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INTRODUCTION



I knew a kid in high school—let’s call him Bill—who couldn’t catch a break. At the annual high school theater festival, Bill ran up behind a girl he thought he knew and put his hands over her eyes, only to realize (too late) that she wasn’t the girl he thought she was. The girl—this perfect stranger whose eyes he covered—took offense, and so her boyfriend, who’d been standing nearby, decided to do what dumb guys do best: He pummeled Bill.

Another time, while Bill and I trailed behind a cute girl in our high school, Bill decided to imitate the quirky way she walked. What he failed to notice was that she was facing a large plate-glass window that reflected everything happening behind her. She saw Bill, quickly spun around, and flipped him the bird. “Shit head!” she yelled.

Yet another time, Bill sent a cassette tape to my girlfriend, in which he confessed a variety of mushy feelings he had for her. My girlfriend brought it over to my house one night and played it for me. Instead of letting it be—I was the one with the girlfriend, after all—I decided to remix the tape, using my crude stereo equipment, so that Bill would stop speaking in the middle of sentences to repeat the sappy things he’d said, sometimes repeating them three or four times in a row, sometimes even stuttering them (my doing, of course). Oh, yes, I was a hilarious guy all right. My girlfriend didn’t think so, but my friends did.

My point? For starters, “loserdom” is a moveable feast. Bill, who already had a long and glorious history as a loser, appears to be the obvious loser when he sends the cheesy tape to my girlfriend. But then my girlfriend exhibits some loser qualities of her own by playing the tape for me. By story’s end, however, the biggest loser turns out to be yours truly. I took this poor kid’s heartfelt sentiment and turned it into a personal (and cruel) joke. As fate would have it, though, I got my comeuppance. A few months later, after breaking up with me, my girlfriend attended the next big dance with Bill, leaving me alone with my cleverly edited cassette tape, a tape that was curiously no longer all that funny. The joke was on me. And it was a good joke, too. There’s nothing like love’s reversal of fortunes to really drive the stake through one’s heart.

My other point? We’ve all been losers. Come on, admit it: You were a loser. You wouldn’t be reading this book if you weren’t. But you also probably know the truth, that everyone has been a loser at one time or another—a loser in love, a loser in fashion, a loser in social skills.

It’s not so bad when you’re an adult. You come to accept your loser qualities, whatever they may be. And the loser moments aren’t quite as horrific as they would have been when you were a teenager. One of the reasons it’s not so bad is because you’ve found other losers to commiserate with. The only adults who cling to the idea that such a thing as cool actually exists are those middle-ages guys with toupees who drive convertibles, and we all know what those guys really are, right? Losers!

High school, however, is different. Cool isn’t an illusion. Cool is the Holy Grail. Cool is what everyone is trying (but failing) to attain. And it’s inside that bubble of adolescence—where everyone holds up their magnifying glass to you—that being a loser takes on a whole new meaning. Every perceived defect, every blemish, every wrong word…it’s all being monitored and analyzed by everyone at all times. Adolescence is the first Homeland Security: Big Brother (in the form of your classmates and, perhaps, your actual big brother) keeps a never-blinking eye trained on you. In response, you’re always looking at yourself in the mirror; you’re always self-conscious to the point of paranoia. That’s high school.

The irony is that we love our losers in literature and film. Holden Caulfield? Loser! Napoleon Dynamite? Big Loser! Why do we love them so? Maybe we see bits and pieces of ourselves in them, even if they’re more charming, more daring, or funnier than we’ll ever be. It’s probably for this reason that we love to see celebrities’ yearbook photos. We look for their zits, their bad teeth, their terrible hairdos. The photos don’t lie: What they reveal is that famous people are no different than us. And so these grainy high school mugshots confirm what we have suspected all along, that all the beautiful people were once losers, too! (Or so we’d like to believe, anyway.)

The long and short of it is that loserdom is perfectly fine so long as we’re not the brunt of it. If we have some distance, we may even be able to laugh at our own former loser selves. Maybe. But we can certainly laugh at, or feel empathy with, or cry for other people who’ve gone through (and survived) those days. Hence, this book. I gave this sample directive to a handful of writers: Write a personal essay about being a loser in high school. I didn’t set any other parameters for the subject. I didn’t restrict their definition of “loser.” What I got back was a rich selection of essays that stretch across the emotional spectrum. Many are quite funny—a few, in fact, are howlingly funny—but some are heartbreaking. You’ll read about crushes, cliques, ditching school, bad hair, being an outsider, summer vacations, and religious epiphanies. Will Clarke gives us a peek into his use of subliminal advertising when he ran for student council treasurer. Julianna Baggott suffers the ultimate humiliation in front of her boyfriend at the hands of her sister. Hell, even Zza Zza Gabor makes an appearance, showing up unexpectedly at Tod Goldberg’s house. (No, really, she does.)

This book is a testament to our will to survive, to keep on chugging despite having suffered the worst of humiliations, some of which may now seem downright ridiculous, some of which are as serious as they come. And so I dedicate this book to all losers everywhere, past and present. Take comfort, I say. You’re not alone!








LOSERS IN LOVE










My Friend Likes You



LISA GABRIELE





“Jesus Christ, what are you staring at now?” my mother asked. She was dusting the stereo console with one hand, smoking with the other. My face was like a half moon peeking through the side of the window box curtains, my knees pressed to my nonexistent breasts.

“Nothing. I’m just thinking about something,” I said too defensively. I must have been sitting there for an hour, trying to act dreamy and unspecific about my motives, trying to look as benign as a cartoon girl on a birthday card, crouched in a window box, serene about her blessings.

“Well, think about something else. He’s too old for you,” she said, stabbing out her cigarette in the giant crystal ashtray.

Buddy was my first crush. I was nine, maybe ten, when it hit me that I loved him. He was the boy across the street who babysat us when our parents got together and drank too much. He was anywhere from fifteen to eighteen years old, I had no idea. Age was bunched together like that when I was young. I don’t know what it was about him that I crushed on, but I believe he must have paid attention to me when I wasn’t expecting or needing it, a rarity back then. As a child, I was always expecting and needing attention. Also, I knew my crush on Buddy was inappropriate. Even if I had an inkling about what lovers did, which I did not, I was also aware that he was too old for me, so there was nothing to do about my crush but stew. And I did. For years.

I have an old picture from my tenth birthday party, not “old” like in those “Western” photos from Six Flags, where boys hold guns and girls are dressed like happy whores. Rather, seventies-sepia “old,” where colors are both vivid and depressing. In it I’m holding a red lawn dart. I’m wearing a brown, orange, and ochre striped shirt with fat lapels and high-waisted moss-green bell bottoms. My hair is Toni home-permed, about which I am unhappy. I am looking toward Buddy, though smiling at the camera. You can see Buddy’s tummy jutting into the frame. A bit of his profile. I used to stare at that photo and will his body fully into the scene. I used to try to remember every detail of that day, when he was a teenage boy hovering around the periphery of the neighbor girl’s lame birthday party, helping with the games, eating the potato salad, only because his mother was my mother’s best friend and she was there, too. Back then I would have convinced myself that he came because he loved me. He paid extra attention to me not because it was my birthday party and my parents fought all the time (less so when other people were around), but because he wanted to be near me, a little girl, who for sure had special powers. They kicked in around that age, when my dad began to arrive home later and later, and my mom’s sadness settled around us like permanent dust. Around then I began to believe I had the power to will people to love me, by virtue of my full concentration on the object of my affection, morning, noon and night, and my ability to outwait even the Second Coming. The fact that people often didn’t return love was beside the point, because at that age, my parents began to demonstrate that just because someone wasn’t telling you and showing you love, didn’t mean they didn’t feel it. And pay no attention to the broken dishes, the beer cases on the porch, the bills on the kitchen table, the skipping record player that greeted our mornings, our mother sleeping on the couch next to it, the same couch upon which the church counselor would sit every Sunday night looking at her fingernails instead of at the piles of laundry, or the Kraft dinner-encrusted pots, or the flea-bitten cat my brothers and sister and I hungrily gathered to our beds each night. Those things had nothing to do with love. And sometimes, if you waited, love came back. So I learned to wait, to stay silent, to stew. Eventually waiting became something I was very, very good at. After all, a crush is only made up of a little love and a lot of waiting. Problem is, wait too long, and that bit of love grows into an unruly mass of feelings that become utterly disproportionate to the facts. Though try telling a teenaged girl that her feelings aren’t facts. As a child that disparity is simply confusing. And I did not know it then, but my crush on Buddy would become the template upon which all my high school crushes would be based; they were silent, painful, and epic. Because when you add booze, divorce, high school, and hormones, that space between who you are and who you love becomes an unfathomable chasm.

 

Crush is such an appropriate word. All mine had weight, mass, and density, and in the throes of a crush, under the spell of one, I felt flattened. When a crush passed me in the hallways in high school, it was as though I was wearing a lead X-ray vest under my clothing: they couldn’t see into me, but I could see into them.

By the time I reached high school, home life was intolerable. My parents began their brutal dance; my mom would kick my father out of the house, he would leave for several months, feel remorse, and then return. The only thing that sustained me were my crushes, and the attendant fantasies they created. And because I wasn’t popular and pulled-together, I hung around other moony losers.

We traded details like hockey cards.

“Saw Trevor at the Fish & Chip,” my friend Sandy would say.

“Oh yeah. Heard he feathered his hair,” I’d say.

“Oh my God he did. It looks so good.”

“Yeah. He’s so cute.”

“Have you seen Kirk today?”

“He was on the bus,” I’d whisper hoarsely.

She’d nod, maybe squeeze my hand as though sensing I had had my daily fix, had taken my medication that morning. But it was unspoken among us that our crushes were completely unattainable. The people we loved didn’t give us the time of day, and that was the point.

“Oh my God,” she’d say if she spotted my quarry. “There’s Kirk.” We would instinctively move to a location from which to better watch unseen.

 

Kirk was small and freckled, popular and funny. Back then, if a boy had pale skin, light-colored eyes, dark hair, anything Irish or English about him, I was a goner. If he made those in his immediate periphery laugh, I was rapt.

I sat behind Kirk in tenth grade. He’d make me laugh out loud and Mrs. Grenier would whip a white piece of chalk at my chest. When I entertained the improbable, though terrifying, prospect that he liked me, too, I got sloppy. I started to wait for him before going into class. I stared too long at him, to the point of awkward discovery. I tried to cork the crush the best I could by changing my patterns, where I walked, where I ate, how I breathed, but I couldn’t. When Jill M. suddenly became his girlfriend, at first I was deflated and angry, but relief quickly replaced the sadness. Being someone else’s boyfriend meant I could reinvigorate my crush on Kirk. He was containable, watchable, entirely mine again. In my head, that is. And it was there that I could imagine him fighting with Jill once he discovered that it was me he really loved. I could imagine us dating, getting married. I could see us laughing and walking. We’d have two children, and we’d live near his parents, who were nice to me and each other. It wasn’t my last, but Kirk was my first high school crush, which meant he enjoyed charter membership. And though the intensity of my feelings for him came and went all through high school, they were reliable. Like radio signals. Like migratory birds.

 

My crush on Mark G. began under the watchful eyes of God. I figured out that the best vantage point from which to watch the back of Mark G.’s head was in church. My crush started on his hair and moved down to his surprisingly manly hands. I would stare at him as though he was a lava lamp and I was a high hippy. I cared more about him than I did my sister, or Olivia Newton John. I started to smoke cigarettes in the mirror, practicing the way I’d look and talk to him if I ever got the chance. I joined the Octagon Club, an organization his dad founded for bored kids from troubled homes. He made his restless sons attend to set examples. At meetings I honed my talent for not looking at the one thing I loved the most: him. Not wanting to be discovered again, I began to excel at pretending to ignore the object of my desire. This crush, too, was long-lasting (two years), potent (it physically sickened me to see him, be near him, talk to him), and utterly futile (he thought I was unattractive, weird, but intermittently funny). Mind-, body-, and spirit-wise, my crush on Mark G. was perfect because it hurt like fuck.

The problem with my teenaged crushes was that I took them as seriously as I did myself. So telling my first (then-closeted) gay friend, Bailey, about my crush on Mark G., signaled the end of one of the best crushes I had had on a guy. I was new to gay boyfriends so failed to realize that Bailey, as did everyone, probably also had a crush on Mark G., one far more fraught than mine. So I was unaware that Bailey’s need to tell Mark G. that I was totally in love with him had less to do with hurting me than with Bailey needing to vicariously experience Mark G.’s cruel and swift dismissal. Still, I hated Bailey for sending him a note that said, My friend Lisa likes you. I hated him with the kind of weather that pulls down oaks.

Next time Bailey dropped his tray next to mine in the cafeteria I said, “Go sit somewhere else, asshole, I’m fucking killing you with my brain right now.”

My friend Sandy said, “Yeah fagboy. Get lost.”

It was a small town. We weren’t aware that moody, funny, odd girls like us would one day badly need the gays.

 

A crush, once discovered and dismissed, must no longer be maintained, else you become criminally obsessed. I learned that lesson with Frankie. He was a brilliant forward, with a broken nose, and because of his hockey injuries already walked like an old man, which made him seem sexy. He dated my friend’s older sister, a mopey, skinny girl who never loved him right. She made fun of him behind his back and talked about his penis. After they’d have sex on his parent’s water bed, she said, he’d sometimes spoon her and cry a little over the fact that he was adopted. This creeped her out, but it made my crush take on enormous proportions because I had never heard of a boy being sad and naked at the same time, let alone adopted. I would drive by his house after my shift at the mall. It would be dark when I rounded the corner in the subdivision where rich people lived. I didn’t know which bedroom window was his or his parents’. I didn’t know what I was looking for, because, fact is, I would have died if he saw me. But being near him that way, in a car that was driving by his house, was oddly comforting, even prayerful. If his Delta 88 was parked in his driveway, it provided a kind of lullaby before I’d head off to my home near the county tavern another fifteen minutes away. Sometimes I’d hear people splashing in the pool behind his house and I’d imagine my thighs wrapped around his waist under the water, weightless and loving. I’d picture his mom handing me an iced tea and asking me to stay for dinner. His dad would regard us fondly. Later in the privacy of their fancy gazebo, he’d advise Frankie that I was the best thing that ever happened to him, so don’t mess this up, buddy.

When my friend’s sister mysteriously broke up with him, I became bereft at how bereft the breakup had made him. While sitting a few feet away, Frankie would confide in my friend the love he had for her sister and his confusion over the breakup. I felt selfish compassion for him because what he was feeling for her, I was feeling for him. I desperately wanted to betray her, to tell him about the cock comment, how she laughed because of his crying, how being adopted was amazing because at least he wasn’t aborted. I imagined saying many comforting things to him while we were naked in the dark of his parents’ bedroom, the water bed undulating beneath us, postcoitally. Mostly, I envied my friend’s sister’s talent for casual cruelty, the luxury of the popular.

 

My crush on Frankie disappeared, but what replaced it was pining, the horrible side effect of a crush gone chronic, when it’s not allowed to run its feverish course. I was raised Catholic so was keenly aware of the difference between admiring something (crushing) without coveting it (pining). The nuns elaborated that coveting has the potential to turn boys insane and girls into whores. I didn’t want that for myself. Pining hurts more, too, because the vigilance, the waiting, is spiked with a kind of hate. All benevolence is removed. The other unruly aspect of pining is that I seemed to require Frankie’s acknowledgment, his attention acting like a cold compress to the forehead bringing the pining’s fever down. A crush, being wholly selfish and one-sided, demands none of that. Also pining is far more difficult to conceal. But pining did accomplish some good things. My attendance record improved, I dressed better, and took pains with my makeup and hair. Sometimes Frankie would acknowledge me, but it was in the way I now see business rivals behave in financial district watering holes. Men who secretly dread each other will aggressively nod, offer each other too-wide smiles, their eyes and mouth expressing opposite emotions occurring in their brains and hearts.

Also, I was aware I was becoming weird. My mouth hung open while I listened to him speaking. I stared at Frankie’s face too much, waiting for it to face me, and I was just too often too coincidentally too much around.

The only cure for pining is geographical, and though I greeted the news that Frankie would be playing hockey and going to high school in a faraway town with desperate grief, part of me was relieved. I could get down to the business of finding another crush. This time no pining. Just the restraint of a crush upon whom I could reinvigorate my talent for necessary fantasy.

 

Jason came soon after, he of the striped socks and the lithe body. He could roller-skate backwards beautifully, while listening to his own music on his enormous earphones. He had confidence. He had the use of a credit card. He had a singular thin braid growing down the back of his neck. He knew about music from England that was not the Beatles. He drove a car that was painted with baby-blue house paint and he was the opposite of being ashamed of it. That’s because his parents were rich, so anything that looked poor about him had the glistening patina of unself-conscious irony, a quality urban hipsters today try to emulate.

For no reason except to have something to say, I told Francis, popular and thin, that I had a crush on Jason. I tried to make it sound sophisticated and untrue, though in reality, part of me wanted to try out what our pairing might feel like in the real world. After all, hadn’t I caught him looking over at me four times? Probably it was that I was never not looking at him. No matter. Telling Francis was supposed to come off brave-sounding, like its futility was no big whoop, different from the way I told Bailey about Mark G. But mostly I told her because crushes aren’t allowed to stay a secret, because crush + secret = pining, which = hell, and I didn’t want to go through that again.

Of course, Francis told her sister Susan who told Jason’s sister Gina that I had a crush on him. Still, I was baffled when I saw Gina pointing me out to Jason in the cafeteria, and for a moment I imagined Jason had been asking Gina, Who is that girl and why hadn’t I noticed her before? Isn’t she friends with Susan’s sister Francis? She seems very perfect to me. So I asked Francis to ask Susan to ask Gina why she had been pointing me out and whispering to Jason. Gina told Susan who told Francis who told me, reluctantly, that Gina had been telling Jason what she had heard from Susan about what I had told Francis about my crush on Jason. Francis winced and I blanched. She was genuinely contrite when she relayed that what Jason had told Gina to tell Susan to tell Francis to tell me was this: though flattered, he thought I was “unremarkable.”

I was distraught.

Remarkably so.

 

It was no coincidence that it was around that time that my behavior changed dramatically. The Francises and Sandys were replaced by the burnouts and the stoners. I can’t say for certain that I set out to become remarkable, in that I was remarkably drunker than most at parties, remarkably irresponsible with the car, remarkably adept at shoplifting, remarkably sarcastic to parents and teachers, and wore remarkably more makeup and shorter skirts than the others, but I did. And that behavior got me noticed by boys. Not in the way Buddy might have once kindly noticed that I was a sad little girl who could have used a bit of attention now and again. There was nothing benevolent about the boys I messed around with, especially the ones I had had a crush on and eventually “got.” (That’s how I put it in my diaries: I’m going to “get” him.) When I homed in on them with a beer, or five, in me, all they noticed about me was my willingness to do anything to secure their attention, even for a short time, even for fifteen minutes in the back of someone’s dad’s Cadillac on the ride home. Sometimes they called, sometimes they didn’t. I told myself it didn’t matter because after I “got” them, I would no longer have a crush on them. It would mysteriously vanish in a vapor, to be replaced by shame and guilt.

 

Many years later, I realized that feeling unremarkable is a trait common to people who have crushes. How else would a crush exist, let alone flourish to emotionally crippling proportions, if the crush wasn’t seemingly superior to its unremarkable admirer? After all, I didn’t have crushes on oddball boys, outsiders, artists, or the troubled; that would have meant a certain kind of love of self that was entirely impossible back then. Besides, those were the obtainable boys, ones I could easily “get” (ones I later learned had crushes on me).

No, I crushed on the plainly popular, the obvious targets: the class presidents who wore pastel sweaters tied around their necks, the jock stars who drank too much and joked too loudly, rich, popular boys, the ones who gathered all the light around them for those brief high school years.

Ironically, my crushes mostly grew up to be unremarkable men themselves, men who now live in subdivisions and suburbs, who are fat and drink too much, who rarely finished college, who reluctantly attend couples’ counseling, who have children who resent them. I know these things because my sister tells me, she the eye-rolling repository of all my dead crushes.

 

Last month I called my older brother on his cell phone to wish him a happy fortieth birthday. He was drunk and in a loud bar. He said, hey, guess who’s here. Kirk! They play hockey together. Kirk asks about me sometimes, my brother says. He tells Kirk I’m great, even when I’m not, for which I love my brother. And though twenty-five years had passed since Mrs. Grenier angrily dotted my sweaters with chalk, when I heard Kirk’s name, the dormant part of my heart where old crushes go to retire, banged up against its cage, clutching the bars like an anxious prisoner who hasn’t had a visitor in decades.

“Oh yeah? Say hi to him, Dave,” I said, sounding remarkably cool. “Yeah. Tell him I said ‘hello.’ No big deal. How does he look? Is he still married to Jill? Did you tell him I wrote a book? You know what? No, don’t mention that. I don’t want to brag. Anyway, hey, put him on. I’d love to talk to him.”

Dave was quiet for second. I pictured him putting his finger in his free ear.

“You know, Lis, my phone reception’s really bad. I can’t really hear you. Gotta go, love you.”

“Okay. Love you, too. No big deal.”

“Okay, bye Lis.”

“Bye. No big deal.”

Perhaps I am still transparently moony about people. But I don’t mind that today because I am back to being unremarkable myself. In retrospect, I’m glad I wasn’t a standout, which, in high school, meant to be thin, rich, beautiful, athletic, and from an intact family, because I would not have had my crushes to carry me through those painful teen years. In fact, they wouldn’t have been painful to begin with. And I needed those years and all that pain. I especially needed the fantasies, which were as unremarkable as I was, and am striving to be now. Because I dreamed of normalcy, of being picked up by the object of my desire in a clean house, our respectful dates bracketed by the boy’s curious parents, who were happy together and busy, probably hosting parties which we’d reluctantly join, a singular grown-up cocktail thrust in our hands.

After years spent spiraling around with so-called remarkable men who couldn’t commit, couldn’t love, and eventually couldn’t hold it together, men who justified their bad behavior as the hallmark of utter uniqueness, as I once did, unremarkable fantasies are my tonic today.

 

It’s amazing to watch one of my little nieces get a little crush on one of the many boyfriends I’ve brought home over the years. They all act the same. They giggle too often, hover too near, stare too much at these oblivious men. I find it endearing and a little flattering. I like that they like what I have, who I am with. But I like to believe that their hearts are too normal, their own intact family lives too healthy, for these crushes to sicken and stall them as mine did me. I pray for that, in fact. And I want to tell them that it’s okay to have crushes, necessary in fact, but like anything that can be addictive, that can alter your perception of who you are and what you want. I want to advise them to try to obsess about their crushes responsibly. Don’t go overboard, I want to say. Don’t grant them too much power. Don’t let rejection kill you. And for godsakes don’t tell anyone, especially the gays.

 

Today I’m a lot less susceptible to crushes because I’ve learned a little about love—not, like, how to find and keep it—but at least I know I want the real kind, with a real, and kind, man. Also, I no longer believe that love is something you think about, it’s something you do. And I don’t choose to cultivate fantasies over trying to deal with realities. For the most part. I mean, you should see the guy who goes to the bakery down the street. I swear he looks like Ewan McGregor, if Ewan McGregor was a funny, intellectual, dog-loving happily married father of two, who reads Philip Roth, and plays rugby. So okay, I do have a tiny little crush on him. And, yeah, sometimes I picture us playing with his dog on the beach, no big deal, while his wife (from whom he’s divorced, though it’s totally mutual, and we totally get along) takes care of the kids (who like me a lot, because they know I’m not trying to replace their mother), but I don’t do it often. I mean, it’s not like he’s the only reason I go to the bakery between 8:30 and 9:00 a.m. most mornings, except Tuesday and Friday, when his kids have swimming. Because they really do make the best coffee, and I need my daily fix.









The B-List Rings Twice



TOD GOLDBERG





If the truth be known, I would have preferred not meeting Zsa Zsa Gabor at all versus meeting her while covered in the pubic hair of my sixteen-year-old girlfriend. Of course, we can’t always predict when washed-up stars will appear on our doorsteps holding thousands of dollars worth of diamonds and even if we could, is there ever a proper outfit for this sort of experience? Retrospect tells me that I probably should have just stayed in the bedroom with my poor, sweet, innocent, incredibly naked girlfriend prostrate on my single bed, Depeche Mode droning on in the background, half-finished Bartles & Jaymes wine coolers littered around us. Retrospect also tells me that I shouldn’t have blackmailed a math teacher into giving me a passing grade during my senior year and that I probably shouldn’t have stolen all the stereos out of my mom’s boyfriends’ cars, but then retrospect never knew how to have a good time in the ’80s.

I’d like to say that I was surprised by the appearance of Zsa Zsa Gabor, but the fact is that odd celebrities made a habit of showing up at my house during my years in high school. My mother was the society editor for the Desert Sun—the local paper of Palm Springs, California—which, in the mid-to-late 1980s, meant that she went to parties for a living, slept with lots of men who owned suit stores or record stores and were chauffeured around in limousines by guys named Three Finger Freddie, and wrote gossipy columns about people who were stars twenty-five years before I was born. There were certain perks for my mother. It afforded her free meals from the finest restaurants, free clothing from the likes of Bob Mackey, and a free form of celebrity not found in most cities: she was recognized wherever she went because she knew famous people, not because she was famous. In another time and place, she might have been Kato Kaelin, but in Palm Springs she was an icon—as much as one can be an icon while earning a small-town journalist’s salary.

None of this made me any more interesting or cool. While my mother was going off to fabulous parties with reputed ancillary members of the Bonanno crime family on her arm, I was left to my own devices at home. This wasn’t such a bad thing, though there’s only so many hours a fourteen-year-old can spend deciphering the odd nipple out of a scrambled Playboy Channel signal before jerking off becomes both pointless and painful. It really wasn’t until a few years later (and, frankly, after I stopped dressing like the asexual keyboard player from the Cure) that my mother’s absence started to pay dividends, though not always for me; first, my house became the designated fuck pad for the sophomore class of Palm Springs High School.

Not that anyone was having sex with me, of course, but I was happy to serve as host for a modest gratuity. The most frequent visitor was my friend Zach, who liked to bring his girlfriend over for a little afternoon delight. Unfortunately, neither Zach nor I had a car yet and since Zach’s girlfriend was actually his mother’s best friend, this presented a problem. At first, we’d walk over to the shopping center across the street from the school and Zach’s girlfriend—who, it should be noted, was happily married to a cop and was the mother of three small children—would purchase us both an Orange Julius before we all piled into the family sedan for the quick ride over to my house. Eventually, even that got too cumbersome for the lovers, so Zach’s girlfriend just started picking us up in front of the school with the Orange Juliuses already waiting.

Sometimes, I’d simply unlock the door and let them in, happy to have my drink on the front patio. Other times, I’d go inside and watch a little 1-800-DIAL MTV in hopes of catching the video for Motley Crüe’s “Home Sweet Home” or I’d go out to the pool or I’d just take a brief nap on the sofa. I only really needed to make myself scarce for about twenty minutes at a time; so, if there was nothing compelling to do at the house to take my mind off the fact that my friend Zach was fucking the wife of some cop who, if he was any kind of cop, was already aware of the situation and planning a SWAT offensive, I’d just take a walk around the block. On the final such occasion, I caught Zach and his girlfriend as they scurried out of my house, their faces ashen. Zach’s girlfriend got into her car and slammed the door without even offering me her usual tepid thanks.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Dude,” Zach said, “Remington Steele was just here.”

“What?”

“Remington Steele, you know? The detective? He was here. He knocked on the door and asked for directions to someone’s house. We’re getting the fuck out of here.”

“You mean Pierce Brosnan?” I said. “The actor?”

“Whatever, dude,” Zach said.

“Why did you even answer the door? This isn’t your house.”

“I was scared,” Zach said. “It could have been her husband.”

I explained to Zach that plenty of famous people lived in the neighborhood—including, at the time, Herman Wouk, Sonny Bono, and Suzanne Somers—and that Remington Steele probably just went to the wrong house and that everything was fine, they could go back inside. Zach didn’t care.

“Dude,” he said, “I can’t have detectives and shit coming around. Her husband is a cop! Do you know how much trouble I’d be in? Do you know how much trouble you’d be in? Fuck this, man.”

I opted not to elucidate to Zach that Remington Steele wasn’t a real detective, just like Captain Kirk wasn’t a real starship captain. I figured the nuance would be lost on him (and having to further delve into the issue that Remington Steele wasn’t even a real detective on the TV show was too much of an existential issue for either of us to comprehend, much less Zach, who, it should be noted, liked to get high by smoking parsley sprigs he stole from the grocery store). Plus, it seemed to me then that our friendship was reaching its natural conclusion—why muddy it with a pesky issue like reality?

“I don’t think you should have sex here anymore,” I said.

“Don’t worry,” Zach said. He paused then and leaned in toward me. “She told me if I could give her multiple orgasms, she’d marry me. What do you think of that?”

“I think that’s great,” I said. “You should totally do that.” Zach and his girlfriend drove off that day and while I’m sure I didn’t presume it to be true then, I realize it now: there’s no fucking way Pierce Brosnan knocked on my front door.

 

In the intervening years, several stars did arrive, but they always had someone else with them—Artie Shaw had his dog, Paul Newman had his brother, Robert Stack had his wife, Harpo the Clown had his horn—and they generally came with such pomp, circumstance, and advance notice that it was about as exciting as a prostate exam and required nearly as much forethought. How, precisely, do you clean the house in preparation for Artie Shaw’s arrival, particularly when he’s not even coming inside? I’m still not sure, but the directions were always the same from my mother:

“Clean up all that crap in your room,” she’d say, “and that means everything from under your bed, too. And take down all those asinine posters of people in black clothes.”

“Do you really think Artie Shaw is going to look under my bed?” I’d ask.

“Listen, mouth,” she’d say, “just do it. Maybe Artie will decide he’d like to marry me, be part of a nice Jewish family. Wouldn’t you like that?”

“We’re not a nice Jewish family,” I’d say. “I didn’t even have a bar mitzvah.”

“Clean your goddamn room!”

Artie Shaw never ended up marrying my mother, but for the next several years her hectic schedule of parties, balls, and dates with men who had scars from bullet wounds kept her out of the house for much of the day and night. After figuring out that frothy orange juice was not equal to the pursuit of my own liberty and sexual adventure, I opted to keep my house to myself, only renting it out briefly to my closest friends, and then only if they swore they wouldn’t use my room and wouldn’t answer the door.

I should have listened to my own advice.

It was a Friday afternoon and, after much cajoling, I’d convinced my girlfriend Susie that I could, and would, provide her with her very first orgasm. I’m not sure why I had the confidence to make this proclamation, since I’m fairly certain no other woman, girl, or folded pillow had ever received a tremendous amount of pleasure from me, so I decided to take a collegial approach to the situation. I hunkered down in the human sexuality section of the local Crown Books and immersed myself in the fine art of oral sex. I already knew what I needed to know about regular sex, which is to say that my standard twenty-seven seconds of intercourse was not likely to do the trick for Susie, or at least hadn’t brought her to the level of exhausted passion I’d read about in Harold Robbins novels, so an oral route needed to be paved. Or, more appropriately, a route toward cunnilingus, which I presumed was something of a higher order of oral sex. I even liked the word. I practiced saying it: Cunnilingus. We are now going to have cunnilingus, Susie. Did you enjoy the cunnilingus? I wasn’t going to merely perform cunnilingus, I was going to hold a symphony! I was to be a master!

I cut fifth period that day and made sure my bedroom was ready: a looped cassette of Depeche Mode singing “Somebody” was cued in the tape deck. Two four-packs of strawberry Bartles & Jaymes were hidden snuggly under my bed in an ice chest. A single red rose was in a vase by the bed. All socks, underwear, and tubes of lotion were discreetly put away. If Artie Shaw could see this now, he’d begin the beguine all over again.

Forty-five minutes into the Symphony of Cunnilingus, the doorbell rang. Things had been going pretty well, apart from the raging case of TMJ syndrome I was experiencing, the way my tongue had lost all feeling, and the upsetting notion that while I’d had an orgasm approximately forty-four minutes prior, Susie seemed no closer and, honestly, had begun to lose faith in my once-vaunted abilities, asking every now and again for me to get more wine coolers from under the bed if we were to keep this up.

“Shit,” I said to Susie. “Wait here.” I slipped on a pair of cutoff sweats and my favorite Bauhaus T-shirt (a band whose logo I regularly covered myself in but had never actually listened to) and walked out into the entry hall. I peered through the peephole and saw a woman with an enormous shock of hair, huge teeth, and an impossible tan staring back at me. She looked exactly like Zsa Zsa Gabor, but I was fairly certain Zsa Zsa Gabor was dead. Or was that Magda Gabor? Either way, it was a significant moral quandary: Should I pretend not to see Zsa Zsa Gabor and return to Susie and my pursuit of cunnilingus superiority? Should I alert Susie of Zsa Zsa’s presence? Should I put on some underwear?

“Darling,” the woman said, “I hear you on the other side of the door. Are you going to make me wait here all day?”

I cracked open the door.

“Darling,” she said, “I can’t see you.”

I opened the door wide and there was no mistaking it now: Zsa Zsa Gabor was alive and well and standing on my front porch.

“Is your mother here?” Zsa Zsa asked.

“No,” I said. “She’s at work.”

“At work?”

“Yes,” I said. “At the newspaper.”

“They make her go in?”

I nodded. There are moments in your life that, as they are happening, seem to already have the quality of memory, so that when you look back on them later on, they feel somewhat like a dream, like you’re not sure all the details are accurate because they are covered in a soft focus glow: Your first kiss. Your first dance. The first time you had a conversation with Zsa Zsa Gabor while your face was covered in the reddish—and fragrant—pubic hairs of your girlfriend, while your cutoff sweats were pitching Eagle Scout-worthy tents because your penis had, after forty-four long minutes, finally responded to the repeated stimuli you were providing it, while you tried your best not to shake hands with Ms. Gabor because both of your hands were covered in the sticky fluids of the same girlfriend in question, and perhaps a bit of Emotion Lotion as well, because you sort of lost your cunnilingus confidence about nineteen minutes ago and started trying to figure a way out of this unpromisable promise you’d made, but are, as such, determined to get back into that bedroom and prove yourself, Zsa Zsa Gabor be damned!

Zsa Zsa seemed to understand this. She reached into her handbag and pulled out a small black box. “Give this to your mother,” she said, all pretense of Darling-this and Darling-that out the door. “She’s expecting it.”

“Okay,” I said. We stood there staring at each other for a moment. In the years since, I’ve tried to conjure the face of Zsa Zsa Gabor in times when I’ve needed to take my mind away from certain difficult tasks—like how some men replay Game 6 of the 1986 World Series, or try to imagine their buddy Vitaly’s hairy ass—but it never works. Perhaps it’s the mixture of honest scorn and, I’d like to believe, abject horror that graced Ms. Gabor’s face that day which makes it impossible. Or maybe it’s the very real sense that after staring into her eyes for only a brief moment, I knew the odds of me having an erection anytime in the next 24–48 hours were diminishing exponentially with every passing second.

Zsa Zsa still had the box in her hand and I could tell she was assessing the situation as deeply as Zsa Zsa assessed anything, which is to say that she arched her eyebrows, which in most people would cause an appreciable change of expression, but not in the plasticine Ms. Gabor. A few years later, Zsa Zsa was arrested for pimp-slapping a cop and I recall that her mug shot had the same look of benign indecision.

“You’ll give this to her, Darling?”

“I said I would,” I said. I didn’t know what Zsa Zsa’s big deal was. In the larger picture of Zsa Zsa’s life, it’s not like she was the one in the middle of an absurd situation. If, say, Charo happened upon Zsa Zsa’s house while she was engaged in a prolonged bout of cunnilingus, well, then I could see where her irritation level might be warranted. But I was the aggrieved party here and did not appreciate her tone. Or her eye makeup. Or the way she actually didn’t look so much like Zsa Zsa Gabor as she did a person wearing a Zsa Zsa Gabor Halloween costume.

Zsa Zsa handed me the box and let out a perceptible sigh, as if she knew this was a situation best handled differently, but was resigned to seeing it through to its natural conclusion, whatever the result. “Be sure she gets this,” Zsa Zsa said.

“Will do,” I said. I watched Zsa Zsa walk back down the driveway where a chauffeured car was idling. When she turned and looked at me, I gave the box a little shake, like a wave. A hand fluttered to Zsa Zsa’s chest before she disappeared into the automobile.

I went back inside, set the box down on the entry hall table, and ambled my way back into the bedroom, where I found Susie fully dressed.

“Who was that?” Susie asked.

“Zsa Zsa Gabor,” I said.

Susie nodded like that was exactly who she figured was at the door. “I’m feeling kind of sick,” she said. “Will you take me home?”

“You don’t want to finish up?” I said. I made a flicking motion with my tongue and Susie visibly recoiled.

“No,” Susie said.

 

Several hours later, after I’d dropped Susie back off at home and had concocted several gross fabrications of my sexual prowess in the presence of my friends, I returned home and saw the black velvet box still sitting in the entry hall. My mother was in her room getting dressed for the evening. She was going to a black-tie event that night—a charity, or a ball, or just someone with money spending it—and was wearing one of her free ten-thousand-dollar dresses. I’m not sure who she was dating at the time—either the reputed mobster who owned the men’s clothing store or the reputed mobster who owned the record store that burned down every two years or the watch salesman who, after they broke up, came back and demanded that I give him back the gaudy Seiko he’d given me—but the car he’d sent for her was idling in the same spot as Zsa Zsa’s earlier in the day.

“Mom?” I called out. “Did you see this box? Zsa Zsa Gabor dropped it off earlier.” I tried to sound nonchalant about it all, as if Zsa Zsa always came over when my mom was at work.

“Yes,” she said, shouting from her bathroom. “It’s way too garish.”

“She seemed to think you were expecting it,” I said.

“I was going to borrow it but she just wanted to get her name in my column,” she said. “Just leave it there on the counter. I’ll get it back to her tomorrow.” I heard the blow dryer go on, which signaled the momentary end of our conversation. Too garish for my mom? This was a woman who gussied up like Joan Collins on Dynasty just to get the mail, who wore gold lamé to bed at night and somehow managed to only buy bedazzled T-shirts. I cracked open the box and saw a necklace rimmed with at least fifteen carats of diamond and banded by gold, platinum, and a bunch of other precious metals I either did not yet know or were too far along the periodic chart for me to memorize. Visions of Hawaii, Paris, and taking Susie on a Wet Seal shopping spree swam through my mind. If I couldn’t get Susie off, maybe I could buy her off! Another vision, albeit briefer, of me sharing a cell with an enormous Samoan also flashed by. Opportunity cost was high. My mom walked out then and asked me to zip her up.

“Is Zsa Zsa coming back?” I asked.

“Probably not tonight,” she said. “Though her sister Magda may come by later. She’s a real doll, so keep your room clean.”









The Handgun of Idle Young Attractiveness:

A Coming-of-Age Essay Complete with Requisite Humiliation



JULIANNA BAGGOTT





At sixteen, I was unprepared for the public displays of wanting from men—particularly at the university’s Olympic-sized pool where it first struck. The moment would imprint so deeply that chlorine fumes would be permanently linked to the nervous specter of desire. I had never been sent to conventions on management and power—which should be prescriptive for young women. I hadn’t been assigned texts like Weiss’s The Unofficial Guide to Power Management or, perhaps vaguely applicable, Whitson’s Chinese Military and Political Leaders and the Distribution of Power in China, 1956–1971—and, decades later, still haven’t. (Who has?) Worse, Monica Lewinsky was still in grade school. It is difficult to imagine the pre-Lewinsky era when no one had yet discussed thongs and power, this new particular brand of ruin via desire. But such a time did exist. Imagine it yawning open at our backs—a thick green field of otherworldliness strewn with grazing cows—or, no, no, even before that, when cows were not yet domesticated and roamed wildly through German forests—while we’re at it: before there were such things as German forests or even Germans. Put it this way for the younger set: pre-Hasselhoff.

And you must understand that during my grammar school days, masculinity was so popular that it infused all things defined as good—even my very own mother’s sense of palatable décor. For example, my childhood playroom had been carpeted in brown shag, obviously styled off the chest pelt of Burt Reynolds. For those who know Burt Reynolds and his former chest pelt, I apologize for that graphic rendering, but it is necessary if you are to really understand my historical and cultural baggage. For those who were not born early enough to have the pleasure of a pre–Boogie Nights Burt Reynolds, he was once the ultra-macho actor who specialized in films about truckers—a fad that wildly infested pop culture, causing all Americans to reidentify themselves (much like the practice of Confirmation for Catholic children) each with their own new name or “handle” à la Honey Bear.

Like all girls—including, one must assume, Lewinsky—I had been given all the wrong information. I’d been told that I was powerless—part of the definition of girlhood at that time–and, on top of that, I was scrawny. I’d been fed Little House on the Prairie reruns like free narcotics in hopes of creating dependency. But I had resisted an addiction, perhaps to the credit of Nancy Reagan, who, with her “Just say no” drug manifesto unwittingly affected many areas of the American psyche. (Who couldn’t help but internalize the motto coming from Nancy with her alarmingly large head on such a small body? Had her body atrophied while her brain ever-expanded?) Additionally, my love of prairie bonnets had worn thin—there is only a small window in a girl’s life when bonnets hold such magnetism.

By the time of the Olympic pool incident, I identified, primarily, as a field hockey player. I wasn’t allowed to be a cheerleader. (My mother was a feminist. Ironic, you might say in light of her décor decisions. Please bear in mind that style decisions can be deeply subconscious. How do we explain, for example, my insistence on occasionally wearing ugly brown lace-up shoes other than the fact that they harken back to my years of schooling with nuns in orthopedics who had no need of men. They are my I-hate-men shoes.

Clearly. They parade my inner nun or my inner lesbian or my inner lesbian nun. But I have been oblivious to this subconscious work. Until now, I will’ve only said of them, Fashion meets comfort.) I soon fell in love with field hockey, the toughness most of all, the way the team would jog off the field, tucking our mouth guards into the tops of our tall green socks. (Another lesbian reference?) My best friend was a twirler, and although I looked down on her for this, I learned all of her routines each summer. Since the field hockey team practiced next to the marching band, I also was an excellent twirler of my field hockey stick, a compromise her coach was willing to put up with: I was second team all-Catholic.

Deep down, I knew that there was no real future in field hockey or in field hockey stick twirling. I had a certain practicality.

Other things about me worth noting: I had an unusual crush on David Mamet, the foul-mouthed playwright. If anyone asked if she had a crush, I would substitute Boris Becker for David Mamet—because this was more socially acceptable. I didn’t want to have sex with Mamet. I wanted to be Mamet and therefore cursed profusely whenever I could, which supports the notion that the arts can be a bad influence in the development of character. (Boris Becker was a fine young man.) I also spent a lot of time in the nursing home—the demented second floor where the patients moaned and grabbed at me from their restraints. I was once forked in the arm while trying to move a plate closer to an old man who’d been raised in the Depression. My grandmother was there—mute and memoryless. I thought a lot about memory. I once returned a dead cat to a neighbor—scooping it off the roadside into a box—but was later told that it wasn’t the neighbor’s cat. I was, in short, thoughtful and morbid and foul-mouthed.
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