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Well if they’re making it (making it) Then they’re pushing it (pushing it)


—Chevelle


“CHEESE!”


A strobe of red followed by a flash of bright white, hopefully bouncing off my teeth and sparkling in my eyes. I tried not to giggle.


“That’s it, everyone,” the school photographer announced with a smile.


Everyone on the school literary magazine fell forward, now released from our pose. We were all giddy from just having put the spring issue of Veritas to rest. Even Will, who just designed the cover, had smiled unexpectedly for the camera. And Meera had actually dressed up. Sort of.


“Congratulations, everyone,” Mrs. Tildenhurst said. She put her arm around me and gave me a special squeeze. “I am so sorry you’re not going to be with us next year, Thyme. You did such wonderful work.”


I blushed a little and felt genuinely bad. “Sorry, I just don’t have the time. I think I should concentrate on my strengths my senior year—and unfortunately they just don’t include anything of literary merit.” Besides, I had been on the magazine for three years now, and junior year extra-curries counted more than senior for college applications. Or so the legend went.


Tildenhurst gave me an odd look. “That’s a funny thing for someone so young to say. Don’t you think it’s a little early to write off—pardon the pun—poetry and fiction and journaling?”


“I guess I just know my own limitations,” I said self-deprecatingly, winding down our conversation. She was going to be my AP teacher next year, anyway—we’d have more chances to talk then. And I was anxious to get back to the group. They were talking about going to a movie and I didn’t want to miss out. They were the closest thing to a clique I had.


All of Ashbury High is divided into three main groups: the rich kids, the jocks, and The Twenty—my nickname for the approximately twenty most overachieving, good-school-bound juniors. They were a social force to be reckoned with, no matter how nerdy. Less important socially (in order) are the partyers, the stoners, the do-gooders, the geeks and freaks.


I was just barely in The Twenty possibly GPA #19 or 20 itself, but I was in. In the overinflated world of AP grades and extra credit, staying in the top 10 percent is pretty fricking difficult. But if it wasn’t for them, I wouldn’t really have had any place in the school hierarchy. I’d be even more of a no one. I sucked at sports, was financially middle class (no matter how upper), never got invited to the good parties, and my interests (making beaded jewelry, e.g.) had no bragging rights among my peers. Nor did they look good on college applications. They were personal. I was personal. Even a little introverted, some might say.


So the people in Veritas, the French Club, Model U.N., and everything else were the closest thing I had to a social scene.


“Hey, what are we doing?” I asked, bouncing up to Kevin, the current head of The Twenty. I had thought he was cute for about one marking period, but constant competition doesn’t really do much for sexual attraction.


“Oh, I don’t know,” he sighed, rolling his eyes. “I think we’re going to see that action-thriller thing Sonia’s cousin is in. Either that or The Life Aquatic.”


Well, that first one sounded kind of exciting. Even if the movie sucked, we would sort of know someone in the credits.


“What are they doing here?” someone else asked—GPA #5, as a matter of fact—indicating the door with a similar roll of her eyes.


Lida and Suze, my peeps from the hood and my oldest friends, had finally shown up. I had invited them along to whatever everyone decided to do after the meeting. We did almost everything together, but somehow didn’t come across as the Charlie’s Angels trio we should have been.


I was the natural blonde, though it had a hint of red from some Irish somewhere back on my mom’s side. Light skin, freckles, blue eyes, pixie nose. Unfortunately, rather than being the bombshell blonde, I looked adorable in a baseball cap with a ponytail sticking out the back. Maybe that would change someday when I grew breasts.


Suze was the really beautiful one, theatrical and dark-haired, with very light brown eyes and perfect red lips. HUGE knockers. And she had this aura that made everything she did sparklier and brighter than anything else in the room (I’m immune through long, repeated exposure). She never stopped moving, pouting, posing. Her teeth were very white.


Lida (rhymes with weed-a, perfect for her current incarnation as perpetually mellow chronic) had large, wide-set eyes and long black lashes that made her always look sleepy, cool, or sarcastic. Under her lids her irises were a very dark blue. Hers was the only hair that didn’t need all kinds of crap to give it volume: large, wavy curls that could look elegant pinned up if she gave a rat’s ass and didn’t have the thread-wrapped-with-cowrie things going on. She was a little heavier than Suze and me, but not fat; sort of this Earth Goddess Mother shape which low-slung jeans and camo pants always emphasized.


(Dave was also there, an arm around Lida with his hand in her back pocket. Even Suze and I couldn’t tell if they were actually dating—or if he was just her dealer. Since he was funny and game for anything, we never really objected to his presence.)


The three of them … didn’t really fit in here. Lida could have been in with the rich kids but opted out for the stoners. Suze … uh … Suze liked boys. Which did nothing to increase her popularity as a whole. None of them was in The Twenty.


But I didn’t think it would really matter.


“I invited them,” I said, trying not to sound defensive. “They’re cool.”


“This was supposed to be a Veritas-only thing,” Kevin said, a little nasally. “There’s no room in the cars.”


“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Kevin, do you know how retarded you sound?” Will said, coming to my rescue. “I’ll drive them.”


Kevin huffed, “Whatever,” while sort of flouncing away.


“Hey thanks,” I murmured, giving the thumbs-up to Lida and Suze. Lida thumbed me back. Suze didn’t notice, too busy frowning over a couple of bills in her hand, making sure she had enough for the movie. Like many of the wealthier kids in Ashbury her allowance was generous—bordering on the unlimited—but restricted to the AmEx card that piggybacked on her dad’s so he could see her every expenditure. Cash was a dying commodity among my friends, in some ways more valuable because of the untraceable things they could buy. In Susan’s case, cigarettes, birth control pills, and R-rated movies.


“No problem,” Will answered back with a smile. He was one of those rare people who managed to remain an individual entity without being relegated to freak status. We’d known each other since kindergarten, before all the social divisions began. His mom was white and his dad was Dominican (I can’t tell you what that meant when they first moved to Ashbury but my parents sure could), and he somehow wound up looking like a taller than average Mayan: aquiline nose, blunt proportions, dark hair, clear coffee skin.


“But, could you carry my shit for me?” he asked, indicating his notebook and my bag.


“Of course,” I sighed. Everything was a negotiation. Nothing was free.


On the way home, I slumped in the front seat, thinking about the movie.


“I don’t think I get it,” I finally admitted aloud. “I liked the fish and the weird music, but I don’t really get what the point of the whole movie was. I mean, the guy goes to kill the shark that killed his friend, but doesn’t and then like his son shows up out of nowhere, and he dies…. Wasn’t that kind of random?”


To be fair, I often have trouble getting into a movie, or “suspending my disbelief” for more than a minute at a time. I can never concentrate properly and my thoughts begin to wander. Sometimes I miss entire plot points (ditto for lectures, homework reading, class discussion …).


“Wait, what shark?” Suze piped up from the back.


Then again, compared to Suze, I’m like a virtual total-recall.


“The shark he was going to get revenge on for killing his friend,” Will explained patiently, both hands on the wheel as we gracefully turned a curve. “The big thing at the end? The whole reason for the expedition?”


“Oh.” I could hear the confused pout in her voice. “I sort of missed the end. There was this really cute guy from Lewis next to me.”


“And you were what, too busy sharing popcorn?” I muttered, just low enough for Will to hear. I had actually considered getting up and going to the bathroom at one point just so I could move seats. Did Suze have to be so loud when she flirted?


Will smiled.


Lida gave a distinctly unfeminine snore and turned over in the back next to Suze. She was in the sleepy stage of being stoned, smiling and comfortable and completely oblivious.


“Well, think about what wasn’t there,” Will pointed out after a moment. “We never saw or heard the editor who got Cate Blanchett pregnant. We never actually saw Steve’s friend who died, except in a video flashback. We never see his dad. And we’re told that there’s no way he could even have had a son.”


“So?” I asked half defensively, half curiously. Who thought about what wasn’t in a movie?


“So … did you notice that no one was upset when Owen Wilson died? It was almost like Steve’s son never really existed, he was just a figment of everyone’s imagination. So he’s like all the others … all different aspects of being a father, or the stages of a man’s life. The guy who helps conceive a baby, the son, the father figure, the adult friend. The movie was all about how Steve Zissou was trapped as a sort of teen who never wants to grow up. At the end, when he picks up Willem Dafoe’s nephew, it shows he’s finally matured a little, ready to be more of a father figure.”


I thought about what he said. It was hard. The thinking, I mean. But as I walked my way mentally through the movie, it all fit.


I never got stuff like that. My essays for English were badly labored attempts at finding subtext and figuring out what the author was implying—where all I really found was plot.


Let’s face it. I wasn’t really Twenty material.


I looked out the window at the woods beyond the pavement. Thinner and thinner every year, as a new strip mall or condo development or whatever went up. But for now you still couldn’t see to the other side; just trees mixing with the dark sky until everything was blurred and black in the distance, no lights puncturing it.


My house was first and I was glad to jump out, still depressed that I had missed the whole point of the movie and sort of embarrassed that Will had done us the favor of driving us home. I slammed the door before Suze or Lida could suggest we hang out afterward, and went around the SUV to the driver’s side. Will unrolled the window to talk to me. It was all extremely grown-up. Weird.


“Hey uh, thanks,” I said, trying not to bite my lip, looking him in the eye. I used every possible chance to practice for college interviews, to shed the shy teenager thing in favor of something brighter and more, well, acceptable. I couldn’t help playing with my necklace, though, a dangly tasseled beaded affair, the last one I made before junior year began.


“No problem.” He gave a soft smile and rolled his eyes again; he knew just exactly how nice he was for driving all of us. I wish I could have offered something in return, like a latte or a study session. I hate hanging debts. “See you Monday.”


The window hummed up, sealing the occupants of the giant space vehicle, and it rumbled off into the night. Our street was one of the older ones, dark, and it felt extremely lonely as they pulled away, like they were stranding me on an empty planet. Once they were gone, silence descended. Not even crickets.


Finally I turned around and went in.


“Thyme!”


The front door opened and my mother’s voice hit me at the same time as the blast of brightness and heat from the house, somehow unwelcome even after the black chilliness of the spring night. Oh, and yes, my name is Thyme. As in Parsley, Sage, Rosemary, and. It’s the name of an expensive restaurant They used to go to in the city. They joked: After I was born, They couldn’t afford to go to a place like that for a long time, and wanted to commemorate it. They also liked to joke that I’m the most beloved mistake in the world. Pretty hilarious parents, no?


“How was the movie?”


My mom is one of those people who stays dressed right until bed. Her hair remains as neat and flat as it was in the morning, her makeup retouched if necessary, gold watch, triple strand of pearls, even socks and shoes remain in place until she “turns in for the night.” That day she sported a crisp khaki number, desperate for summer, and her blue eyes were fixed on me with that interested brightness you normally associate with birds.


“It sucked.” It did. Really. I wasn’t trying to be hostile. There just wasn’t anything else to say.


“Who was there?”


I really wished she would bless some other teenager with her interest, someone who was crying out for parental attention, “davidsuzelidawillkevinsoniameera. I guess.”


“Meera? You don’t talk about her much anymore.”


“She’s a freak, Mom.” I threw my jacket over the chair in the hall that wasn’t supposed to be used for that purpose but was nevertheless a shapeless pile of wool and cotton, and buttons. There might still actually have been some scarves under there; it had been a while since my parents’ last fight about it.


Final words flung out, I stomped upstairs, shouting a mental good night to wherever my dad was.


Someone else in my position probably would have thrown herself onto her bed, grabbed a stuffed animal or favorite book or whatever, turned up the music, and stared at the ceiling until falling asleep. Not me. I pulled off my shoes and jeans and shirt and brought my WorldCiv textbook and notebook and highlighter under the covers with me. I was never one of those it-comes-to-me-easily types—it took all my effort just to be in the lowest 5 percent of the Twenty. I can guarantee you no one else who went out to a movie that night, that Friday night, was going back to do homework.


Well, that was the plan.


Unfortunately, fifteen minutes later I was as sound asleep as my happier, cuddly-monkey-hugging counterparts.
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From the bible of “none of the above” On a steady diet of Soda pop and Ritalin


—Green Day


AH, SATURDAY MORNINGS. Pancakes for breakfast. The smell of them took me on the short, fast trip from dreaming about something good to wakefulness to realization that I had fallen asleep when I had meant to study. Nine hours had somehow passed. I must have woken up sometime during the night and stumbled to the bathroom to pee and swish some mouthwash around in place of brushing; at that point, however, any thought of actually cracking the books was as ridiculous as the boogie monster who supposedly once lived in the back of my closet.


“Fuck.”


But I said it halfheartedly, more like the echo of a real sentiment. I should have gotten a double espresso to go after the movies. Tastes like motor oil, but it would have done the trick. I prepared for my morning role, pulling on my old blue bathrobe and bunny slippers, sprinkling water in my eyes for a quick wakeup (the real cleansing, a three-part ritual involving industrial-strength chemicals, would come later). I stumbled downstairs and on cue my dad turned around, towel over his shoulder, pan full of pancake, bright giant smile on his face, like holy crap, aren’t I the best father ever.


“Pancakes for breakfast!”


Um, der. It’s only been that way for a billion years now. Mom was sorting through bills and mail with French-manicured nails, making little organized snickety sounds.


And I know for a fact that my dad can cook things other than pancakes. Mom says They used to take turns making dinner. During my tenure in the Gilcrest household I had yet to see him make anything besides pancakes, frozen pizza, and reservations. Cooking was one of those things that I had been vaguely meaning to learn—seemed useful, good to know before I go to college. But on the rare occasions we don’t get takeout, Mom cooks fast, and complicated. I just want to know how to make a goddamn chicken, not something off of Emeril Lagasse’s show.


Whoops, almost forgot my line.


“Yay—pancakes.”


I slid down into my seat. Dad artfully slipped a pancake off the spatula and onto my plate. Without looking up from my pills I reached for the syrup—Aunt Jemima, this time. For a family that spends over a hundred bucks a month on cable you’d think we could afford some of that real organic maple syrup that Meera’s family uses.


At the upper-right corner of my plate, about two o’clock, was an ugly buff rainbow of vitamins. One long “super C,” a nauseating calcium made from oyster shells—the kind you pave driveways with, I think—a clear-gel vitamin E that will explode if you heat it up in your fingers and pop it right, a bright red multivitamin, and an orangish one for teenagers. The last one is the most depressing in some ways. When I was a kid, the pill was equally orangish, but it was chewy and tasted like oranges. The grown-up ones weren’t chewable at all and tasted like ass.


But surely people who put out this many pills would be somewhat sympathetic to my cause.


“Um.” I cleared my throat. I didn’t really want to ruin the Saturday morning forced happiness we all enacted—it was still happiness. Then again, it was also a crock of shit. And I was still depressed about the whole missing-the-point-of-the-movie thing from the night before. “I really think I should be checked out by a doctor.”


“Why? Do you have mono?” The nails paused in their walk through ecru envelopes, my mom’s already-lipsticked mouth pursed somewhere between an “o” and a “grrr.” They’re always afraid it’s mono. Mom laughs and talks about how she had it as a teenager, how everyone had it; Dad gets serious, looks at me with a squint, and starts muttering about school days lost and how I’ll never catch up.


Like I’m caught up now.


“Uh, not that kind of doctor.”


“She’s talking about ADD again,” my dad said, rolling his eyes and carefully pouring more batter into the pan. He has a special ladle just for pancake batter that stands up when you set it down, with a square bottom. “You don’t have it. You’re a perfectly normal girl.”


“It’s ADHD,” I corrected him, rolling up the pancake on my plate with extreme precision, not looking either one of Them in the eye. “And no, I’m not. Like last night—I was supposed to come home and study after the movie. But I just fell asleep. I wasn’t really tired or anything, but the moment I opened a book, my eyes closed.”


“No one does homework after a movie. Not on Friday nights. That’s just weird,” Mom said, shaking her head over her coffee.


“They do if they want to get into a good college,” Dad said, pointing the spatula at me like I was a piece of evidence at a murder trial. “Don’t yell at her for that.”


“I can’t concentrate,” I protested, trying to keep my voice even. Parents are far more likely to listen and believe something speculatively scientific if it’s said in the soothing, expert monotone of someone on 60 Minutes or Dr. Sanjay Gupta on CNN.


They weren’t buying it.


“You’re concentrating on that pancake pretty well,” my mother pointed out, eyeing my belly and flipping through her mail again.


The nice thing is, I guess, that if I ever do get to go see a shrink, it will be for something easy, like anorexia, and the probable cause will be easy to diagnose.


Once our game of breakfast charades was over, I returned upstairs to really wash and shower.


Oh, all right, that was a little harsh. Look, I love my parents. I really do. I was just beginning to realize I might not … like everything about Them. In the last few years They had gone from being MOM and DAD with all the good and bad that means to, well, being actual humans. Mom always meant well but tried too hard and often wound up emotionally flailing out all over the place. Dad was … I don’t know, colder than even a stereotypical American dad should be. More distant. If things got emotionally messy, he withdrew. Like, he had no problem talking to me about my period when I first got it, but when I started to cry because I didn’t want to grow up he clapped me on the shoulder and bought me an MP3 player.


Until I figured out how to deal with the new Them, my usual response was to stay away.


So that morning I barricaded myself in my room and decided to start on something easy, because it was Saturday, because I went to the movies the night before, and didn’t want to dip right into pre-calc. English was a good choice—we were reading A Tale of Two Cities. It was the best of times, etc., etc. In some ways, it was sort of a break anyway—I never had time to read just for fun, just for myself. If I was sick I would borrow one of Mom’s mysteries, but that was about it, and I never finished them—usually I got better first.


The only thing I could think of while reading was, Holy shit, life must have sucked back then. Unless you were the one who got to wear the silk and the crown. And even then, I suspected that in the next hundred pages or so, life wouldn’t turn out so good for them, either….


I stopped at exactly fifty pages, because—picture me rocking back and forth autistically—that’s the goal I set for myself. Then it was time for history. But when I dug into my bag to fish out the giant, stupid, impossible book, my fingers came across an unexpected texture: not the slick lenticular covers on my own textbooks, or the rough papery recycled cardboard feel of my six class notebooks. No, this was thick, with a thick coil cover, alien to the usual residents of my overloaded bag. I pulled out a bulky, awkward five-subject über-notebook with a shiny mottled red cover, filled with the tiny, cramped writing that was so Will. I forgot to give it back to him at the end of the night. I flipped through it curiously, looking for some indication of something: personality, likes, dislikes—how often do you get to look at the notebook of someone you’re sort of friends with but don’t really know?


His notes were extremely more to the point than mine.


There were angular sketches of spaceships that looked like he hadn’t lifted the pen off the page once in the making. Also a lot of Mexican-looking things, chubby gods and strange symbols and helmets and angry eyeless men with sharp noses. I wondered if they were Dominican or not, or if native Dominicans even had a culture like the Aztecs or whatever. There was a coffee splotch, dried and dark, which he had drawn over with a blue pen to make it look like our fat guidance counselor, Ms. Bentley. She was sort of Jabba the Hutt style, and he had added a surprisingly good likeness of Kevin Moore on a leash, complete with metal bra and revealing skirt. I actually chuckled.


It was weird—Will and I used to play together after school all the time when we were ten, but I didn’t know anything about the guy he’d grown up into. Something happened after elementary school—he went somewhere else for a year or something, rumors abounded—and when he returned lines had already been drawn between the genders, new groups formed.


This was a tiny glimpse into the him now, a cross-section on a slide of what was under the anger and sardonic smile—and I thought I’d probably really like him, if he ever let me in.


If he chose to actually do any homework this weekend—doubtful, he was a first-class slacker—he would need this notebook. And I could definitely use a break in an hour.


•  •  •


The Torreses lived several complexes—excuse me, neighborhoods—away from ours. Ashbury has roads laid out like wide, squirmy cartoon streets, a board game in gray and yellow. Another time, years ago maybe, I would have walked. But driving privileges were still pretty fresh and Mom’s car was new, a big sparkling silver Lexus thing with more internal gadgets than the space shuttle. I already knew how to operate them all. Because it was spring, I didn’t need the buttwarmer.


Their house was older and larger than ours. No one on his street had a pool; instead, there were stone walls, purely decorative or whose function was to keep the yard, the old trees, and the inhabitants from touching the sidewalk below. An old-fashioned, upper-class kind of street. Even the sky seemed a little darker, probably from all of the trees, but it felt like just one more touch of age. Just a few years ago I would have thought: What a great street for trick-or-treating.


No one looked out the kitchen window as I pulled in or came to the door before I knocked. Eventually Mrs. Torres appeared in the doorway, eyes lighting up when she saw me. It was nice to be the object of that kind of smile.


“Hey, uh, Will left his book in my bag last night, and I just came over to return it.”


“Oh, Thyme, of course. He’s up in his room. You remember where it is, right?” She spoke quickly, covering some fast emotion—a slight lowering of the lids, a whisper of sadness. Something an adult didn’t want a teenager to see.


“Thanks, yeah, no problem.”


I made my way past the kitchen and up the stairs, strange smells resettling themselves in my nose as they slowly became remembered. Slightly exotic spices, Clorox, and something that could only be described as the Torres household. Will’s mom—or Will’s mom’s housecleaner—didn’t keep her house as spotless as Mom (and Maria) kept ours, but then again, there was a lived-in feel to it that never made you think that any chair or room was off-limits, like the Sitting Room at home. I found myself skipping up the stairs the way I did years ago, old memories confusing themselves with the present.


“Hey.” I knocked on his hollow wood door, feeling flushed and slightly exuberant. “Surprise.”


Will was sitting on his bed, staring at something in his hand.


“Hey,” he said dully. No surprise, no interest, no nothing. I hadn’t come over in, like, six years and this was his response?


“You, uh, forgot your notebook,” I said weakly, waving it.


He shook his head and sighed deeply. “Yeah. Thanks. Come on in.”


I came, looking around his room as eagerly as I had flipped through his notes. There was an Evanescence poster and one of something called Lali Puna, Lord of the Rings and another one that looked like Lord of the Rings but wasn’t, called Zoso. His room was neat but cluttered, everything different since I had last seen it, except for a Star Wars mobile in the corner. Excuse me, model. There were dozens of other … models … everywhere, as if they had bred quietly and steadily through the years, replicating themselves. Spaceships and dragons and futuristic cars and superheroes and monsters. Each was intricately detailed and flawlessly painted, with shadows in the eyes on the creatures and pings on the ships from interstellar flotsam and jetsam.


Being alone in a room with a guy—even one you’re not sure you’re attracted to yet—sort of charges the air, makes you notice things you wouldn’t normally, take down details of the situation. Like the fact that Will was a tiny bit pudgy, but not in a bad way. I think a lot of it was sort of muscles-in-waiting; he was square and compact like an action figure. He was frowning, making his eyes more slanted, a tiny hint of other worlds in his otherwise very real-and-here personality. Something exotic that had managed to creep in and survive our school system.


“What’s going on?” I asked neutrally, sitting on the edge of his bed. He held up the tiny thing he had been staring at, a dark orange bottle with a white lid. My heart skipped when I saw the label: RITALIN. 10 MG.


“My parents have decided that I have ‘social adjustment issues,’” he said bitterly. “‘I have unmitigated anger.’ ‘I fail to behave normally.’ I rage.”


He was talking. To me. Delicate steps were required. “Dude,” I said as gently as I could, “you did smash Tommy Halder’s mountain bike.” It was really expensive—a Gary Fisher. Tommy went to Lewis Prep with all of the other super-rich kids. There was no proof it was Will, but those of us who were pretty sure never ratted him out. Tommy was a dick, and the first—unconvicted—suspect when a couple of horribly mangled squirrels and small dogs were found at the park a few years ago.


Will shrugged with one shoulder.


“He totally had it coming.”


I had seen the anger in Will’s eyes before, like when someone was talking trash about one of his friends or whatever. It was scary, not cute. Black and bottomless, to the depth of his pupils.


“It’s not so bad,” I said, shrugging. I wanted to say it was kind of funny, because I had just been begging Mom and Dad to get me to a shrink with the appropriate prescription pad and fast pen, but to him it probably wasn’t that funny at all.
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