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FOR ELISSA,
THE GIRL I WISH I HAD
GONE TO THE PROM WITH



Introduction

THE AMERICAN PROM IS A THREE-BILLION-DOLLAR INDUSTRY. The coming-of-age ritual is commercialized with books on how to plan your prom, young adult novels with prom themes, and magazines dedicated to prom-worthy hairstyles, flowers, limousines, makeup, and dresses, and there are entire companies devoted to making the teen’s prom one in a million. The average girl will spend around five hundred dollars on a dress, shoes, and accessories. If it isn’t already in the works, we can surely expect to see PROM: The Reality Show on TV soon, featuring girls sobbing in bathrooms and vomiting up rum and Cokes and boys standing outside boasting about what they hope to do at the culmination of the big night.

Over the last hundred years the prom has become one of America’s great cultural touchstones. It is a staple of the movies, usually featuring social outcasts showing their true colors on prom night—from Pretty in Pink to Mean Girls to Stephen King’s dystopic classic Carrie. While the prom wasn’t always a multibillion-dollar industry, it is safe to say that the psychiatry field has gotten fat on the psychic fallout of prom night.

Marcel Proust once said, “There is no one, no matter how wise he is, who has not in his youth said things or done things that are so unpleasant to recall in later life that he would expunge them entirely from his memory if that were possible.” It took Proust seven volumes to expunge his own past. Though we’re not Proust, or pretending to be, these are wise words.

Personally, I loathed high school. I grew up in Berlin with my gay, classical pianist father and spent my summers at American music festivals surrounded by a multiculti cast of mostly queer characters. I was like Eloise, but instead of having the run of the Plaza, I had the run of grand old opera houses. There were few other kids around, and my friends were divas, prima donnas, dancers, set builders, and musicians. It was a charmed, surreal childhood that did little to prepare me for “reality.”

Right before high school I moved to Baltimore and was enrolled in the Boys’ Latin School, a homophobic, preppy, anti-artistic prison where creativity was frowned upon and conformity rewarded. A punk, long-distance-running anarchist in an all-boys school filled with preppy stoners, square-jawed jocks, and young Republicans who couldn’t imagine ever leaving suburban Baltimore—this was fodder for at least seven volumes of misery.

I was so desperate to get the hell out of there that I took extra classes in order to skip my sophomore year, reducing my sentence by a year. I didn’t know where I was going to go after high school and I didn’t care. “Anywhere but here” was my mantra. I didn’t go to the BL prom. I don’t even know if they had a prom. The minute graduation was over I drove away from the school and have never been back.

When I was a junior, I did go to a girlfriend’s prom, at what was essentially the girl version of my fancy, predominately white private school. In a sea of snub-nosed blond girls and guys who considered lacrosse a religion, my date, one of the few African American girls, and I stood out. While we may have looked a bit out of place, the prom might have been one of any number of proms being held in early-1980s Anywheresville, America: a gym decorated with crepe paper streamers, a sad rented disco ball spinning to DJ’d music, tinny speakers pumping out a steady sonic blur of classic rock ballads ranging from “Freebird” to “Amy” to “Layla.”

Like a lot of guys, I thought prom night would be a fortuitous time to lose my virginity. My girlfriend, who was also a virgin, didn’t agree, and so my memory of the prom is spiked with sexual frustration and annoyance. Why the hell did I rent this stupid tux and shell out money for a corsage? Just so I could shuffle awkwardly to “Stairway to Heaven”?

So it was with some trepidation that I contemplated a book of essays about the prom. Could I really stand to flash back to that awkward time? Would anyone else want to revisit that time with me? Would they even remember it?

Surprisingly—yes. Almost everyone I asked groaned at first, remembering the general feeling of angst, and then the specific memories came rushing back, finally ready to be dealt with ten, twenty, or thirty years after the actual events.

The American prom is not dissimilar to the ceremonial coming-of-age rituals one might find in other cultures. While it isn’t walking on fire or undergoing ritual scarification, it does involve the donning of traditional costumes, and it does incorporate intricate social dances to overly familiar music, accompanied by the desire for all clan members to memorialize the day for eternity.

In our culture, the prom ritual marks a transition in young people’s lives heralding the beginning of a lifetime of having to pretend to be a grown-up, or at least look like one. For some of the writers in this book, such as Ann Hood, it is the continuation of the previous generation’s hopes and desires for a happy prom, her mother having had to drop out of high school to raise her. For others, such as Pam Houston, Kevin Moffett, and Rachel Resnick, prom night is when they realize that they do not belong where they are and that they are ready to head out into the world.

Even if we’re too cool for school to go, as Anne Elizabeth Moore, Susie Bright, Steve Almond, and Cintra Wilson were, some of us still experience yearnings for the ritual and seek it out in alternative proms: Moore created her own prom, Bright attended a party at the Playboy Club, and Wilson and Almond crashed other people’s parties. Jenny Douglas, an American growing up in Tokyo, tried with her fellow ex-pat teenagers to cobble together a genuine American prom based on the pages of Seventeen magazine.

Some folks, such as Marian Fontana and Oliver Jones, remember the prom night in all its shining, beyond-expectations sexual glory. For some (not me), the prom really is a lifetime sexual nadir. Walter Kirn, growing up in rural Minnesota, turns what his classmates regarded as a joyless burden—escorting the two foreign exchange students to the prom—into a debauched night that is almost impossible to top.

For others (myself included), prom night recalls one’s shameful sartorial past—the affair with Eastern Bloc–style makeup, the one-night stand with a gold chain, flirtations with facial hair and perms. So much expectation surrounds the big night that sometimes reality is bent to fantasy, as with Gary Dauphin, who is but a pawn in his date’s elaborate projections of what their evening should be. Because the prom is often depicted as being “the time of our lives,” it is deeply fraught with sexual and social anxiety. As both Victor LaValle, who struggled to hide his less-moneyed social standing from his uptown girlfriend, and Danielle Trussoni, who failed to hide her lack of interest in her escort, discover, lies and evasions can catch up to you on prom night, leading to unpleasant denouements.

For others, prom night is when one’s unacknowledged sexual orientation can no longer stay hidden from oneself, as with Mike Albo, or Sam Dunn’s date.

Whether your prom was joyful or miserable, I hope this book will bring you back to that magic evening, will bring you back to when the whole world hung in the balance of just one perfect night. So sit back with a cold glass of Champale, put on some Foreigner, dab on a little Canoe, and relive the time of your life. Or at least commiserate with others who have gone back into the pits of their teen angst so that you don’t have to.



Hands Across the Sea
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WALTER KIRN

FOR A DATE I HAD MY CHOICE OF BOTH EXCHANGE students, two girls who’d appeared in our midst from civilized Europe to make our little Minnesota town feel shabby about its drab, provincial ways. One, the French girl, Genevieve, was pretty, with the sort of brown skin that looks fine with a few moles on it and isn’t terribly marred by a dark hair or two. The second girl, Lena, was a lithe, unblemished stunner whose skin seemed evenly dusted in powdered gold. I don’t remember her country of origin. It was one of those small, frigid nations that at the time was partly subjugated by the Russians but would eventually break free and dominate the worldwide modeling scene.

The reason I had my choice of the two girls was that they intimidated my male classmates, who had mostly grown up on local dairy farms and sensed—correctly, I think—that the exchange students abhorred our monotonous rural culture and were counting the hours until they could jet home to the bastions of strong dark coffee and avant-garde theater where they’d been raised and educated. The girls, it seemed clear to us, had lost some lottery that had assigned their more fortunate peers to such hot spots as Florida and San Francisco. The idea was that we were to play ambassadors to this pair of lovely travelers, convincing them of the United States’ benevolent, easygoing national character, but instead most of us found their presence embarrassing and avoided them whenever possible.

I was the exception. I liked the girls and was thought by my friends to have something in common with them because I was already enrolled in college, having earned this distinction from my performance on the PSAT exam the year before. The college was in St. Paul, and I got home often enough on weekends and holidays to keep up with the friends I’d left behind. Lena and Genevieve liked me back, it seemed. For one thing, my time at college had taught me to share their tastes in music—British New Wave and punk that my classmates branded “faggy” because the singers wore ties and had short hair and didn’t strut about in spandex pants, swinging ass-length cascades of greasy curls. The girls also liked me because when we smoked pot together I was willing to talk politics, which mostly consisted of voicing polite agreement with their cruel assessments of America’s “arrogant cultural imperialism.”

I had a week or so to make my choice, though I could have made it in ten seconds. I wanted Lena. I found her enigmatic. I’d already groped and kissed Genevieve a few times, and I knew from her frantic, juicy bursting ardor that a long unsupervised night together would lead to an operatic erotic union that might take ages to extricate myself from. Even our first few limited encounters had drenched me with her sticky, sweaty romanticism. She made me blow kisses till we next saw each other, and read and reply to flurries of flowery notes about our looming “destiny.” Her passion, so moist and effusive and claustrophobic, intimidated a teenage boy with plans to push on and discover the wider world.

Lena seemed less potentially smothering. Her compact, catlike face was tidy and pleasing, with a nose that seemed a few millimeters too short, as though a fierce rodent had nibbled off its tip. Her mouth was appealingly full but not, like Genevieve’s, seemingly coiled for a sudden elastic expansion that could engulf and swallow my whole head. In every way she was less womanly than Genevieve—tauter, drier, less super-charged with hormones—and though I might not have my way with her as easily at the party following the dance, I might also disengage from her more easily when the liquor was gone and dawn arrived.

To spare Genevieve’s feelings about her coming rejection I led her on a bit as the prom date neared, asking about the dress she planned to wear and suggesting that I was amassing an ample stockpile of marijuana, peach wine, and Elvis Costello tapes for our nationally sanctioned all-night orgy. My hints didn’t seem to properly excite her, though, and one day after school, as I was driving her home to the stern wooden farmhouse of the host family, whose nearly speechless Lutheran stoicism had gradually shrunk and tightened the gaping French smile that she’d worn when she deplaned, she told me that she was considering skipping the prom out of concern for Lena’s feelings.

I asked her to explain.

“The couples have all been decided upon,” she said. “If I accompany you, then who will be left for Lena?”

“Karl,” I said. I’d already handled this tricky matter, though my plan had been to foist Karl on Genevieve once I broke the news to her that I would be squiring her co–exchange student. Karl, a cousin of my friend Todd’s, was a tall upperclassman from an adjoining district who’d attended our school for two months the previous year and would therefore be welcome at our prom.

“Karl is wholly unsuitable,” said Genevieve. “Both of us found him impertinent and crude.” Once again I had to wonder why she’d decided to study in a country with a language she spoke so much better than its natives. To be honest, I too had come to view this Genevieve as an annoying reminder of my simplicity and paltry intellectual endowments. Go back to France and let us have our pride. We will stay happy in our wealthy heedlessness and you can have your museums and socialism.

“Perhaps you would do me the favor,” said Genevieve, “of entertaining the possibility—of which I’ve already spoken at length with Lena, you should be aware”—Oh, how her well-schooled speech dragged on sometimes! Not even the tweediest of my college professors demanded such close, sustained mental attention!—“of inviting both of us?”

“Huh?” I said.

“A trio. Two girls, one boy. It might be amusing. Lena thinks so, too.”

My face remained still as we talked this notion over, but behind my brow strange thoughts unfolded, dim scenarios of new behaviors, of unfamiliar sensations, exotic poses. Though I didn’t yet fully understand it, I’d begun to sense that my smalltown high school prom—the summation of my social development as a normal young American male—was about to become my corrupting introduction to European moral decadence.

And all it would cost me was a sporting attitude, a slightly more generous stockpile of intoxicants, and an extra pink corsage.
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MY CLASSMATES DIDN’T APPRECIATE MY BLESSEDNESS. They felt sorry for me, actually. When I entered the ballooned-and-streamered gymnasium arm in arm with my two adventurous dates, the looks the guys gave me were tinged with pity, as though I’d volunteered to carry a burden in the name of international hospitality. To my erotically unimaginative classmates, having two girls attached to me all evening meant I might never get off alone with one of them, which meant no privacy and thus no action.

But I knew better. The drive over had awakened me. When I picked up Genevieve from the long dirt driveway where she stood waiting for me in a dress that was less fussy than the American girls’ and better constructed for easy manual entry, Lena welcomed her into the front seat with a kiss on the lips—and then well beyond the lips—that I wished had gone on three times as long. I resolved to intervene in, wrest control of, and self-servingly orchestrate if another the likes of this one came around. When the girls’ mouths parted, leaving lipstick smears, the mood in my four-door Impala was transformed. It went from Happy Days to La Dolce Vita, from Grease to…

The ritual folderol in the high school gym—the suspenseless crowning of the “royalty,” the selection of which had been assured since freshman year, when the broad-shouldered king had started throwing touchdown passes and the flaxenhaired queen with the perfect handwriting had started organizing clothing and blanket drives for victims of Asian earthquakes—passed by in a blur of sensual absorption that kept my mind and spirit fully occupied.

“Party at Elbow Lake,” one buddy said, sidling up to me after a slow dance that had begun as a one-on-one with Lena but evolved into something slyer and more advanced when Genevieve beckoned us into a dark corner and four separate hands, not one of them mine, invaded every pocket of my suit pants and maneuvered around to join up behind my fly and fondle an object of rigid common interest.

“We’re driving out right now,” my friend informed me. “You might want to get there while the kegs are full.”

“We’ll get there when we get there, Josh.”

The trip took three hours—hours I can’t account for except as a drastic reconfiguration of all my accumulated Midwestern assumptions about the nature of “going all the way.” I remember especially a big, sweet slug of syrupy fruit wine that was passed from mouth to mouth to mouth and then allowed to stream down a bare chin onto a pair of bare dark breasts with perfect moles, which snagged the liquid in glinting droplets that I was invited to lightly tongue away while another tongue, and then another, took the shape of a slim, wet, fleshy cone and drove themselves deep, deep into each of my ear canals, giving off a twin pulse of concentrated heat that made my cerebellum seize. Skirts came up, pants slipped off, and legs made V’s that turned into X’s and shifted on complex axes that allowed for wonders of sidelong friction that brought forth throaty squeaks and grunty purrs that primordially bridged all language gaps. Some new bond was being stirred up in that cramped car, some fresh form of international understanding that the Rotary Club, who sponsored the exchange program, might not have planned on but shouldn’t have been displeased by, so intimately did it shrink our globe. I’d grown up a good son of good Republicans with a distrust of those shifty nations across the seas who’d vexed our interests and drawn us into wars, but now I was a citizen of the world, admitted into its most guarded chambers, entrusted with its most cherished treasures.

It was 1980, the height of the cold war, but never had I felt so confident that human beings might live in peace someday. In something better than peace. In mutual ecstasy.

The air in my car grew so acrid from all the dope smoke, so steamy from all the wine-tinged perspiration, that even with all the windows rolled down the fog of narcoticized polymorphous lust precipitated a dense chemical compound that clung to our skin when we finally reached the party and stepped out into the breezy lakeside air. We smelled like sin, and not American sin, but a deep-brewed funk of Romanized corruption that caused me to compulsively sniff my hands whenever I lifted my cup to sip my beer.

My buddies swarmed in to share their prom night war stories, and my girls slipped away past the bonfire into the trees, leaving me alone to contemplate—with the contempt and disgust that I assumed they suffered from every moment of their lives here—just how stupid Minnesota was. How stupid we all were, here in crass America. Everywhere I looked I saw the evidence. The barbarous chest-pounding of our square-jawed prom king as he bellowed “Seniors rule!” across the lake. The way the homely girl we’d nicknamed “Critter,” and who pathetically answered to the name, sat alone and shoeless on a log, dipping her toes in fetid, froggy water, content with the knowledge that no one would approach her until the fire went out and people went home. And the music! The music was the worst. Someone had balanced a pair of stereo speakers on the roof of a Camaro and was blasting Ted Nugent at teeth-rattling volume into a cool, moonlit night that God had made. We offended me. I offended myself.

I went off to look for my partners in exoticism, my tutors in the arts of being human. I stepped on Styrofoam beer cups that loudly crunched and would never, I knew, be collected and sipped from but would junk up our sacred earth for a thousand years. A drunk girl whose breasts I’d crudely mashed and squeezed once during a nighttime bus trip from a debate event sloppily grabbed my crotch and slurped my cheeks with a tongue that smelled like menthol cigarettes. I twisted away from her and resumed my search, widening my perimeter until I was fairly deep into the woods.

And there, at last, I spotted my runaways, stretched out on a layered cushion of brown pine needles, face-to-face, hair mussed, completely shirtless, and saturated to their animal cores, it seemed, with a satisfaction of the senses that I as a non-European could never know, although I’d briefly brushed against it—a fleeting moment of enchanting contact with an alien approach to pleasure, to the borderless freedom of the human skin, which I knew would forever diminish my new adulthood, afflicting my soul with a permanent frustration.

As it did. As it has.

That night never came again.



All the Wrong Proms
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CINTRA WILSON

THE TEENAGE SCHOOL YEARS GET BOILED DOWN TO select formative experiences that can still make you writhe like a cold ball of worms twenty years later. Here is your pattern, say the taped markings on the gymnasium floor. Here are the hardwired impulses you must transcend, or you will make the same tragic mistakes forever.

We were all children of the most wealthy, oversexed, depraved, and liberal suburb in the world—the luckless offspring of the narcissistic Me generation. Everything in conscious memory was in some way tainted by the white rot of redwood hot tubs and the slippery values that bought them. Things had been too loose for too long in Marin County. Despite peerless orthodontry, handsome eugenics, and French ski apparel, we had all been in some way abandoned to fend for ourselves in a bright orange field of narcotic California poppies—it was beautiful everywhere, but there was no shelter. The sins of self-indulgent and negligent grown-ups drizzled on us, day and night, throughout our school years: it was a pervasive, damp, achy hollowness we fought against, daily, with any device that would halt or slow the cold pull into that woozy, deadening blur—that lonesome childhood gloom that makes itself felt in the terrible hours between the anxiety of school and the succor of television.

The kids were always louche, even in third grade. Lauren M., a child of intelligence and privilege, astonished our fellow classmates and me one day when, during recess, apropos of nothing, she pulled up her shirt and pulled down her pants, fully exposing all of her undeveloped parts. She looked around defiantly as we gaped in silence, then curled her arms into a double bicep flex and triumphantly shouted, “Superwoman! Superwoman!” The fourth grade boys made “woo-woo!” noises, as if they sexually appreciated the gesture, but we were all shocked and reeling from the blast of uninvited nudity. Lauren M., flush with the power of raw exhibitionism, was carefully escorted off the playground by a sensitive teaching staff and did not attend our school much longer.

Today, I feel fairly confident that wherever she is, she has what she wants out of life.

At age thirteen, I had only ever gone to small satellite schools for the “gifted” or merely emotionally disturbed. Because of a lack of females my age, my friends were dweeby, concave boys who solved Rubik’s Cubes in under three minutes, suffered from crippling food allergies, and made geodesic domes out of drinking straws. Against the onslaught of puberty, I fought to pretend I was one of them. I was a capable Dungeon Master, played weak (if enthusiastic) Nerf football, and jumped around helplessly to Devo.

Obvious femininity, I thought, would upset the delicate social balance of my friendships. I didn’t want to needlessly remind anyone of my gender handicap, so I was dutifully gender-inscrutable, with short dirty hair, ever-larger and ever-thicker sweatshirts, and down parkas big enough to sleep in.

ADD kicked in along with the first round of blackheads, complicating matters further. My parents were informed with some concern that I had started using all of my break time to compulsively speed-walk around and around the school, counterclockwise. This might have been overlooked if my arms weren’t being enthusiastically beaten black and blue by Matt Corley every time I passed a certain bike rack. I didn’t mind this at all—it had become kind of a ritual. Other people minded, and I was rudely and without warning thrown into public school, midsemester.

I hadn’t been around girls my own age for a couple of years. Unbeknownst to me, a hair-raising cultural shift had taken place.

The seventh grade girls in the public school looked like they’d been abandoned in the bathroom of Studio 54 and donated to Roman Polanski: vicious, dope-sucking tramps who would puncture your skull over a Starburst fruit chew. Most were consciously unaware of their chest development and wore shirts that were so tight and thin, you could see the outline of their areolae down to the tiny bumps, tight jeans that gave them cameltoe, and hooker platforms with six-inch white corrugated-plastic heels. They wore their hair in “bitch flips” and used black liquid eyeliner. One bragged of being sexually abused by Wilt Chamberlain. Mufflerless, primer gray Camaros picked them up after class. They carried leather purses containing mascara, Marlboro 100s, lighters, feathered roach clips—everything they’d need for four sweaty hours with David Lee Roth, aside from the black-light poster.

Boys—actual boys!—would ask these girls to go to the school dances. They would slow dance! Later, they would make out under the stairs of the recreation hall, often going to the unthinkably pornographic step of second base!

Thankfully, I was a “spaz”—sexless (and therefore presumed lesbian), socially retarded, hyperactive, hobbled by a gender-confused fashion identity. The “spaz” label, while damning, offered some relief, in that since I would be asked to no dances, there would be no possible making out.

It was in the sandbox of this proud ignorance that I was suddenly impaled by the agony of my first crush. Out of blue skies, a horrible Love crashed my entire nervous system. The minute I saw Dean Lavialle, Cupid stepped on my throat in golden pimp boots and rained arrows through me.

There was no chance of success. None. I may as well have weighed five hundred pounds and been covered with blood from Ebola.

Dean Lavialle was a loner with tousled black hair, dark circles under tequila-colored eyes, and an aura of bemused, existential indifference. Prematurely sophisticated in the ways of secrecy and crime, he looked like a guilty, insomniac young Alain Delon. Not that they were directly related, but every time I heard “Kiss on My List” by Hall and Oates, my heart would suck my entire rib cage into an isometric cramp of total longing.

That Dean Lavialle was still at school was a miracle—he had recently been busted with six thousand dollars’ worth of car stereos under his bed, shortly after being fired from his summer job installing car alarms.

I got up the nerve to ask him once: “Why’d you do it?”

Dean had replied casually, “Car theft is an art form.”

I suddenly knew what “sexy” meant. All the down tried to fly out of my parka and hide my blushing.

“Why didn’t you sell them?”

Dean shrugged and looked at the sky, wistfully. “I didn’t want to sell them…I just wanted to have them.”

I was moved by the idea of his waiting until everyone in his house was asleep to turn on a flashlight and look adoringly under his bed at the stolen expensiveness of all the shiny glass, knobs, and wires, useless to him—since he had no car—except in sentimental value.

They call it a crush because having a crane drop a wooden crate of Judy Blume novels on you can actually be less painful and humiliating. Only my best and only friend knew about my excruciating condition. Erin took a photo of Dean and a photo of me and collaged them together into a cut-out heart, which mortified me to the point of hives. Nonetheless, I kept it in my locker and focused pathetically wishful intent on it in secret.

Erin tried to goad Dean into asking me out by telling him how nice I was. Pride was easily sacrificed to the pyre of wild hope.

“Tsk. She doesn’t want to go out with a jerk like me” was all Dean would say, according to Erin’s reports. His “aw, shucks” self-loathing made him even more violently irresistible.

I had weird fantasies about events that would force Dean Lavialle to touch me, such as being shot by a stray bullet. Everyone else would be in class; Dean and I would coincidentally be the last stragglers coming in from the lunch break when the mystery assailant struck. Dean would leap to my fallen body and seal the gushing entry wound (which was in a strategically non-embarrassing place such as my shoulder but somehow lethal anyway) with his hands. Ideally, dark blood would seep attractively out of the corner of my mouth, and I would stare at him with holy menisci of love shimmering on top of my eyeballs. It would be okay, because I would be near death. I would be gone before the embarrassment set in, and he would be forced to grieve for my true love forever.

Inevitably, there was a school dance at the end of the year. There was no point in existing, but I made an earnest attempt to look female. I wore a cotton dress with purple flowers and bubblegum lip gloss. I used a curling iron badly, making crispy dents in my hair.

I spent the dance sitting with Erin and a few other girls at a remote table, far from the action, cackling and televising stage whispers to indicate that I was so absorbed in the pleasure of my exile that I couldn’t be bothered to participate in the event itself.

Late in the evening, around the point that I started actually believing I was having a good time, the earth-swallowing event happened: Dean Lavialle walked up to Erin and me, at our table.

I tried to casually walk away in terror, but Erin held my arm.

I suddenly knew, with a sucker punch of visceral dread, that Dean was going to ask Erin to dance. She was prettier, more girlish, not a compulsive spaz—who could blame him? I braced myself for a jealousy so rotten that my blood would burst outward into a rash of black mold spores.

Behold: the kind of magic that happens only to hobbits, unicorns, and Molly Ringwald:

Dean Lavialle, and his guilty, larcenous eyes, asked me to dance. ME.

I had hinky feelings. This wasn’t mathematically correct in any conceivable universe, but it was too late to stop it: the living God-boy idol of my life took my hand and walked me to the dance floor.

It was more of a creation myth than a slow dance. Twenty-two million old suns collapsed inside out and relit themselves brighter, in better galaxies. One of Dean’s hands held mine; the other was on my back. We were practically hugging. Stars entered whistling spin cycles in their sockets. Pearls shot from the mouths of oysters, collected above the sea, and hailed blessings upon the poor. Skies flipped inside out and unfolded into origami paper. Beauty sprayed upon me from all sides like the magic hot cherry wax of car washes. I was backlit against a fuchsia velour sectional couch-road to infinite bliss.

I was, in fact, experiencing that most rare of euphoric fantasy triumphs that can befall a teenage girl: the Romantic Pink Disco Ball Moment. Dancing with the Most Desired Boy in a dizzying swirl of illuminated dots resembling the Vaselinesoft mists of Niagara Falls in a light snowfall of baby’s breath.

Since this was practically sex in public, all the sad, thin armor protecting my vulnerable, fearful self just vaporized. My fragile teen psyche couldn’t retain its skepticism: I irresistibly listed over into a paralytic seizure of unbearable happiness. I could barely shut my mouth or shift my weight back and forth. It must have been like dancing with a freestanding mailbox.

There are entire movies devoted to this youthful slow dance of full-hearted Love and discovery going horribly wrong. In Steven King’s Carrie, the title character is doused with a bucket of pig blood, motivating her to use her evil pubescent superpowers to burn the gym down with her mind, with the entire graduating class inside. In a lesser-known film, the boy ejaculates during the slow dance, leaving a telltale stain on his white tux pants, for which he is openly ridiculed.

The song ended. Dean Lavialle politely walked me back to my table, leaving me in a speechless lather of delirious and profound catatonia.

Erin looked too triumphant.

After a few minutes of heavy grilling, it became apparent that Erin had actually gone to great lengths to bribe Dean Lavialle to dance with me.

With money.

I had recklessly allowed myself to believe he had walked with me through a heart-shaped door into a heaven of beautiful feelings…but alas, he had been working.

It was a crippling blow, but there had been a lack of logic about the whole scenario that had made me uncomfortable. The truth, however awful, made more sense, so I accepted it with what I thought was the quiet dignity of a patriot before the firing squad.

In a young girl’s life there is but one defining Romantic Pink Disco Ball Moment. If you blow it…that’s it. It’s ruined. My disco ball was officially spent, black, and marked with an eight.

I realized that the agent of my demise, what the Greeks would call ate—“the blindness of folly”—was probably my unwillingness to accept that I was doomed to be an outsider looking in from a cockeyed angle forever. I had always told myself that my rudder would get deeper and I would right myself. There would be an Ugly Duckling moment that would flip the script; my colors would grow in. I would join life’s festive regatta with the others, and we would all go downstream together.

That dance ended, and that hope died. In the world of Dungeons and Dragons, this was like a dice roll of 95 on the Arduin Grimoire “critical hit” table: “guts ripped out, result 20 percent chance of tangling feet.”

I knew a spaz must walk a separate, lonely path.

On the way home, I thought it over. Okay—half of Dean’s motivations were clearly financial. But the other half, I thought, were something like pity…which suggested something like human acknowledgment.

Dean might have been a rental, but Erin had gone to all the trouble of buying him for me. I was determined to cherish her gift. After all, Dean Lavialle had touched me in public and I didn’t even have to get shot for it.

So, I thought: fuck it. I wrote in my diary about my disco ball moment with Dean Lavialle as if it had been organically wonderful…because it was, within the parenthetical bracket of the seconds that it was.

I enshrined the slow dance. I trapped it in an unbreakable Lucite snow globe, so that it would never be tainted by the vile revelations of fifteen minutes after. I stole Dean Lavialle and kept him like a stack of hot stereos, dancing with me in secret rapture under my childhood bed. It was sinister and empowering—Dean was making me happy forever, without his consent.

Needless to say, before any actual prom, my whole concept of proms was mangled beyond recognition.

Erin moved
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