replied, in reference to our other best friend, Hope Rivera. “Besides, I’ve got other issues with her over that.”

“You have so many issues that I sometimes lose track.”

“It’s part of my charm.”

But Sam wasn’t buying it.

“Are you coming or not?” Sam asked as she stood up. “Because I will go without you.”

“And who are you going to sit with and make fun of people?” I asked as I reluctantly stood too.

“Hope,” she said with a look of satisfaction.

“She’s not half as vicious as I am.”

“True,” Sam said. “So, you’re coming?”

“Like I have a choice?”

“I like to at least give you the illusion.”

Together, we left Hall Hall, dropped our books off at our lockers—which are conveniently across from each other—and headed out the school’s back exit.

Even though I’ve lived in Malibu all my life, it’s still amazing to push open a set of doors and be greeted by a view of the Pacific Ocean stretching out into forever. I could stare at the endless blue endlessly, and have spent more than a few afternoons lost in the waves. If only this could be one of those afternoons.

The cruelest part of the design for our school is that none of the classrooms actually face out to the ocean. Instead, all the hallways open up to this amazing vista. That student of Frank Lloyd Wright’s must have really believed in form following function. Even when this was a scientific college, he knew that the students would spend half their classes staring out at the waves if they could.

Sam slipped off her sandals once we hit the dirt path off the courtyard. She prefers to go barefoot whenever possible. I can’t imagine it was comfortable for the short hike past the parking lot and the observatory.

“Are we doing anything this weekend?” Sam asked as we made out way through the trees beyond the observatory. Our campus would be a lot smaller if it weren’t for the fact that there was a small forest in between the main campus and the sports fields.

“You want to come work at the store?” I asked. “Mom guilted me into helping with inventory.”

Sam was kind enough to act like she was considering before she said, “No thanks.”

I couldn’t blame her. It’s not that I am embarrassed about my mom’s job, but it isn’t something I go around bragging about either. My mom owns a boutique on Melrose Avenue called Kaye 9. And if you can’t guess by the cute name, she’s in the business of designing and selling doggie duds along with her best friend and business partner, Blaine.

Every six months she cons me into helping inventory her stock of crazy creations like diamond doggles—jewel-encrusted goggles for your pooch. I’ve yet to figure out why any dog would need glasses. They aren’t even prescription.

“Let me guess,” Sam said. “While you and Mom are doing inventory, Dad is off to Colombia for a major drug score.”

“No,” I said. “Syria for an arms deal.”

“I was close.”

My dad’s job is somewhat less eccentric than my mom’s. In fact, it’s so boring that I don’t really know for sure what he does. Since he’s always traveling the globe for work, Sam and I like to make up wild stories about what his true work is, such as him being an international arms dealer or the head of a major drug cartel.

In reality, he’s probably just bringing democratic office supplies to China.

We don’t much talk about Sam’s father since he up and left her and her mom back when Sam was five. She hasn’t heard from him since.

“And you?” I asked as the trees started to open up ahead of us.

“Study, study, study,” she replied.

I should have figured. Sam is in constant struggle with her grades. The girl can learn all of her lines for a role in a matter of hours, but has the hardest time with memorizing things for tests. Her grades are good enough—mostly B’s and maybe a C or two—but that won’t win her a scholarship. She’s going to need some kind of help paying for college since her inheritance went for Orion.

As we reached the clearing, a rousing cheer came up from the crowd watching the soccer game.

“For me?” Sam asked demurely as if anyone in the student body had actually been aware of our arrival. “Oh, that’s so … I’m speechless.”

“That’s a first,” I said, looking out over the Charles E. Martin Bleachers. Yes, our soccer field has bleachers. I told you we take the sport seriously here. “How are we ever going to find Hope in all this?”

“She should be sitting on the end,” Sam said, heading us around the field.

“BAAAA!” I said in my best, and loudest, sheep imitation.

She ignored me and tromped over to the stands in her bare feet.

What could I do? I followed.

Baaaaa.

The soccer field is in the middle of a huge clearing in the trees. Two sets of bleachers line either side. The fans from St. James Academy were sitting in the shoddier, metal bleachers, while our fans had the permanent stands built into raised concrete. Between the trees and the opposing stands I wouldn’t even be able to stare out at the ocean during the game. I was going to have to watch it.

Fortunately—or unfortunately, depending on how you look at it—Hope was easy to find. She kind of stood out at the end of the second row, dressed all in black, from the bottom of her steel-toe boots to the top of her black beret. A huge plastic purple flower was pinned to the hat. This is pretty much how she looks everyday: all in black, with a burst of color somewhere on her body. She calls the look Goth-Ick.

The only other color that Hope displayed was her amazingly violet eyes. They were contacts, but still pretty cool.

Everything about Hope is pretty cool, in my opinion. She’s a writer-actress-free spirit-. As you can see, she’s kind of a double-triple hyphenate. I leave her an extra hyphen at the end because she can be anything else she wants to be on any given day.

As if to mock my paleness, Hope has this incredible light brown skin that looks great with her short black hair. Her secondary hyphenate, if you will, is that she’s half-Mexican-American and half-California-Blonde (although the California-Blonde part is more a recessive gene).

Hope was quite pointedly sitting on the opposite side of the bleachers from her full California Blonde stepsisters, Anorexia and Bulimia … I mean, Alexis and Belinda. Hope’s father married their mother about six years ago, and their daughters have been on opposite ends of the bleachers ever since.

“The girls and I saved you seats,” Hope said with barely a glance from her notebook. She picked up her bags to clear two seats for us on the bleachers beside her. Maybe it’s my suspicious nature, but the fact that she had saved seats made me think that maybe Sam’s decision to go to the game wasn’t all that spontaneous.

By the way, the “girls” Hope referred to weren’t other friends of ours or her long-distance step-sisters. They were Hope’s breasts.

Back in middle school, Hope was among the first to develop. We’re hoping she’s finally stopped. Her chest has become quite formidable. She’s always sure to mention the girls as much as possible, if only to beat everyone else to the punch line.

“What’s the score?” Sam asked as she slid in next to Hope.

“Score?” Hope asked, still not looking up.

“Of the game?”

“Game?” Hope questioned.

“Never mind,” Sam said as she tapped Jason MacMillan on the shoulder in front of her.

“Tied, four–four,” Jason replied without taking his eyes off the game. His right arm was locked with his girlfriend, Wren Deslandes.

“Hey, Scarecrow,” I said to Jason.

“Hey, Scarecrow,” he answered back.

He and I were Scarecrows #1 and #2 respectively. As it so happened, Hope and Wren were Glindas #1 and #2.

“Go, Comets,” I deadpanned as I sat. “Rah.”

Hope shot me a playful grin behind Sam’s back. Even though Hope was busy writing, I knew her head was totally in the game too. Considering her on-again–off-again-boyfriend, Drew Campbell, was one of the players, she wouldn’t miss a second of the action. Though I doubt she wanted it to look that way.

“Never thought I’d see the day,” Hope said to me.

“Neither did I,” I replied.

Hope has known of my hatred of school sports—especially soccer—for way longer than we’ve even known Sam. I’ve actually known Hope almost all my life, but we didn’t really become friends until she and Sam became friends. Now I don’t know why we didn’t hang out together sooner.

A shout reflexively pulled my attention to the field. The ball was getting perilously close to the St. James goal. Everyone on our side jumped up to cheer, except Hope and me. When the goalie caught the ball and sent it in the opposite direction, I felt vindicated for not bothering to move my butt off the bleachers. I’d rather expend the energy on an actual score, if at all.

I saw a look pass from Hope to Sam when she returned to her seat. I was definitely out of the loop on something.

Hope caught me catching her look. “What’s a good rhyme for carrion?” she quickly asked.

“Carry on?” I asked. It was hard to hear clearly over the crowd noise.

“No, carrion,” Hope repeated. “You know, rotting flesh.”

“Oh,” I said. “How about Marion?”

Hope shook her head and looked at Sam for a more useful suggestion.

“Bulgarian?” Sam guessed, refusing to turn her head away from the game.

“You guys are no help.” Hope went back to her notebook. It looked like she was onto something. “Scratch that,” she said as she started scribbling. “You did give me an idea.”

“Marion the carrion?” I asked. “She used to be librarian.”

Hope ignored me as she finished her work.

“How’s this?” she asked. “The darkening moon sets upon the sea, as pain and grief wash over me. My beloved, Daisy, is carrion. With me to only carry on.”

“Brilliant!” I said with more excitement than I had managed to express for the game so far.

“Best you’ve written in a while,” Sam added, holding out both her hands for a double-pumped thumbs-up.

I guess we didn’t realize how loud Hope was, because Wren turned to look at the three of us like we were full-on Medea.

(Aside: Medea is a character from Greek mythology who goes all crazy and kills her sons to get back at her husband. She has a whole play about her and everything.)

Lest you (like Wren) think we lost all sense of artistic criticism, I assure you Hope is a really amazing writer. Really. She’s got reams of poetry and prose a billion times better than anything you’d find in your average teen’s blog of despair. But Hope only shares those works with the inner circle, namely Sam and me. The journal she was writing the bad verse in is her Book of the Dead Puppy Poetry, Volume Six. The book—and its five predecessors—were created back when she was eleven, on the day after Hope’s stepmother and two stepsisters moved in … and the moving van backed over Hope’s cocker spaniel, Daisy.

Hope was understandably devastated. She wrote about it in her journal as any eleven-year-old might do. Naturally she blamed the entire thing on her stepmother for moving in on her and her dad. The next day, Hope’s private journal somehow came up during a session with her therapist. That was when Hope realized that her private writings were no longer her own. From that day on, the only writing her family has ever seen her do is to lament the passing of her poor Daisy. You’d be surprised the number of ways she can fit the phrase “pushing up daisies” into a poem.

“Now that that’s done,” Sam said, “why don’t you watch your boyfriend?”

“Please stop referring to him as my boyfriend,” Hope said politely. “He’s got an identity of his own. We do not subscribe to labels. I do not own him. He does not own me.”

“Hope, he’s got the ball,” Sam said. “Cheer.”

“Fine,” Hope said as she rose from the wooden bench. “GO, DREW! SHOVE IT DOWN THEIR THROATS!”

Such a dainty little darling, isn’t she?

Drew must have heard her, because he stumbled slightly. Probably from shock. I doubt she was usually this vocal during a game.

Drew recovered and took the ball downfield. He weaved in and out of his opponents as he made his way toward the goal.

Soon everyone on the Orion Academy side—except me—was on their feet along with Hope screaming encouragement. The noise was way louder than anything I’ve ever heard from a theater audience.

Yet another reason why I hate sports.

“Go, Drew!” Hope screamed with genuine excitement now. “Come on!”

I was forced to stand to see what was going on. It was a clear shot to the goal. Drew was going to score. I checked the scoreboard. There wasn’t much time left in the game. It could be the winning goal.

“Kick it in!” Hope yelled. Her brassy voice carried out over everyone else’s in the stands.

Just as it looked like Drew was going to score, a St. James player came out of nowhere and stole the ball away. Drew looked even more shocked than everyone watching.

The Orion fans—except me—let out a collective groan as we all sat back down.

“Well, that yelling clearly served no purpose,” Hope said as she opened up her notebook again.

“No, wait,” Sam said. “Eric’s got the ball.”

Oh, great.

Eric Whitman is Drew’s best friend and, in my humble opinion, a total asshat. He’s also the star of the soccer team and the only junior on the starting roster. And if you must know, he’s a soccer stud-surfer boy-class president-blond god-total asshat.

I could build up the suspense here, but I’m not a member of the Eric Whitman fan club, so I’ll keep it simple: He took the ball back down the field, scored a goal, and won the game.

Go, Comets.

Blah.



Desire Under the Elms
(Well … They Could Have Been Oaks)


Sam unilaterally decided that we would hang with Hope while she waited for Drew to finish up. To be honest, I didn’t much mind. Everyone who was leaving the bleachers was heading for the parking lot. If we left with them, it would take, like, a half hour to get out the one exit.

So we waited. While the soccer team shook hands with the guys from St. James. While they went through their cooldown stretches. While they had their on-field, post-game wrap-up.

We weren’t the only ones waiting either. The personal fan clubs of the players were also waiting. Sam, Hope, and I sent a few silent glances back and forth as we watched Heather Mayflower standing on the sidelines. She was waiting for her boyfriend, Jax, to get off the field. Even in the open air, her award-winning sighs were audible.

Sam’s mom was at the game too. She was sitting in the middle of the stands with the faculty contingent. I doubt they were waiting for any of the players on the field. They were probably sticking around until the parking lot cleared too.

We would have gone over to say hi, but we prefer to treat Sam’s mom like a teacher as much as possible while we’re in school and keep the mingling to a minimum. Even when we’re all just sitting around with nothing else to do.

Finally, Coach Zachary dismissed the team.

Jax was the first player to make it to the sideline. He clearly knew better than to keep Heather waiting any longer than necessary.

Before he even had the chance to kiss her hello, Heather was regaling him, and everyone in the vicinity, with the death-defying tale of the falling lamp. This was one of the best performances I’d ever seen from her. It had heart, drama, and actual pathos. Not to mention that it was even more of a fantasy than a play about a wizard, munchkins, and a magical world over the rainbow.

My personal favorite part of the story was when she “valiantly pushed the other Dorothys out of the way, putting [her] own life at risk to save her less talented costars.”

I so wish I were kidding about that.

“Are you okay?” Hope asked Sam when she heard the story.

Sam let out a derisive snort to let Hope know it was nothing.

In the meantime, I was so busy trying not to overhear Heather’s conversation that I totally didn’t notice that Drew and Eric were walking right toward us. They were all sweaty and dirty from the match and, quite frankly, not that fun to be around even at their cleanest.

Not that Eric looked bad. Eric never looks bad. He’s a prime example of the beach blond perfect specimen that you see in every movie set in California since the dawn of color film. You know, the kind who doesn’t actually exist in real life, except for the one walking toward us with his sculpted abs, playfully tousled hair, and typical dimples. It was enough to make me want to puke.

And then there’s Drew. He’s not the textbook pretty boy that Eric is, but that’s what makes him even more attractive, in my opinion. Sure, Drew has great, sandy brown hair, a tall, nonlanky body, and incredibly muscular legs. But it’s the imperfections that work for him. He’s got this little crescent-shaped scar on his chin that he’s had since he was eight, a slightly crooked smile, and no dimples whatsoever to speak of. He has what I call “attainable good looks.” The boy can definitely turn some heads, but he’s not so perfect that he’s entirely out of your league.

“Hey, Sunshine,” Drew said as he gave Hope a kiss. Even I can appreciate the irony of calling her Sunshine when she wears black almost exclusively.

“Good game,” Hope said. “And, you stink.”

“Thanks,” Drew replied, taking her into a full-on hug that looked more pleasant than it probably smelled.

“Hi,” Eric said to Sam.

“Hi,” Sam said back.

Sam’s toes were digging into the ground. Eric was trying to put his hands in nonexistent pockets.

Me? I guess I disappeared for a moment. Because no one even bothered to acknowledge my presence!

“Did you watch the game?” Eric asked, with his eyes glued to Sam.

Considering there was no other reason for us to be at the soccer field, I found it to be a fairly obvious question.

“Caught the end,” Sam replied. “Saw you score.”

“Yeah,” he replied, and actually kicked his foot into the dirt.

I think I may have laughed or snorted or something, because Sam shot me a look. I guess I was kind of staring, too.

“Can I talk to you?” Eric asked, motioning with his head that they should walk away.

“Sure,” Sam said a little more eagerly than I thought the question warranted.

Eric led Sam off to the trees. He walked with a confident swagger that, I guess, comes from scoring the winning point at a game that cinched Orion a spot in the finals. Next Friday, while two other teams fought it out for the final spot in the finals, our guys could relax until the actual game in two weeks.

A couple fans high-fived Eric along the way into the woods, but he didn’t even slow down to bask in the glory. He and Sam stopped at the edge of the tree line. Even at a distance, their conversation wasn’t looking any less awkward than it had when they were standing right next to me.

Since it wasn’t like I was going to stand there openly gawking at them, I turned my attention back to Hope and Drew.

That? Was a mistake.

“Did you hear me cheering?” Hope asked.

“Yeah,” Drew replied. “Didn’t you see me trip?”

“So what? I shouldn’t have cheered?”

“No,” Drew said. “It just caught me off guard. You’ve never done that before. You’ve never taken your head out of that book at a game before.”

“No wonder,” Hope said. “Considering the kind of appreciation I get.”

“What are you talking about?” Drew asked.

“Never mind. I need to talk to Mr. Telasco about something.” Hope stormed off to speak to the art teacher.

Leaving Drew and me there alone.

“So,” I said.

“So,” he said.

Since neither of us had much more to say to each other, I turned my attention back to Sam and Eric. It looked like they were no longer having any trouble coming up with things to talk about. They were smiling and laughing, and her hand was resting on his arm.

“What are they up to?” I asked. Unfortunately, I asked it out loud, and for some reason, Drew thought I was talking to him.

“Who?” he asked.

“Over there.” I pointed. “My best friend … your best friend. What are they doing?”

“Getting friendly?” Drew said.

“Very funny,” I replied.

“Didn’t expect to see you here,” Drew said.

“Didn’t expect to be here,” I said.

“What did you think?”

“Of the game?”

“No,” Drew said. “Of the new uniforms.”

“The blue clashes with your eyes.”

“My eyes are blue.”

“See what I’m saying?”

Drew looked me over with disdain. “Rarely.”

He walked away, shaking his head.

His stride didn’t have nearly the same swagger as Eric’s, yet I couldn’t take my eyes off him. Or, more specifically, I couldn’t take my eyes off that part of the body where he would swagger if he could. Just above those incredibly muscular legs, those soccer shorts only managed to accentuate Drew’s best asset.

Pun fully intended.

In case you haven’t figured it out by now, my interest in guys tends toward something other than just friendship. Not that I have many guy friends. But I do have guy interests.

This isn’t something new. I’ve kind of suspected it my entire life. It’s not like there weren’t signs growing up. Certain leanings, as they say. Nothing definite, but definitely something.

Those leanings grew pretty hard to ignore when I was about fourteen.

My growth spurt was more like an explosion. I’m currently six feet tall, and we’re not sure I’ve stopped growing. I started shopping in the men’s department early.

Finding clothes has never been a problem for me. I have very specific tastes. I know what I like and what I look good in. That is, anything that camouflages my wiry frame. But shopping trips have always been in and out with an armload of bags in no time flat. That’s why I was so surprised when it would take forever to pick out the right underwear. I would just stand there comparing the boxes for boxers, briefs, and boxer-briefs.

Eventually I realized the dilemma: I wasn’t nearly as interested in the underwear as I was the pictures of the guys on the packages.

But don’t worry. This isn’t one of those angst-filled books where I’m struggling to come to terms with what it all means. I’ve long since accepted it. I’m gay. I’m over it. There will be no endless, teary-eyed, internal dialogues. No tormented, sleepless nights. I am 100 percent at ease with who I am.

Except for the fact that I haven’t told anyone yet.

In my defense, none of my friends have announced to me that they are straight. Until they do that, I don’t see much point in making some grand declaration of my own. Besides, I’ve got more important things to worry about.

“Eric asked me out.”

“What?” I asked. I think I may have actually done a double take as Eric walked past us toward Drew and Hope.

“Eric asked me out,” Sam repeated with something sickeningly close to glee.

“When?”

Sam looked at me like I was the one acting like a fool. “Just now.”

“No. When did he want to go out?”

“Oh. Tomorrow.”

“And you said no, right?”

For some reason, she looked at me like I was twice the fool.

“No.”

“He asked you out? For tomorrow night? And you said yes?”

“Now you’ve got it!”

I gave her a similar “You’re the fool” look. “Who asks someone out one day in advance? Couldn’t he at least give you some notice?”

“Who are you? Miss Manners?”

“At least I have manners,” I mumbled.

“Oh, my God!” Hope shrieked as she ran up to Sam. “I just heard.”

And now, I swear, they both giggled.

Giggled!

I’m sorry, but we do not giggle.

Hope and Sam were acting so girly that I had to tune them out. I still couldn’t believe she said yes. It is incredibly rude to ask someone out for the next day. And, if you ask me, it’s also a little desperate to accept so quickly. Hadn’t Sam ever heard of playing coy? I know we tend to make fun of girls who play coy, but this would be different. This would have been playing coy with a purpose.

“Are you in?” Hope asked me.

“Sorry?” I hadn’t heard a word of what they were saying.

“We’re going to hit Rodeo tomorrow and find something perfect for Sam to wear,” Hope said.

Suddenly we’d gone from being coy to being materialistic. It was quite possible I had stepped into some kind of alternate universe.

“I don’t know,” Sam said. I suspect she was mentally going over her finances.

By the way, “Hitting Rodeo” is code for shopping the outlets in nearby Camarillo. We don’t ever shop on Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills. First of all, no one around here does. That place is for our parents … or tourists. Not to mention that Rodeo Drive is somewhat outside of Sam’s budgetary constraints.

“I’m sure I’ve got something that will be fine,” Sam added in a tone that didn’t sound certain in the least.

I’ve seen Sam’s entire wardrobe and she has plenty of outfits that would be more than fine for a date with Eric Whitman.

“We don’t need fine,” Hope said.

Don’t say it, I silently pleaded.

“We need superfine.”

She said it. And Sam bought it. They were going shopping.

“That’s settled,” Hope said, then turned to me. “Wanna come?”

“Can’t,” I said. “I’m going to be busy gouging out my eyes this weekend. But your plans sound almost as fun.”

“So I thought,” Hope said dismissively. “Hey! We can look for prom dresses!”

“Prom shopping, too? You’re just trying to make me jealous,” I said.

Now, don’t get me wrong. I love to shop. I can’t think of a better way to spend the weekend than by hanging out at the mall with my friends. The problem is, my friends are girls. Most of the time this fact doesn’t really come into play in our relationship. Sometimes, however, they’re really girls. And that’s the kind of shopping trip they had in mind. All day trying on outfit after outfit to find the most perfect of the perfect, while I wait outside the dressing room for hours, leaning on the racks, trying to stay awake.
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