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PRAISE FOR
The Frontman






“In this funny, fresh, heartwarming debut novel, Bahar takes us back to a formative time and place, the late ’70s, early ’80s, when the sound of possibility was coming through the speakers of every dashboard, and introduces us to Ron, our hapless, earnest, lovelorn hero, struggling to come of age against the pressures to honor his Jewish heritage—in the Midwest.”


—Nicola Kraus, best-selling coauthor of The Nanny Diaries


“A humorous, smart, and engaging portrait of one boy’s coming of age in 1980s Nebraska, The Frontman takes the reader on a rollicking rollercoaster of teenage ups and downs, with all the thrills, fears, ecstasies, and agonies that entails. You’ll ride along with Ron as he tries to balance the hopes and wishes of his immigrant parents against his own—all the while rooting for him to finally make it work with the girl of his dreams.”


—Josh Reims, television writer and executive producer of ABC’s Mistresses


“In the tradition of Philip Roth's Portnoy's Complaint, The Frontman is a fresh, musical look at faith, family and fidelity through the lens of a first generation Jewish protagonist. Ron Bahar's debut novel is hilariously funny and gutwrenchingly emotional (you'll have to read the book to understand that).”


—Ed Decter, screenwriter of There's Something About Mary


“Imagine being the only Jewish high schooler in Lincoln, Nebraska. In Ron Bahar’s semi-autobiographical debut novel, he shares his unconventional coming-of-age story, and the result is a delightful mix of heart, wit, and hilarious insights. Growing up in a culture of rules and order, we are quickly engrossed in Ron trying to manage the expectations of his parents while being true to himself, and in the process, discovering who he really is and what he really wants. It’s a celebration of family relations, the healing power of music, and identity.”


—Holly Bario, President of Production, DreamWorks Studios


“No one makes me laugh the way Ron Bahar does—it’s been happening since we were writing sketches together in junior high school and continues to this day. Ron has this uniquely intelligent, honest, hilarious take on life that I’ve always admired and tried to emulate. He’s got a way of finding the funny while making himself vulnerable, which makes you laugh and care at the same time. That rare combination of heart and hilarity is executed masterfully in his writing of The Frontman, an honest and, at times, heartbreaking look at the time in our lives when we’re trying to figure out who we are and what we stand for.”


—Mark Gross, comedian, writer/producer, CBS television
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To Laurie, Ophira, Ezekiel, Zillah, Iris, Ethan,
and Matthew Bahar,
who allowed me to use my imagination.


———


To the late Eric Peterson,
who made me laugh until it hurt.
Rest in peace, my friend.


———


To the late Donna West, the smartest, funniest,
most empathetic teacher an impressionable,
insecure boy could ever have.
Rest in peace, my mentor.









Musicians want to be the loud voice for so many quiet hearts.


—BILLY JOEL









Listen, in order, to all of The Frontman’s referenced songs using the Spotify app. Simply search for the profile “feelgoodz” and click on the playlist entitled The Frontman.












AUTHOR’S NOTE






While this book is primarily a work of fiction, it is interspersed with autobiographical stories and characters. Permission has been graciously granted from all living persons whose real names are used in sometimes compromising situations. Any additional similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.












PROLOGUE






“Won’t you take me back to school?
I need to learn the golden rule”


—THE MOODY BLUES’ “THE VOICE,” FROM THE ALBUM
LONG DISTANCE VOYAGER, RELEASED JULY 23RD, 1981.
IT PEAKED AT NUMBER FIFTEEN ON US BILLBOARD’S HOT
100 SONGS.


This spot is perfect!” I declared, holding the kite.


“No, it’s not,” answered Benjie. “When I did this last year at Holmes Lake, there was a lot more open space.”


“Well you’re twelve and I’m eleven, so I don’t think either of us is going to drive there, and no one’s at home right now, so this is all we’ve got.”


“I know, I know. But these things were a dollar and ninety-nine cents at Treasure City, so I don’t think they’re very strong. If one of them gets caught in a tree, that’s it.”


“I don’t feel like waiting until we can get out to Holmes Lake. This is the first day where there’s no snow on the ground and there’s enough wind to keep these things up in the air. Let’s just stay here and try.”


Benjie surveyed the upper yard of Maude Rousseau Elementary School, with its mix of jungle gyms, a basketball court, tetherball poles, gravel, backstops, and still-leafless Nebraska cottonwood trees. “This isn’t going to work,” he announced. “Let’s go to the lower yard.” He walked with determination down the concrete stairs to the soggy, but uncluttered, field below.


I stopped nervously at the top of the stairs. “Benjie, you know this is a bad idea. The power lines are right there,” I said, knowing that once he set his mind on something, there was no changing it.


“Oh, don’t be such a wimp,” he responded adamantly. “We’ve got plenty of room.”


“It’s just . . . see, look at the package the kite comes in— it says right here—‘Parental guidance recommended when flown by children—’”


“‘—eight years and younger!’ You’re not a baby! Would you just calm down? If you want to be a weenie and get your kite stuck after five seconds, that’s fine . . . but watch this!” He then proceeded to find a pitcher’s-mound sized, slightly rounded, relatively dry spot from which he could launch the Gayla keel-guided Super Bat, about twenty yards from the power lines. He continued his assessment and realized he needed help. “Ron, come here. I want you to hold the kite in front of me and let it go while I hold the string.”


“I’m not doing it . . . I’m a weenie, remember?”


“Okay, I’m sorry, you’re not a weenie . . . you know I was just kidding . . . please, just do it. I promise it’ll be fine.”


I knew, even as an eleven-year-old, when I was being manipulated, and the idea of caving turned my stomach. However, Benjie was the closest thing I had to an older brother. He shrugged his shoulders, turned up his palms, and raised his eyebrows. “Fine,” I answered, exasperated. I protested meekly by tiptoeing deliberately across the lower yard toward him to avoid soaking my white canvas All Stars.


I took the kite from his hands and retreated carefully, away from school and toward the power lines, with the westerly winds. “Keep going . . . please,” he implored.


I turned around and looked up; I was standing directly below the power lines. “No! Back up!” I yelled.


“I’m not backing up!”


“Well I’m not moving!”


“Shit. Okay, then let go . . .”


“No!” It was too late to object. Benjie had tugged on the kite string just hard enough to loosen my grasp. Super Bat, with its cheap, plastic-winged body and bloodshot eyes, was already airborne when a bona fide gust of Midwestern wind propelled it into the power lines, with both the string and Benjie attached.


“Benjie, let go!” I begged. “You’ll get electrocuted!”


“No way! I’m not giving up now. I just need to pull on it a little—”


Before he could either finish his thought or free Super Bat, Benjie collapsed to the ground. His entire body quivered while his arms flailed briefly, and then he lay motionless.


“No!” I screamed, as I ran frantically toward him. Before I could reach his lifeless body, I tumbled into a soup of gravel, dormant grass, and mud. Undeterred and desperate to perform a fifth-grade version of CPR, I quickly rose to my feet and dove at Benjie. I grabbed him by the shoulders and began to shake him hysterically. “Benjie, Benjie!” No response. I tried again. Nothing. My efforts, and I, were useless. Prostrate, with my filthy hands covering my filthy face, I began to sob.


I heard the sound of giggling next to me. I looked in Benjie’s direction. Though his eyes remained shut, he was again quivering, this time with laughter. He eventually opened his eyes and cracked up.


“Benjie, you’re alive! But why are you laughing? You could’ve died!” I leapt to my feet with arms outstretched, ready to hug him.


“No, I couldn’t,” he answered confidently. He then waved at me with both hands. “I’m wearing my dad’s electrical gloves that I tucked into my jacket.” There was no way I was going to get hurt.” He was now standing and guffawing.


“You mean you planned this?”


“Yup.”


“You’re a . . . you’re a . . . ” I started.


“A what?” he asked, smiling.


“You’re a fucker!” I exclaimed. I had never used the word “fucker” before, but it felt entirely appropriate.


“C’mon, Ron. It was a joke!”


“You’re a fucker!” I repeated. “A big, crazy fucker!” I seethed as he calmly walked to the string and played with it until Super Bat wriggled free and fell to the ground. He then, for effect, slowly un-tucked and removed the long black rubber gloves, picked up the kite, and walked back to me. “I’m not a fucker and you know it,” he added. “I’m your best friend, and someday you’ll laugh about it, too. Lighten up!”


“No!” The only thing left quivering was my lower lip.


“You really are mad, aren’t you?” he asked, somewhat surprised.


“Yes! That was the meanest thing anyone’s ever done to me.”


Benjie stared at me, then paused before finally saying, “Well, I swear I’ll make it up to you one day.”












CHAPTER 1






“You don't drink don't smoke — what do you do? Subtle innuendos follow”


—ADAM ANT’S “GOODY TWO SHOES,” FROM THE ALBUM
FRIEND OR FOE, RELEASED OCTOBER, 1982.
IT PEAKED AT NUMBER TWELVE ON US BILLBOARD’S HOT
100 SONGS.


What the hell are you wearing?” asked Mark after he opened his front door and inspected Sundar’s outfit. “You look like a bellhop!”


“It’s a Nehru jacket. My uncle sent it over from India; it’s all the rage over there,” answered Sundar, as he carefully unbuttoned his royal blue tunic.


“Oh yeah, that’s right,” added Tommy, toasting Sundar with his tenth beer. “I saw Sean Connery wear one of those as James Bond in Dr. No. I think you look like the fuckin’ ambassador of cool.” He then turned to Mark. “And what do you know, anyway? I’ve seen some of those ridiculous outfits you’ve come up with. There’s a reason you’re the class clown.”


All three smiled. Sundar made himself at home on the living room couch, leaning back and confidently placing his hands behind his head. He was so goddamn comfortable in his own brown skin—and everyone always agreed with Tommy— Sundar actually was “the fuckin’ ambassador of cool.”


Mark Gross had perhaps the most permissive parents on Earth, so naturally, gatherings at his home were frequent and uninhibited. He relished his role as both the host and the life of the party, but that night he could do little to steal the spotlight from Tommy, who, only three hours earlier, threw the game-winning touchdown for the Lincoln Southeast Knights’ football team.


“It really wasn’t that big a deal,” explained Tommy to Julia Turner, The Hottest Girl to Ever Walk the Face of the Planet. “My receiver was open, I threw the ball to him, and he scored. It’s that simple.”


“It’s not that simple, Tommy. Don’t be modest,” she said. Her body language spoke volumes. She wasn’t just fawning, and she wasn’t even just eye-fucking; she was sloppy drunk and practically mounting Tommy right there on the family ottoman. Sundar and I had to look away to avoid the appearance of voyeurism.


I grabbed the keys from Tommy as we left Mark’s house several hours later. “Ron, I promise you, I drive better when I’m buzzed.”


“No fucking way, Tommy,” I responded. “Get in the passenger seat while we wait for Julia to finish peeing. I’m driving your car, my friend. And hey, at what point do you transition from buzzed to shit-faced and incapacitated, and what is your weapon of choice?”


“Good question, Ron,” he replied with a thoughtful grin. “Buzzed is the stage where I feel everything, and everything feels better. Shit-faced is where I wish I would feel nothing and regret that I wasn’t satisfied at buzzed. Beer, mushrooms, vodka, weed, mescaline, gin . . . I don’t discriminate.”


Tommy casually puked in Mark’s driveway then promptly stumbled into his black, two-door ’82 BMW 320i, specially delivered from Chicago to Nebraska because of the state’s lack of German auto dealerships. Admittedly, part of me wanted to drive the car, most importantly wanted to be seen driving the car. “Ron, I don’t understand,” he said to me, “How do you have such self-control? You never, ever, ever do shit. Did you even have one drink tonight?”


“Nope,” I answered, now regretting that I had raised the subject.


“Jesus, Ron! It’ll never be 1982 again, and I’ll never be a high-school senior again. I basically get good grades, but I have way more fun than you do. You can have a drink every now and then, and you don’t have to get an A in every class, bro. You can still become a doctor. You have plenty of time to prove yourself in college. Don’t you kinda wanna be me?”


My mind raced. In addition to being wealthy, Tommy Hanson was handsome, clever, and athletic, as though Thor was ripped from the pages of a comic book and transported directly to Lincoln, both to befriend me and to torture me with jealousy. “Yes,” I said. “I would kinda wanna be you.”


“How are you so fucking mature?” he asked with a hint of slurred speech and a touch of spittle.


“I’m not. I’m just a chicken shit.” The words stung as they left my mouth.


Before Tommy could respond, we were both mesmerized by the sight of Julia sauntering around the car to Tommy’s window. She did rock those Jordache jeans. With her long, purposely-tussled blonde locks, she performed a perfect hair flip as Tommy rolled down the window to toy with her. “Well, aren’t you going to give me a ride?” she asked.


“Uh . . . yeah.” Despite his inebriation, Tommy skillfully shoved a handful of Tic Tacs in his mouth, opened the passenger door, faked sobriety, popped out, let her slide into the backseat, and followed her inside. I doubt she even noticed me, her chauffeur. She then sat on his lap, and he winked at me as if to say, “I’m not too shit-faced for this.” Even in his compromised state, Tommy was a living, breathing aphrodisiac.


They started making out. The combined scent of their alcohol and his Drakkar Noir cologne was nauseating. I was humiliated, but Tommy possessed the ability to charm his way out of any perception that he was a dick. I drove them to Tommy’s empty estate at Pine Lake. His older sister, Susan, was living at the University of Nebraska’s Zeta Sigma Omega sorority house downtown, and his parents were on their annual golf junket in Florida to avoid the early frost of October. Mr. Hanson had made his fortune as an executive in Omaha’s thriving insurance industry, and work was now an afterthought. After the two of them staggered out of the car, Tommy waited until Julia was a few paces ahead before turning to me, smiling coyly, and whispering through the open passenger window, “Be a friend, don’t tell anyone about this. After all, I am a gentleman.”


“Sure thing,” I said, smiling weakly. “And I’ll bring the car back tomorrow.”


As I drove home in the Beemer, I thought out loud about the injustice of it all. “How the fuck is it fair that tonight, he stars in a high-school football game, drinks like a fish at a post-game party, gets an escort in his chariot, and spends the night alone at home with Ms. Bodacious?”


I parked the Beemer a few blocks away from my house and sat in the driver’s seat before closing my eyes and smelling the scent of the leather seats. I was envious of both Sundar and Tommy, and I was ashamed that I was envious. Embarrassed and alone, I stepped out of the car, locked the door, and walked home in the dark.












CHAPTER 2






“I just can't help but feeling
I’m Living a life of illusion”


—JOE WALSH’S “A LIFE OF ILLUSION,” FROM THE ALBUM
THERE GOES THE NEIGHBORHOOD, RELEASED MAY, 1981.
IT PEAKED AT NUMBER THIRTY-FOUR ON US BILLBOARD’S
HOT 100 SONGS.


The next morning, Saturday, my alarm went off at 8:00, far too early for the weekend. While my friends were sleeping off the aftermath of the previous night’s debauchery, I dragged myself out of the shower, soaking wet, and wiped the fog off the mirror. I looked at my naked self— my hairy, swarthy, scrawny naked self. I was different. I didn’t just appear different. I felt different.


Growing up in Lincoln in the 1980s, I was the only Jew in my class. I was the only one who looked Middle Eastern, the only one who shaved by age twelve, and the only one whose family spoke Hebrew at home. I wasn’t a particularly good athlete, and I was continually compared to my two older, really-fucking-smart sisters.


To the casual observer, my ethnicity was difficult to identify. My blonde-haired, blue-eyed, Israeli-born, half-Polish, half-Belarusian mother conceived three children with her Indian-born husband of Iraqi-Jewish descent. Sadly, the end product of my disparate and “interesting” lineage was not a portrait of “rugged good looks.” Instead, it was an unfortunate and ironic mix of Lou Ferrigno’s head and Bill Bixby’s body, neither Incredible nor Hulky.


As part of my Saturday morning ritual, I toweled off, plugged in my Sony Walkman, pressed play, and began to alternate between karaoke and lip sync, this morning to the music of Billy Idol. At the risk of sounding cocky, I was an exceptionally gifted singer, and, unlike my abilities as a student, I never had to work hard at it; my voice came naturally and effortlessly, and I never took a lesson. If my parents didn’t pressure me to pursue a career in medicine, they would surely have wanted me to become the cantor at our temple.


Despite being told more than once by old Mrs. Goldberg that I had, “the voice of an angel,” I would rather have pursued a life of crime than become a member of the clergy. I was wildly proud of my heritage and the risk my parents and grandparents took in uprooting their lives so that their children and grandchildren could have better ones. Though the spirituality and parables of Judaism fascinated me, its rituals and services bored me to tears, leaving me to resent my father’s early morning “call to prayer.”


“Ronnie, move it!” my father commanded, as he pounded on the bathroom door. “We’re leaving for synagogue in five minutes . . . and what is that garbage you’re singing anyway? Using your voice for anything other than religious purposes borders on sacrilege.”


While I ignored my father’s proclamations, I understood that we remained at an impasse. So instead of concentrating on music, I appeased him by focusing on my application to six-year medical schools that would allow me to matriculate directly out of high school. “Full steam ahead,” he would say. “Anything less is a sinful waste of time.”


Music was indeed my comfort food. Though my own skills were limited to my voice, I did play a respectable air guitar during karaoke-lip sync:




“I’m dancing with myself
when there’s no-one else in slight . . .”





I was the youngest of three children. The oldest was my sister, Zillie—yes, Zillie—short for Zillah. Try growing up with a name like that in the Midwest. My parents didn’t mean to torture her. She was named after my maternal grandmother, and was born in Israel, where the biblically derived moniker was perfectly acceptable. It was, therefore, imperative that she grew thick skin; there would be no other means to survive the nickname “Godzilla,” which haunted her for the twelve years she lived in Nebraska. Mercifully, my parents grew to understand this cruel reality before they named their younger two children. It was no accident, then, that in choosing a college, Zillie sought only East Coast melting-pot schools, where assimilation was not necessary and where visiting Lincoln would be conveniently inconvenient.


Those born in Israel are described as “sabras,” a reference to the cactus-borne fruit that is prickly on the outside and soft on the inside. Zillie personified this description; while her brutal honesty was painful, her loyalty was unrelenting.


She called me early that morning to shoot the shit, and while she made me run late, she offered me both solicited and unsolicited advice. “Ronnie, stop trying to please everyone,” she explained. “If you want to become a doctor, become a doctor, and if you want to sing, tell everyone to fuck off.”


“Okay, okay,” I answered dismissively.


“Don’t ‘okay, okay’ me! That’s patronizing! And, by the way, I will always have your back, dumbass.”


My middle sister, Iris, was home from college at the University of Illinois. I was certain she attended engineering school to pander to my engineering-professor father, but it turned out she was just wired differently and more successfully than I was. I loved Iris, but she had no patience for her baby brother. Though she was quite familiar with my Saturday morning bathroom customs, and though she was about as enthusiastic about going to temple as I was, she was not one to procrastinate. My sisters and I shared one of the two bathrooms in our three bedroom, one-story stone house, and I had gotten used to feeling like an only child when both of them had departed for college. Iris thumped loudly on the door. “Ronnie, give it a rest! We’re going to be late!”


“That’s the idea,” I responded.


Now my mother had reached her limit and took it upon herself to extricate me with a lighter, but more urgent knock. “Ronnie, hurry up! I put your clean panties in your room!”


Chills ascended my spine. “Jesus, Mom, I asked you never to use the words ‘Ronnie’ and ‘panties’ in the same sentence. I wear underwear!”


“What does Jesus have to do with your panties?” she responded, lost in translation. “We have to leave!”


My concert had concluded. I left the bathroom, dressed, and ran to the kitchen to shovel dry cereal down my gullet in an attempt to prevent starvation at the seemingly eternal services. After only a few bites of Frosted Flakes, a repetitive honk emerged from the car. I was generally not allowed to drive until the end of the Sabbath, when three stars in a hopefully cloudless sky signified the end of its traditional observance (thus leaving Tommy’s car down the street to avoid conflict) and the beginning of a new week. However, according to my parents’ interpretation of Jewish law, the “convenience loophole” superseded this rule so that we could then drive specifically to services. On cue, I would run out, plead with my father to stop waking the dead, and jump in the car. I never begrudged my parents. I simply and genuinely didn’t understand them. Most things never changed.












CHAPTER 3






“Mm, but it’s poetry in motion
And when she turned her eyes to me”


—THOMAS DOLBY’S “SHE BLINDED ME WITH SCIENCE,”


FROM THE ALBUM THE GOLDEN AGE OF WIRELESS, RELEASED


MAY 10TH, 1982. IT PEAKED AT NUMBER FIVE ON US


BILLBOARD’S HOT 100 SONGS.


I had perfect grades, but in order to achieve them I studied endlessly. To complicate matters, my sleep hygiene sucked. After studying until 3:00 a.m., I would wake up at 7:00 a.m. each weekday and drag myself out of bed to shit, shave, and shower. “Breakfast” typically consisted of shoving those same dry Frosted Flakes directly from the box into my mouth with one hand while precariously steering and racing my ’70 Plymouth Duster to school with the other. My mom hated that I didn’t eat “like a real human being.” I do indeed remember summers in Israel, where my grandfather would meticulously prepare cucumber and tomato salad with freshly baked bread, a slice of farmer’s cheese, and a giant glass of milk. Best food ever. I agree that only the latter meal represented human food, but I was simply trying my best to behave like an American teenager.


I was always exhausted. Despite the exotic lure of nonkosher food, the thought of consuming subsidized school lunches featuring mystery meat wrapped in stale Midwestern tortillas repulsed me. Because I lived so close to school, I often ran home during lunch to think and eat. And eat. And eat. I could finish an entire box of Kraft Mac & Cheese in one sitting. The key was to strike the right balance of milk, butter, and starch to maximize adolescent-male satiety, while avoiding nausea. Paradoxically, Kraft managed to create a cheap and delicious alternative to human food. After school, cross-country practice would ensure that the thousands of calories I devoured would be burned, and my bony physique would persevere.


Once I reached home, I was spent. My legs twitched. After a half hour with my parents, Dan Rather and the CBS Nightly News at the dinner table at 5:30 p.m., I would sleep for about an hour. I would then awaken, still groggy, and watch a mindless show to help rouse me. The 7:00 p.m. time slot was critical. Monday night’s selection—no, not Family Ties (8:00 p.m.), and no, not M*A*S*H” (8:30 p.m.), but Square Pegs, was a taunting metaphor for my life. I would procrastinate a couple of hours more with phone calls and Peanut M&M’s, and then finally begin the slog of homework that would last until the wee hours of the morning. Calculus. Chemistry. English (I pretended to be well-rounded). Then I would crash and wake again at 7:00 a.m. The harrowing cycle would continue until Friday night.


“THAT’S disgusting,” said Amy.


“No it’s not. It’s fucking awesome,” I responded.


Amy Andrews and I had originally met in fifth grade, at a time when our fathers worked together closely in the faculty senate at the University of Nebraska. Her father, Steven, was a professor of English, and my dad a professor of electrical engineering. The two of them shared a passion for their work and an absent-mindedness for the rest of the world at large: a match made in heaven. Amy’s mother, Carol, also a member of the English faculty, bared the additional, sexist reality of equal work for lower pay, along with her presumptive responsibility as the primary caregiver to her only child.


My mother regularly and happily invited Amy home with me after school; she was thrilled to have someone apply peer pressure to her distractible, impressionable, and occasionally lonely son.


As a winner of multiple teaching and societal awards, Steven Andrews was tremendously popular with both students and faculty alike. He was smart, charming, and handsome—my mom thought he looked like Ryan O’Neal—perhaps too charming and handsome. During the spring of our sixth grade, he was caught by a suspicious Carol while having a brief, but torrid, affair with a professor from the Spanish Department. Steven and his Latina lover shared a penchant for Jimmy Buffett music, and he and his literal “Mexican Cutie,” Dr. Sonia Mendes, were caught naked, sipping margaritas in a room at The Lincoln Airport Howard Johnson.


The subsequent and ugly divorce proceedings resulted in a permanently scarred and untrusting Amy, who spent many days (and nights) in 1977 and 1978 with my family while Steven and Carol duked it out in attorney’s offices and, eventually, in court. The Andrews depended on the discretion of my parents, who reserved judgment in Amy’s presence. “It’s a disgrace . . . both the affair and the divorce,” repeated my father on a near daily basis.


“You don’t just leave each other . . . you work things out,” my mother would add, completing their mantra. My parents cared deeply about Amy, and so protected her through silence beyond the family circle. God knows they understood how it felt to be outsiders.


———


FROM my naïve standpoint, I just didn’t get it. The Andrews seemed like the perfect little family. Carol was sweet, funny, and attractive, in an I-can-see-where-Amy-gets-her-good-looks sort of way, and Steven doted over the two of them whenever I saw them together. And wasn’t adultery a Top 10 sin?


For the most part, divorce was both relatively uncommon and frowned upon in Lincoln in the late ’70s. Steven was vilified in the community to a degree to which he felt he could no longer function socially or professionally. He eventually departed Lincoln for a tenured position at the University of Michigan, abandoning Amy both physically and emotionally. Amy wore her parents’ failed marriage as a badge of shame. The disappearing invitations to the homes of family “friends,” along with acquaintances who feigned empathy with lingering, pathetic stares, crushed her spirit. I caught her on more than one occasion crying silently in front of the television or a book, and offered comfort in a manner unique to an awkward seventh grader. “Amy, it’s . . . it’s fine,” I finally said, while patting her back stiffly during a particularly bad evening.


“No, it’s really not.” She looked up and studied my face. I nearly looked away; I was petrified that she would discover through my eyes that I thought she was beautiful. “Can we bake cookies?”


“What?” I answered, utterly thrown.


“Cookies.”


“What kind?”


“Chocolate chip . . . Nestle Tollhouse. We can also do that thing where we replace some of the chips with Peanut M&M’s.” She looked down and sniffed. “I know you like them.”


“Um . . . I suppose so. Why now?”


Her eyes returned to mine. “Because you’ve been really nice to me, and because Peanut M&M’s make me happy.” She wiped a tear with the palm of her hand and forced a smile.


I smiled back. Mine was unforced. “Me too. Okay, lemme get Iris. She’s good at—”


“No,” she interrupted. She grabbed my hand before I could leave the room. “Just us.” She held on to my hand a moment longer than was necessary. My eyes scanned the length of my goosebumped arm as I wondered exactly how and why that weird phenomenon occurred. Yes, I understood we were talking about cookies, but at the time, it was the hottest thing I had ever heard in my life. Goddammit those cookies were delicious.


I continued to lust after her throughout puberty. She and I would do homework together, especially during the first year of her parents’ separation, but her presence was sometimes more of a hindrance than a help; I would not-so-secretly stare at her for hours. Though our time together dissipated once the Andrews’ custody arrangement had been settled, my passion for Amy only grew.


Even at the tender age of twelve, however, I understood that, to my parents, Amy represented the ultimate forbidden fruit: the non-Jewish girl to the Jewish boy. With regard to my feelings, I knew they knew, and they knew I knew they knew.


Fuck.


Amy was ridiculously smart and naturally curious. Like her parents, she was a voracious reader, and, coupled with her near photographic memory, she made school appear effortless. If she weren’t so goddamn nice, girls would have universally despised her. She had almond-shaped hazel eyes, and during high school she wore a thick mane of feathered brown hair. When she smiled, my adolescent, hormonal eyes actually thought she sparkled. Fall and spring were the best times to see her during the school year, because she had spectacular legs and, when it was anywhere above sixty degrees outside, she exposed them in alluring fashion by wearing denim shorts. Despite her sex appeal, her easy-going personality, her intelligence and her genuineness made her the type of girl you bring home to mother. Unless, of course, your mother was Israeli and thought it was reasonable that her red-blooded American son should only date Jewish girls in a desert of Jews.


AS an underclassman, I had taken Frank Dupuis’ courses in biology and botany. During senior year, he taught anatomy and physiology, and I was his best audience. His unbridled enthusiasm for seemingly mundane subjects—the lifecycle of a jellyfish, or the formation of one milliliter of urine in a human bladder—was infectious. He wore his pocket protector proudly; he was so uncool he was cool.


He was plump and disheveled, and he continuously readjusted his wire-framed, rectangular glasses. However, despite his nebbishy exterior, Frank’s interior brimmed with his interest in the complexities of human interaction and how these interactions related to animal behavior. He could easily have forgone teaching to pursue a career in adolescent psychology. His interest likely stemmed from the early days of his relationship with his wife (then girlfriend), whom he courted unconventionally by impressing her with his knowledge of ferns. Not exactly Richard Gere and Debra Winger in An Officer and a Gentleman, but love assumes many forms. When Sheila met Frank, he was a graduate student at the University of Nebraska, and she worked at Azalealand as a florist. The rest, including the birth of their daughter Fern (yes, Fern), is history.


Mr. Dupuis and I spoke often, and though we had talked frequently about my religion and my ability to sing, we never discussed Amy. Initially, there was no need; he sensed my attraction to her. I’m not sure why; perhaps it was the fact that I continued to gawk at her, hopefully in a non-creepy fashion. He had a policy of seating kids in alphabetical order, and though it had been his practice for years, I swear he did it specifically so that I, Ron Bahar, might sit next to Amy Andrews. In addition, I think he may have ensured that students were assigned special twin lab tables with extra-wide tops that hid the erections of young men, which could sprout even with a respectable gust of wind, let alone sitting next to a girl like Amy.


Frank finally tired of my plodding approach toward Amy and eventually took me aside one day after class. “You like her, don’t you?” he asked.


“Excuse me?” I responded, surprised and a little flustered.


“Ron, don’t be coy with me . . . do you want my advice, or not?”


“Well, sure . . . but I don’t think you’d understand.”


“Why wouldn’t I understand?”


“Because you’re not—”


“Not what? Seventeen? I actually was at one time,” he said, smiling.


“No, because you’re not Jewish,” I answered bluntly.


“You’re right, I’m not Jewish . . . and I’m not black or Hispanic either . . . but that doesn’t mean I don’t know what it feels like to be alone in a crowd in Nebraska.”


I immediately felt deeply embarrassed for my previous statement. He was right . . . on all accounts.


“Ron,” he continued, “Did you know that only about five percent of all mammals mate for life?”


“What? What do mammals and mating for life have anything to do with me?”


“I’m getting to my point. Wolves, beavers, bats, and humans are among the only ones who do. Wolves have alpha males, beavers go off on their own to find a mate and build a new colony, and male bats literally sing to females who fly by to try and serenade them . . . some of these animals even risk their lives in the process. But humans . . . humans do all of these things as part of their search for their one true love. It’s part of what makes us human. Biology can be incredibly romantic, don’t you think?”


“Well yes, but—”


“Go experience life, Ron—all of it. Be an alpha male, go find someone, and go sing.”


MR. Dupuis unwrapped the formaldehyde-infused frog he had dissected earlier in the day. He then gave his students a literal tour of blood and guts, from mouth, to esophagus, to stomach to small intestine to large intestine, and finally to the amphibian analogue of the anus: the cloaca. He didn’t allow his students to leave his last class of the day until all of us memorized this route, including the role of its major tributaries, the liver, the gallbladder, and the pancreas.


“Okay, it’s awesome, but it’s disgusting,” Amy declared.


As she and I walked down the hall together after class, I considered Frank’s odd, yet inspiring illustrations and recommendations and decided once and for all to take the “you only live once” approach.


“Amy?”


“Yes?”


Holy shit, this is actually going to happen, I thought. Go Ron. Fuck yes. After years of daydreaming, sex is imminent. I fucking rule! Amy, you have no idea how long . . .


“Ron!” exclaimed Amy, interrupting my trance. “Huh?” I asked, returning to Earth.


She smiled, almost conciliatorily. “You were going to ask me something and then you spaced out . . . what is it?”


“Um . . . nothing.” What a fucking loser.


I spent the rest of the day mentally masturbating over my ineptitude. I was humiliated by my inability to speak honestly to someone I cared about so intensely, someone who craved that honesty so desperately. Of course I’d had opportunities over the years to tell her how I really felt, but inevitably I would succumb to my own fears. What a jackass I was. I ran surface streets during cross country practice that afternoon and, despite the general sparsity of traffic in Lincoln, my lack of focus nearly caused me to collide with two cars, a pedestrian, a stray dog, and one very angry man on a Harley near Pioneers Park.


After practice, I wandered toward the Duster with my head down, trying to make sense out of what had transpired. Just before I reached the car, I bumped into something. Someone. Before looking up, I smelled the unmistakable scent of Faberge Organic Shampoo and Conditioner . . . you know, the one that Heather Locklear used in those commercials, the one that intoxicated me every time I leaned to the opposite side of my lab table.


“Hey,” Amy said as I looked up. “It’s me. You don’t have to be so shy. I know how you’ve felt about me for years. I know your situation is a little ‘complicated’—so is mine—but I feel the same way and I’m right here. I’ll be around when you’re ready for me.” She smiled. I smiled back. She leaned in dangerously close to me, and squeezed my hand. Our lips nearly touched, but we didn’t kiss. I grinned widely as she stared at me with those hazel eyes. She was breathtaking. I was smitten.


She let go of my hand, turned around, and walked toward her ’76 white VW Rabbit. She knew I was staring at her. I jumped in the Duster and drove home, exhausted as usual, but very, very happy. The only feeling more exciting than a first crush is the realization that the sensation is mutual. Social status and religion play no part in this strange and wonderful collection of emotions.
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