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August 17, 2012

 

Hey, Journal,

 

That “Dear journal” shtick is overused, so I’ll address you with the word “hey.” Hey, journal. I usually write exclusively on scraps of paper. Underneath my bed is my literature’s habitat and the paragraphs are seldom about anything. Last year, I discussed career goals with my high school’s counselor. Once my writing aspirations were revealed, Counselor became giddy and asked about my writing style. She said, “I’d love to hear about it, Rosie.”

“It’s disorganized,” I said. Then she handed me this ginormous journal and I witnessed a disgusting “I’m-a-cool-adult” wink.

This is the first time I’ve cracked you open.

Time seems to have decelerated. The slowing of time is the only gift August 2012 has coughed up. There’s been a drought, among other eyesores. I’m beneath our backyard’s oak tree, its gargantuan arms stretching far, shade encompassing the entire lawn. Many leaves are dehydrated. It’s as pleasant to lie beneath as Magic Mike is to watch. Allow me to explain that analogy. The film’s previews had me expecting a rollicking rom-com...something less serious. It differed from the ads. Still, every scene featuring scantily clad men made it worth the cash. That’s what happened with this shade. I’m below it, experiencing a full body itch, but it could be worse. Due to lacking rain, the ground isn’t summer turf in the slightest. Imagine wearing a pantsuit crafted out of hay and sandpaper. The shade is nice, though. Makes me able to bear my eyes being open.

Jumping Jesus on a pogo stick. I kid you not, as I placed the period after “open,” a bird landed in my eye line and inched toward me. Soon, it was atop this journal. I thought, Birds are flighty. Timid. Not this one. Its eyes were a familiar mess. I was confronted by the undeniable fact that birds were my dad’s favorite animal. I blinked, eyelids capturing wetness and holding it hostage. Moisture subsided and the bird was all kinds of nowhere.

I wonder what it would be like to sprout wings. To be gone. My pencil is begging me to release it from my monstrous grip and my legs are screaming, “Let us run far away, Rosie.”

I’ll do what I do best and let my impulses win. Run until I get scared and retreat. Run until I realize it’s not the same as flying. Run.


August 18, 2012

 

Hey, Journal,

 

I’m not counting the days that have passed since it happened. When a person starts counting the days following an event, it becomes part of a timeline. Then, by consequence, it is cemented in reality. I’m fortunate. My brain is still too immobilized to visualize random numbers floating in space. I’m unable to make numbers relate to each other, events, time or anything at all. Because of this, I don’t know how long it’s been since he died. It’s messed up, but I prefer this ambivalent uncertainty.

I’ll speak of something I know for sure. Today’s bike ride destroyed me. August is going too fast. It’s only the 18th, but it feels like the month is nearing its conclusion. The weather is far too chilly, honestly. Deflated bike tires carried me down the sidewalk of my street. I normally ride in the road, but I haven’t been in the mood to care about the well-being of pedestrians lately. Those tires were spinning, moving like the earth’s orbit around the sun, constant and circular, at least seemingly so. Home was in sight. My eyes were on the trees above. I was gliding. Gliding. The leaves were rustling. The world was unsettled. God attached a handle to the South Pole, stuffed the globe full of beads and shook this planet like a giant rattle. God’s infant-like cries resonated and the wheels came to a screeching halt, all because the malicious fates placed a tiny, dauntless bird on the sidewalk of Kale Avenue. I ran over the motionless bird. Accidentally. Then I pried my fluttering hand from my mouth and threw my wheels into the street. Seconds later, a police car demolished the bike and veered to the roadside.

Fun.

The uniformed man shot out of his vehicle, completely uncentered. There was a restricting quality to his aura, accompanied by an unprecedented ability to snap. Light brown is the color of a traditional rubber band, and when it comes to auras, it’s a color associated with discouragement. His body language was discouraging me the second he exited the car.

No, I’m not a psychic. I don’t see colors framing the forms of people. However, I do see people for who they are and enjoy describing this reality I perceive with the same language aura seers use. I heard all about auras growing up under the care of parents who lived to study metaphysical concepts. Much of the gobbledygook they taught me is too much for my logical brain to handle. Both my parents underwent past life regression, for example. Listening to my dad talk about his life as a Vietnamese peasant girl creeped me out. But auras? I was somehow able to get on board.

While laying eyes on me, the uniformed man eased. He’s one of the cops who came when my dad’s body wasn’t doing things it should be doing. Like, you know…living. I was the girl the cops found in the disheveled garage, after I found… Nope. No. Nope.

I remember the cop’s face well. Upon finding me in the garage, he seized my shoulders. The eye contact we made snapped me out of my blackout for about fifteen seconds. He had warm brown eyes. His eyes couldn’t meet mine today. Words friendly, tone stern, the cop said,

“What’s the problem, champ?”

“I’m fine. You fine?”

“You tossed your bike into the street, Miss.”

“There’s a quality explanation. I…”

He rubbed his forehead and relented. “Won’t write you up. I was there. Remember?”

That day is drawn into my mind with zigging Etch-a-Sketch lines, the difference being no matter how hard I shake my head, those drawings aren’t disappearing. He told me he was aware everything must feel impossible. Couldn’t help but let out a light chuckle. “Nothing’s impossible,” I said. “Truly. Observe my face. A coping individual, right?”

“I’m not licensed to make that judgment, but I can say throwing your bike into the street isn’t—”

“Explanations exist, Mr. Cop.”

“I believe you,” he said. “I’ll let you off with a warning. Need help getting your bike home?”

I reminded him I was incredibly close to La Casa Dwyer as I heaved my pulverized bike into erectness. A fully capable woman, I was. He answered with a suspicious stare and earnestly instructed me to send my family his regards. The cop swiveled, heading for his vehicle. A back turned toward me is the perfect canvas to splash a big “eff you” unto. My middle finger went up and I whispered, “Send this up your ass.” He pivoted, narrowing his eyebrows as the finger went down, lickety-split. Mr. Cop asked if I said something. My hands were in prayer position. “This too shall pass.”

Mr. Cop was unconvinced, but gave a sturdy nod. His car was soon out of sight, and the mutilated bird corpse continued being dead. I vomited then thought to myself, Damn birds with temporary paralysis, why can’t you learn to move?

However, it should be noted that as much as I was disgusted by this particular bird’s stubbornness, I related to the creature. Related to its unending capability to move and related even more to its dedicated desire to act against its own nature. Once the cop car was long gone, I caught a glimpse of the tree firmly rooted next to me. Unlike the bird and myself, “not moving” were two words crucial to defining the tree’s true disposition. In spite of this difference, the leafy giant somehow managed to stand in solidarity with us. I situated myself at the tree’s base and analyzed the ramshackle house in front of me.

The house is currently green, but the paint is chipping and even the simplest being could determine it used to be red. Some elderly lady supposedly lives there, but the kids on the block make jokes she may be dead because nobody ever sees her. The back of my head made forceful contact with the tree trunk as I said, “My aged darling. Are you dead?” I threw a stone at her walkway. “Good on you, lady. Dying subtly is the way to go.”

Once I was done verbally assaulting an old lady, I noticed my eight-year old sister Willow a ways down. She was hiding in a hedge in our front yard. Shit, I thought. We started our game of hide and seek two hours ago. I forgot. Then came a sharp whistle from me. “Wow, Willow,” I yelled. “So hard finding you, I needed to ride my bike around town.”

She darted out of her hiding spot and straight at me. Soon the gangly thing was standing over the vomit, arms crossed, head waggling. Willow hasn’t spoken since the event happened an undisclosed amount of days ago. Willow loves speaking to a fault, so she’s been having a hard time being mute. “That puke is nasty,” I blankly said. “Something to say?”

Her lips squirmed for a fraction of a minute. Finally, it was too much for her. She quietly said, “That old lady is dead. She doesn’t need your puke.”

My stomach warmed as I heard her voice for the first time in far too long. I said, “Now that you finally speak, how do we get you to shut up?” After a dramatic eye roll from the kid, I told her to pull me up. Willow begrudgingly followed my order and I carried on. “Lug my bike home now, or I’ll slap ya so hard, you’ll be mute for life.”

Her eyes bulged but she got straight to work. Didn’t quite have it in me to physically grin from cheek to cheek, but I did somewhere inside my body. Maybe my gut. Sure am going to miss this sort of response when she’s mature enough to have self-respect and the knowledge to know I’d never slap her in a million years. In case you’re curious, Willow has an aura like Elmer’s glue. Pure white. Loose and cold when you first meet her, but once Willow gets used to a person, she’ll stick to them like glue. Following her, I hollered back over my shoulder, “I’ll be back. For the puke. I respect ghosts.”

While passing my neighbor’s perfectly kept home, the sixty-something owner looked up from his bed of petunias and pointed coolly in the direction of the old lady’s house. Stuart told me to pick up the vomit. By the way, he doesn’t have an aura. You need to have a soul in order to have one of those. I thought our Dennis the Menace/Mr. Wilson vibe would have eased during this time of turmoil. “Stuart, why sit back and watch as I almost get arrested?” I said. “Surprised you don’t have buttered popcorn and Raisinets.”

Stu is a perennial pain in the ass but still managed to look conflicted for a moment and said, “I’ve always held the opinion you’re the kind of girl who would benefit from a stern talking to from a cop. Might make you think twice before acting on your impulses.”

“My dad just died,” I said, trying my hand at milking my situation for the first time. “It’s only been, well, I can’t remember how many days because I’m not at the counting stage yet. But still, have you no humanity?”

Stuart folded his arms over his tucked in Hawaiian shirt and calmly said, “I gave a gift basket, okay? It had Godiva chocolates in it. I care about your family, but I care an equal amount about the upkeep of this neighborhood.”

“Eat a petunia, Stu,” I said.

Godiva chocolates mean nothing to me. Hold on. Fifteen days! It’s been fifteen days.

Fuck.


September 4, 2012

 

Hey, Journal,

 

Thirty-two days have now happened. Today was the first day of my senior year. My creative writing teacher is so hackneyed that she’s practically a walking, talking corn on the cob. This teacher instructed us to write a creative piece of nonfiction. What was your best or worst first day of school? Why?

Not very creative of her. The school should put her on probation. Here’s my worst first day of school, since I have nothing better to do, like, I don’t know, grieve.

I know this is a space designated for journaling, but I’m going to draft the assignment in here. I would do this elsewhere, but I haven’t had time to buy school supplies yet. Blame it on my family being in total upheaval. Sit back and deal with me stabbing my pen into you.

 

 

Cornrow Captivity

a story by Rosie Dwyer

 

He had a Twinkie in his eye. Don’t re-read that sentence. I didn’t mean to say, “he had a twinkle in his eye,” or any gushy-mushy crap like that. Meant what I said. A Twinkie was in his eye, and I was the reason it was there. His name was Logan Fields. He had a green aura. Still does. Seafoam green. Somewhere deep inside, there’s always been a healer in him. That’s the kindest thing I’ll say about him in this story. You see, Logan is the kind of person who acts against his aura to extreme extents. Logan has eyes that say, I wanna help. However, the day I met him, he wore an unnatural smile that said, Peer pressure is happening. A disease, one that’s spreading through my higher self. My aura is now inky black.

We were ten. It was my first day at St. Agnes Catholic Elementary School. I’m not Catholic or anything. My parents were raised Lutheran and we never had time for church. My folks also reared us bearing in mind Buddhist principles. The Dwyers are a true novelty. St. Aggie’s was the only school within walking distance of my house. Convenient, really. We never owned cars. I could only go as far as my feet and the bus would allow. My kin firmly believes we should keep our carbon footprint nonexistent. At least that’s the conjecture we’ve maintained up until August of the year I’m penning this. Mom and brother have cars now. Sellouts. “It’s a high stress time,” they say. Vexation and public transportation inherently don’t mix well, but I’ll never drive. When we moved to Wisconsin from California, my parents almost used an Oregon Trail style wagon. I miss that.

Every day, I’d hoof it to an establishment that preached something contrasting what my parents believed. Didn’t matter to me. Religions are the same at their cores. People must believe in something. Anything. Even Stuart, my atheist neighbor, is unshakable in his convictions surrounding our corgi, Mr. Bojangles. Our furry friend is named after a song with the same name by The Nitty Gritty Dirt Band. Was my old man’s favorite tune. Man, that dog lit up my dad’s life. He even engraved Mr. B’s bell with the words, Spell the word ‘dog’ backwards. Stuart, on the other hand, doesn’t equate dogs with God. He believes Mr. Bojangles is a lowly entity who should only relieve himself on our lawn. Never his. Adversely, Mr. Bojangles forever believes it’s his doggy right to urinate wherever. Beliefs. Everyone has them.

I believe battering people with baked goods is beyond justifiable. My mother believes it’s also admissible to passively batter people’s emotions until they’re no longer recognizable. My mother is Melanie. Her aura was always mixed. Bit of lemon yellow dominated by a deep violet. Like Logan, she’s found a way to act against her natural aura. Since August, it’s been inky black-—my way of saying she’s a goddamn piece of work. I’m not saying this because I’m a stereotypical teenager, and teenagers sometimes slander their mothers when writing about them. In my case, it’s the truth. Much can change in a single August. This is the first time I’ve allowed her into my mind since everything went to shit. I’ll set my mind on a time when she wasn’t made of excreta, to a time when she was hemming my new uniform in the kitchen.

I stood on a kitchen stool, tapped her shoulder to attract her attention and asked her for a more interesting hairstyle. Just watched John Travolta in Battlefield Earth. She told me I’d regret it. I could’ve said, I’ll take your advice seeing, as you’re an expert on regrettable decisions. Polyester pants circa 1978?  Went in another direction, saying, “My individuality is developing.”

She caved. Mel was an occasional interior decorator and made doohickeys out of Popsicle sticks for craft sales. Since mid-August, Mel has toyed with the idea of becoming a secretarial temp. She’s been working toward doing this after her grief reduces to a functional size. As of this moment, it’s only been thirty-two days since my dad’s passing. I hope this job change doesn’t happen, but I understand it might have to, for the sake of my family’s financial security. My dad had a life insurance policy, but Melanie says it’s not enough to sustain us forever.

Her career aspirations may be mad boring these days, but I’m sure if she were given the chance, she’d still encourage my unique mind. In the past, I could sway her to eat Bugles out of Mr. Bojangles’ butthole if I insisted it was for my imagination’s sake. I like to assume that hasn’t changed, even though everything else has.

Enough of her. I’ve realized she’s extraneous in the context of this story, and also the context of my life. This is not about my messed up family. It’s about my first day at a new school. St. Aggie’s. That Catholic schoolgirl getup was unbecoming on a goober wearing beady glasses and sun-bleached blonde cornrows. I leaned against the monkey bars, looking like a nerdy version of Christina Aguilera during her “Dirrty” phase. Logan Fields had big ears, shaggy red hair and annoying audacity. He welcomed me by tying my cornrows in a knot around the playground equipment. Logan tied a wad of chewed gum around his work for good measure. Didn’t notice it happening, since I might have ADD and the cornrows numbed my scalp. The bell rang. My eyes closed. I inhaled. Exhaled. Eyes popped open, zoning in on the line forming in the distance. I whispered the mantra my dad gave me that morning. “Confidence is key, kid. Confidence is key.”

A stride forward was taken, but I didn’t travel far. The pain inflicted upon my scalp was comparable to childbirth. Never pushed a lifeform out of my lady parts, so all I know about the experience is what I heard while my sister came into the world via water-birth. My cries were identical to both mother and daughter. Then Logan jumped out, proud to have forced me into cornrow captivity. “Welcome to St. Aggie’s, kid. Welcome to St. Aggies,” he cockily said, smile cocked sideways, the trademark grin of cocky cocks everywhere. He ran off as the bell rang again.

My arms flailed something awful, and the youngsters inside gathered around the window to laugh at me. This was a Dark Age, and I was a medieval peasant in the shackles. The teacher sprinted toward me, frenzied. Then she tried undoing Logan’s handiwork. The disruptive child must have been a boy scout. This is based solely on the knot tying prowess. His expression indicated he was incapable of earning badges for helping the elderly cross the street, but knots! Knots, he could surely do. “Certainly something,” she said. “A Boy Scout perhaps?”

You don’t say.

“I can’t undo this, really—”

“You can’t?”

“Sorry, sweetie.”

I’m no sweetie, I thought as my hands shot at my coiled hair. I knew the implications of what would happen if I didn’t make like most Hollywood celebrities and quickly untie the knot. She said, “We have to cut it, hon.”

My arms wilted. I was a rare flower in bloom. Chopping the cornrows was like plucking my unique petals. She asked if that was alright and I nodded, giving the go ahead. After that day, anytime someone called me “hon,” I’ve transformed into Attila the Hun. It’s not a great look on me.

The only thing more unpleasant than the teacher’s word choice was her breath, which smelled worse than my brother’s fart-in-a-jar collection. And her aura was a black and white picture with all the white parts cut out. No purity left in her soul’s architecture. Gray and black, together in holy matrimony. She snipped and snapped as I wiped salty, yet subtle tears away. Once it was over, she handed me my braids. The clump was eight inches in length, gum still on it. I shoved the mess in my backpack. As we walked to class, Teach asked me to describe the delinquent and I told her I hadn’t a clue.

The avenging was my job.

Once inside, I digested my new educational digs. All there was to be found were turds in gray uniforms. The teacher stood near the gray chalkboard, name written out, “Ms. Smith.” She sure resembled her name. Perfect picture of normality. Gray button-up, long pencil skirt, tightly pulled back hair. Ba-bam! Basic. However, on that day, Ms. Smith’s face didn’t look ordinary. Her cheeks were inflamed by her pure hatred for her job, the cockamamie bastards she was forced to teach, and life in general. She said levelly, “Meet Rosie Dwyer. She moved here from California. Say hello.”

They mumbled a collective and barely audible greeting. A saddening age. When most young folks enter fifth grade, they become drained of the childhood enthusiasm they once glowed with. I gave an expansive smile and a flourishing wave. My peers were about as reactive as the noble gases.

“Would the person responsible for her haircut reveal themselves?” said Ms. Smith. “Confess now. You’ll get in less trouble.”

Pushing my glasses up, I worked my magic. “Smithy, let’s forgive and forget. I needed a trim. The baboon who did this did me a favor.”

“I prefer Ms. Smith. You will call me Ms. Smith, okay?” Smithy crouched in order to make direct eye contact with my short self. Shot me one of those squinty glares teachers give as a means to intimidate facts out of children and scare them into calling them by the correct name. Too bad her crouching act had none of the grace a woman should have while daring to wear a pencil skirt and heels. Her pose brought monkeys to mind. In fact, I envisioned her in a circus monkey costume, one complete with finger cymbals. My cheeks turned red in embarrassment for her. I told the woman I was heading into ragamuffin territory with my old hair. “Long live my new look, Ms. Smith.”

My response was absent-minded as I studied a bird on the telephone line outside. It was completely red and entirely free. I was wearing grey, sealed up inside a colorless classroom, a dire life period dawning. I yearned for my florid scarves and shoulder-padded neon jackets. Made a mental note to brace myself, knowing that achromatic is what elementary school would immovably be.

“Positive?” she asked. Mixed in with her question was an underlying tone, as if Carol meant to ask, Positive? I’m a Catholic schoolteacher. I get high off punishing students.

Smithy repeated herself, asking if I was sure once more. I squinted back and said, “Look at my face.” The corners of my smile expanded elastically. “Is this the face of a jilted woman?”

I heard that terminology on the Lifetime Movie Network. I’ve always been a fan of difficult words and other people’s issues. Carol stammered out a single ‘um’. Her failure to articulate forced me to say, “Gotta take a seat, Smithy. Might have early onset arthritis.”

“I could punish this whole room,” she said to the mass of children, hands trembling. She was a weak one, I could tell. She was the kind of woman who probably cried during every commute, to and from work. Poor Smithy. “I could easily punish everyone. I could.”

I pulled her sleeve and waved her back into a bending position. Then I whispered in her ear, “Smithy, don’t make them hate both of us on the first day.”

When she backed away and stood up straight, a resentful look fell across her face. However, it quickly disappeared. Next came confusion, then understanding, and finally a feeble nod. “It’s the first day,” Smithy said to the class. “And you have given me reason to watch you extra carefully this year. My increased attention to every action in this room is punishment enough.” I was proud of her. Although there definitely wasn’t enough bite in her delivery to freeze the room into a brand new Ice Age, her performance was adequate. Smithy reached for her clipboard and said, “Rosie, your seat is in the back, next to Logan Fields. The redhead. And stop calling me Smithy.”

As she looked away, I mouthed the words, “Okay, Smithy.” Then I sashayed to the back, flipping my short cornrows about while trying to make a nasty nickname out of “Logan Fields.” My noggin was void of notions, but I was ecstatic that fate placed me near my new adversary in Smithy’s seating chart. Once situated, I pressed the wrinkles of my plaid skirt. Logan didn’t acknowledge my existence. I sensed his fear waning. I wouldn’t stand for Logan Fields being fearless. Smithy took roll as I wrote my enemy a note:

When you least expect it, Logan.

“Rosie Dwyer?”

“Present,” I said.

“Logan Fields?”

He dozed off so fast. Contentment filled me. Asleep is precisely how I like my prey. Smithy called his name once more. He blinked until conscious, yawned and said, “Yep.”

Smithy continued reciting names of people who are irrelevant to this story while I folded my threat into a paper football and flicked it in his direction. He stared at the triangle for a moment before opening it, anxiety-laden buttocks shifting in his plastic seat. Then he deviated from Chihuahua to Junkyard Dog, eyes centering on mine. Logan ripped the note while flashing a new smile—one even more menacing. I, however, was more wicked than he, and so I winked at him.

“Not scared,” he said, louder than necessary.

Smithy chimed in. “Logan? Didn’t quite hear that.”

“Nothing,” I said for him. “Just asked my pal if he’s excited or scared to be in the fifth grade. Logan is so pumped.”

“Glad to hear of your confidence,” she said, suspicious eyes diverting back to her roster.

The rest of the morning was spent laying low. First recess came and I didn’t strike. My note suggested I’d rage Armageddon when least expected. Only amateurs retrieve retribution at the first opportunity given. A gaggle of chicks scouted me for a rousing game of Crocodile Morey. I blew off their hospitality and hand clapping to hide in the bushes. Concealed behind a shrub, I studied the dweeb as he swapped his trading cards. When recess adjourned, I spent the next lessons ignoring Logan to make him think I let it slide. The lunch bell rang, Logan ran in order to escape the classroom faster than me, but I seized his arm. He whipped around, angry and annoyed and abashedly afraid, all at once. I hooked arms with him, leading the way. “Thanks for asking me to eat lunch with you, Logan.”

“Let go,” he said.

“Don’t be bashful.”

Before Logan could protest further, Smithy came by and complimented him on his “welcoming spirit,” and so he nodded, powerless. Once in the cafeteria, we established ourselves at the only empty table. Nobody ever sat there. It was next to the bathroom needing repairs. The stenches left us wondering where the men in the hazmat suits were. Once Carol left, the lunch aides monitored the area. “Why?” Logan asked, exasperated.

“Why what?”

“Don’t play dumb, dingbat. You’re pretending to be nice,” he said. “Get even. Do it.”

“I know why you did it,” I coyly said. “Does it need to be verbalized?” His nonplussed nature suggested the thought indeed needed to be said. “You did that shitty prank because you think I’m cute.”

He froze like a prepubescent ice sculpture and said, “Sure as hell don’t.”

“Logan, kids our age are mean to people they like. My grandparents met in their childhood schoolhouse. Grampy sat behind her and dipped her pigtail in ink. They’re still together. That’s love.”

Lies. My mom’s parents met in a pub and my paternal grandmother met her scumbag second husband in a free sample line at Sam’s Club. She never disclosed how she met the first one, but we all know the affair involved organized crime. Logan’s eyes gazed about like a fly unsure of the safest place’s location. Unbridled power pulsed in my hands, so I delicately put mine on his fidgeting ones. “You’re cute too,” I said.

“Will you be my girlfriend?” He winced, regretting his blurted question. His heart was teetering, tumbling, tilted. Fifth graders have the ability to fall in love within minutes. The second affection is sent their way, they pretend to be in a relationship. No build up.

Logan didn’t destroy my hair because he ‘liked me’. Instead, he was a satanic imp with a mean streak. Even at ten, I understood where I fell within the romantic caste system. I was…interesting. A kind way to put it. Logan, although a soul-sucking ginger, was of high quality if you took into account his dimples, his almond colored eyes, his naturally acquired ‘swagger’. Little dude was GQ at ten.

I let him sit in discomfort. When Logan was about to retract his offer, I eagerly cut him off and told him I’d date him. His face looked like a blissful dog, sticking its head out a car window. In a wind tunnel leading to his first taste of tween courtship, he said, “What now?”

“Lucky for you, this isn’t my first time at the rodeo. I’ve dated a lot. There’s tons of stuff couples do.”

Ha. More lies.

“Kissing?” He could barely contain his excitement as he leaned forward.

“Slow down, Skippy,” I deadpanned. “Let’s share our lunches.”

He emptied his paper bag as I spread out the contents of my Alf the Alien lunchbox. My parents were on a health food kick. We’re talking lentil. My arteries nearly ruptured as I examined his goods—fruit roll-ups, chocolate pudding, a Twinkie, processed goods galore. It crossed my mind to maintain this charade so I could eat his food daily, but the image of my chopped hair beat its indignant fists at the back of my eyelids. “Start with the Twinkie,” I said.

He split it in half, examining it. Logan wanted it for himself, as is the way of a person with a Y chromosome. “Feed it to me if you want,” I said with another wink, using my wily woman ways to service my agenda. He bit his lip, cheeks reddening, eyes dilating. I’ve always been charming. The way he fed me, however, was hardly sexy. Logan shoved the snack down my throat, gagging me. He had a pressing question. “Can I eat my half now?”

Despite choking, I didn’t spit it out. I swallowed. Spitters are quitters. Soon, I moved the Twinkie in slow motion toward his open mouth. It almost entered, but I speedily brought my hand up, forcefully shoving it into his eye. From all the studies I’ve read about Twinkie injuries, the eye is the worst place to have one crammed. He yelled, “My eye!”

I pulled him in by his tie until his face was two inches from mine. I said, “Tell on me and I’ll tell Carol what you did, pinhead.”

The lunch supervisor approached in my peripheral vision and I let go, pretending to panic as well. The teacher surveyed Logan’s eye, asking what happened. Logan gravely gave me the look—the look on a young ginger’s face upon realizing their relationship was a sham created to facilitate an elaborate revenge scheme. That look. Then he told the adult what happened. “What happened” happened to be a lie. To kids, lies and truths are synonymous. Logan solemnly said, “I was laughing at Rosie’s joke and put my head in my hands. She’s hilarious. Couldn’t handle it. Forgot I was holding a Twinkie.”

“Want me to walk you to the health room?” the adult asked.

“Whatever.”

“Don’t worry, dearie,” I said. “I’ll guard your food.” Once they were gone, I packed my health food in his lunch sack and gobbled his fruit snacks. Tasted like victory.


September 4, 2012

 

Hey, Joey Journal,

 

It’s the same day as the previous entry. Still only thirty-two days since it happened. Knowing the number is keeping me awake. I wish numbers were floating in the air again, unrelated to anything of major importance.

Sorry if I’m depressing you, journal. Consider us even, because you’ve been nameless and that depresses me. From now on you are Joey. Joey Journal. Your namesake is Joey Gladstone from the hit television sitcom Full House. Why? Because that character was outrageously corny. Journaling is like Joey Gladstone in that respect.

Earlier today, I composed a true story about a Twinkie. I was ten. I’m seventeen now. Today was the first day of my senior year at Wira North High School, which I can thank the universe is a public institution. I’ve been a public school student since middle school. No gray plaid skirts for me today. I went all out with a bright green harem jumpsuit, paired with a cropped eighties windbreaker, just because I could. Memories of my first day at the hellscape known as St. Aggie’s flooded in when I was walking to my first period science class and slipped on a stray Twinkie. Who in their right mind would leave a Twinkie on the ground? If I dropped one, I’d still consume it. Those bad boys are magic.

My feet were victimized by the goodie, body joining it on the floor. “Curse you, universe,” I said into the linoleum tiles. Stares came my way, but I didn’t give a flying yoo-hoo. My peers have seen me mortify myself on much grander scales. You wouldn’t believe what happened during last year’s science final.

There was a party the night before. River, my brother, was back from college while my parents were in Florida. They were celebrating their 25th wedding anniversary. River invited over a few old high school friends. Those friends invited a few of their friends, so on and so forth until River’s unabridged graduating class was at our house. The living room was congested with inebriated imbeciles and I said, “I can’t sleep!”

River ignored me, continuing to drink with his rowdy friends. I eventually punched him in his tummy and tackled him. We landed on a huge beanbag, his friends laughing and cheering as he wrestled me off. Then I rushed to my room and yelled at a kissing couple to scram. While reviewing my science book, I recalled two facts. Number One: Science books aren’t thrilling reads. Number Two: Even on quiet nights, I have trouble drifting off. So, I threw my cares to the wind, playing video games until 2 am. The next day, I arose with a penis drawn on my leg. No time to be found. It was a t-shirt and sweats kind of day. My gnarled blonde waves were tossed into a bun while I sped into the bathroom to freshen up. I discovered one of River’s homeboys puking in the toilet. As I prepared my toothbrush, I said, “Get it together, sir.”

During my teeth cleanup, the guy came up for air and called me a certain four-letter C word. And no, he didn’t call me Cher. I spit, threw my brush into the medicine cabinet, and then promptly gave him a swirly in his putrid mess. Once he was gone, I examined the toilet, which was covered in regurgitated food, and decided I wouldn’t be using it. That’s when I went to my parents’ bathroom and walked in on a constipated River. He threw my mom’s magazines on his lap and begged me to grab him the Funnies section. I promptly stuck my tongue out at him and went to eat cereal while sitting on the kitchen counter. I personally eat breakfast every day, even when late. When I was done, I bounced on the bellies of some people sleeping in the kitchen, then sprinted to class, chugging an energy drink.

My house is positioned across the street from Wira North, so I made it under the wire. I crushed the can and chucked it into the bin like my name was Kobe. Nailed it. Strutted to my desk, feeling sexy. This false pride was an energy drink side effect. A sigh of relief was unleashed as my body sank into my seat. When the bell rang, I needed an alternate sort of ‘relief’. The test began, my butt yo-yo-ing on my seat. I threw my right leg over my left, hypothesizing that this method would guarantee success. It did nothing. Minutes passed before I waltzed up to Mr. McAdams’ desk.

“Rose,” said McAdams, refusing to look up from his paperwork. “The issue?”

Nothing would have brought me more satisfaction than smacking his dopey readers off his sharp nose. How can such an attractive creature be so off-putting? His mustard yellow dress shirt was too well pressed for a man of his young age. His loafers were black and shiny and made me want to rebel. Somehow I could hear the squeaky voices of his big toes as they screamed, “Free us, Rosie! Free us!”

McAdams is the youngest teacher at Wira North. Physically, he is also the finest, a fact he’s severely unaware of. In addition to being humble, McAdams is somehow the most haggard educator in school. How can a face be that sexy with undereye bags that immense?

I want to introduce him to River, solely to demonstrate that young men don’t have to chop their hair in order to properly develop into quintessential adulthood. Riv somehow got that idea in his head after my dad died. That boy cut his long, glorious hair off. I don’t feel like getting into it much at the moment. Just know that if I show McAdams to River, I’d pull my brother away before they speak. McAdams only has the appearance of a renegade.

We all know he’s relatively young, but he looks like all the juvenescence has been drained from his face, like how Joan Rivers had the old drained from hers. Unlike Joan, his jokes are terrible. During ‘joke time’, his voice deflates the second he opens his mouth. McAdams once said, “I read this pun on a science humor website. It’s rather humorous. What did the cation say to the other cation?”

A gulp violently gripped McAdams’s ‘Adam’s apple’, proceeding to shake it like two businessmen’s hands after a transaction. His eyes were transfixed on the floor beneath his shifting feet as his shoulders stooped. Suspense, man. It was everywhere. He went in for the finish, far from assured, flailing all the while. “Meow?”

A cough rang from one student while another opened a bag of chips. The embarrassed man sucked his bottom lip in, nodding his head. The pun would’ve been decent if the declaration had been doused with confidence. Alas, the riddle was recited by a man weakened by the perils of life.

After being subjected to his rare ‘teacher standup comedy’, we didn’t expect more ‘jokes’ for another month. Had him his first year teaching, the second one, and the one I started today. He has put my funny bone through endless torture, fracturing it in three different places.

I wouldn’t want River to be influenced by this geezer wearing a young man disguise. I’d pull him away promptly after proving my point about long hair on men. No conversation. Never. If River becomes more humdrum, Melanie and I will have to discuss the possibility of exiling him. My clan is eccentric. River has always been the oddest duckling in the flock. Since August, he’s been disappearing. We’re all sad, but I’m still here. I don’t want to be, but I am.

And so Riv’s blond Jesus locks, practically an extension of himself, have been severed by his own hands. He’s the Aron Ralston of hair. My brother entered his twenties two short years ago. Nobody should be a huge hunk of hassle in their twenties. He can look like McAdams, but he can’t be like him. A messy mass of misgiving. A big, lanky blob of burden.

Even during my science exam last June, while my dad was still here, McAdams calling me Rose made my skin crawl. Maybe my agitation was me just having to piss, but I call bull. Spent all of junior year reminding McAdams my name is in all actuality Rosie. It’s on my birth certificate. He refused to acknowledge his error every time my given name was shortened into something it wasn’t. Once when I corrected him, he had the cojones to say my parents named me the way they did for a reason. Unlike my brother, I don’t take kindly to being edited.

“Look, McAdams,” I whispered. “Rosie. R-o-s-i-e. Ring around the Rosie, pockets full of posy. Can I go to the bathroom?”

“Anyone can go to the bathroom at any time. You meant may I—”

“May I go potty?”

He said, “I prefer my students to phrase their words eloquently.”

I grinded my teeth, imagining his head betwixt my pearly whites. “May I use the facilities?”

“I won’t allow that until you speak with accord.”

My semi-psychotic smile did the spread eagle. “Sir McAdams,” I politely said, “may I beseech that your lordship grant me the honor of using the washroom?”

“Thank you for the slight attempt,” he said, “but there’s a rule prohibiting any and all students from being dismissed early from exams.”

Technically, it was true, but McAdams taunting me while my bladder burned left me imagining him disemboweled. “Pretty please,” I said. “Pretty please.”

“Lower your voice.”

“I’m about to tinkle.”

My classmates laughed, reminding me of their presence.

“Listen,” he said, scrunching his flawless mug. “If you’re gonna talk, speak with class.”

I faced my peers, chin skyward, hand reaching regally in their direction with a sweeping motion. I gave a speech with an uppity English accent. A classy side to the class. “Comrades, I soon will commence the process of urinating in my knickers. Do shield your unfortunate eyes.” I turned to McAdams. “Classy enough, sir?”

I liked everything that was happening. McAdams did not. He sprang up and said, “Cease the theatrics. This is an exam.”

“I’d understand under regular circumstances, but there’s a yellow flood hankering to break through the dams.”

The room was the last five seconds of a Jenga match, classmates falling every which way as McAdams told me the discussion ended. I then walked to my desk, jaded and wobbly. My body floundered, the class hushed, and a plan was cultivated. My hand gravitated up while McAdams said, “What now?”

“Earlier you said, and I quote, ‘Anyone can go to the bathroom at any time?’ Correct?”

“And?”

I smiled, but mostly peed. Peed my heart out. Protest peeing. I didn’t get in trouble for my pee-pee deed. Paid a visit to Principal Marten, but how’s an authority figure supposed to punish a student for failing to hold their bladder? That’s how I presented it. Fake cried and said, “I’m so embarrassed. My bladder has always been weak, but this…this I never expected. Everybody is calling me Rose-pee Wet-attire.”

Nobody called me that. My classmates aren’t a clever bunch. Still, the bullying angle worked like a charm. The class was allowed to finish during a free exam period. Most classmates were thankful for extra study time. The only non-faculty individual to complain was a soul equal parts dweeby and inconsequential. Logan Fields was seated in front of me in that science class and was apparently wearing sandals that got “flooded.” Everyone else called me a saint. They didn’t hoist me on their shoulders like the last scene of Rudy, but they probably should’ve.

That anecdote was offered up to demonstrate that I’ve made an ass of myself good and often. Today, bodies whizzed by my floor bound body for what felt like half a minute. “Need help?” said a familiar voice. I rolled over to find Eliot Buxton. He invited my best friend and me over to use his pool most days last summer. We became boyfriend and girlfriend at the beginning of the summer in question. Fun was had. His smile is so spacious and charming that it beats all homes on the market. Plus, he’s the only teenager I know able to pull off a beard. Eliot moved to Wira from Chicago last semester. We sat near each other in McAdams’ chemistry class during quatro quarter, but we didn’t talk until the last day. He stopped me in the hallway and said, “Rosie, right?”

His grin made my ovaries grow limbs and do a sultry cha-cha together. With the exception of my best friend, Eliot has the whitest teeth. When I introduced them, they both traded tips on how to get the whitest teeth possible. They’re both so anal about their dental care.

I said, “Yep, that’s me. You’re Eliot.”

“Yeah,” he said, voice raspy. “Props on that shit you pulled in McAdams’ class. Man, I almost wet myself.”

“Fret not. I peed enough for everybody.” I could almost hear the sensual music of South America as my ovaries continued dancing. My cheeks, all four of them, heated up.

Eliot told me I was ‘rad’ and I pointed at my inflamed cheeks. “You mean ‘red’?”

He offered up an obligatory laugh. The sound of his forced amusement felt like someone was gently massaging my ears with butter. “Fuck yeah, you’re red. You got that one skin thing?”

“Huh?”

“I don’t know. Makes people red as hell.”

“Rosacea?”

“Yeah. Rosacea,” he said. “Didn’t notice it until you pointed it out.”

“Don’t have that.” I’m not rad under pressure, but Eliot ignored my inelegance and told me he didn’t know how he went a whole semester without talking to me. Despite my shakiness at the conversation’s beginning, Eliot stroking my ego lured my cheeky confidence out. I said, “Can’t believe you lasted either.”

“Let’s go to my place,” he said. “Got a pool. Let’s swim and catch up on the talking.”

Typically speaking, my side of a flirtation is like a sex scene popping up during family movie night—inordinately unpleasant. That day, however, I sounded sexy. I’d have done terrible things to that version of me. “I’ll come,” I said, “but I don’t know how much talking will happen.”

He bit his lip. I bit mine. Then we were in his pool, in nothing but our underwear, occasionally biting each other’s lips. People generally call this sort of act a make out session. Lips moved to my neck, then I said, “Got parents?”

His lips backed up an inch. “Duh. Why?”

“They won’t catch us?”

“Nope.”

I diverted my eyes to the overabundance of trees swaying in the June air while Eliot roughly grabbed my head in his hands. His methods of seduction were new to me, mainly because he was wrought with a downright primal urgency, like making out was a basic instinct necessary to endure his existence. No, I’m not saying that if the boy didn’t make bodily contact, the one man species that is Eliot Buxton would go extinct. I wish that was the case. The truth is I still can’t convince myself that his intimate intensity stemmed from love or even lust. It came from an unknown source. There’s something inside me I keep pushing away. This “something inside me” is the truth. Eliot needs me in the same way the Buxton family needs an inground pool. It’s not a necessity. It simply proves something, and it goes back to his dirty brown aura and insecurity and not being fully there. That’s the problem with him. He’s not present. Not for me. Never was. Not ready to fix that. But hey…I’m getting ahead of myself.

That summer day, my eyes closed as he brushed soggy hair from my face. “Have fun, kid.” Three more half-assed words. Kissing continued, hands gingerly moving through my hair, inching down my back. I screamed, ticklish. I don’t laugh when tickled. I scream. Even fingers that are half-assing it can make me scream. Eliot ignored my sounds while unhooking my bra with unrivaled precision. Then came the worst noise possible: a back-door slamming, joined by a woman’s shriek and, “Mom, it’s not what it looks like!”

While seeking underwater refuge, my stay in the pool’s depths rivaled David Blaine’s submerged excursions. Once drowning began, I emerged. “How charming,” his mom said to him. My eyes scanned the wooded backyard for Eliot, who was nowhere to be found. Then he told her she was jumping to conclusions. His voice was muffled, emanating from inside his beautiful house. I casually slapped at my cheeks, considering two choices. I could sprint inside to save Eliot from ensured death, or I could dash home to spare myself. Ultimately, I was too conflicted to move. I stood, frigid, quivering, and listening to his mom work herself into a tizzy.

“Her bra is off,” she said.

Couldn’t see the mom, but I could feel her aura resonating as she spoke. Her aura was like the scene I see after pulling down my underpants on the first day of my period. Muddy red. In terms of energy, that indicates anger and loads of it.

“Half off,” he said.

“Same difference.”

My fingers clasped my bra and I leaned forward. Past the screen door was Eliot, drying his perpetually dyed black hair with a towel. The fact that he dyes his hair may sound douchey, but hey, Elvis did it. So…there’s that? Anyway, he casually said, “Chill, woman.”

“Chill?” Her voice shook, a person obviously near tears. “How can I ‘chill’? Remember what happened?”

“We’re over that.”

“How can I get over walking in on my baby having sex—?”

“Stop,” he said, volume increasing.

“Eliot, I thought leaving the city would lessen your confusion.”

“Still gotta dick, Mom. It has needs. That was just kissing.”

“Baby,” she said. “That ‘just kissing’ was heading somewhere.”

He wrapped his towel around his waist, hunkered down at the dining room table, and said, “Look, the no sex thing cramps my style. I can’t wait until marriage.”

A labored pause kicked my cha-cha dancing ovaries until they were shriveled. When his mom finally spoke, she did so with utter disdain. “I raised a better Christian than this.”

With that, I made like my bowels after eating Mexican food. I ran. I believe in a higher power, but people who throw God in the faces of others bother me. She was bragging up her child rearing methods. News flash, Mrs. Buxton. You didn’t raise a better Christian. You attempted to. There’s a stark distinction between what we try to do and what ends up happening, and we shouldn’t bring ourselves or God into it. My parents might have had my head on a stick if they walked in on us, but they’d never be so cliché as to say, “I raised a better Christian.” They’d say, “Really? All this? After one conversation?”

That’s the thing about good-looking people like Eliot. Even if they have a shitty aura, many people would still do almost anything for them after hardly any chitchat. Yes, I hate your whole vibe. But sure, I’ll strip and jump in your pool. All because you make the trap door in my downstairs area feel like somebody is knocking real hard on it. Such were my thoughts on that day. I’m seventeen. I think with my crotch. And I get to be like this while “young and stupid” is still a viable alibi.

Later in the evening, when I was watching television, Eliot called and I muted my computer. Excitement reigned over me when I saw the name I assigned to his number pop up on my cell. That name was ‘Dat Booty Tho’. I thought, Somebody extremely hot is calling me. Doesn’t happen often. Savor it. I let it ring too long and he hung up, so I had to call him back. When he answered, he instantly spoke in a rapid manner and was nearly unintelligible. “Man. Seriously. God. ‘Bout that shit—”

I interrupted and told him I was the sorry one. “Wasn’t me. I’m nuts, but not a slut.”

“No, you’re not whorish,” he said. His voice was aloe vera on a sunburn.

“Mama Buxton is a hardcore Christian?”

“Yeah,” he said, sighing. “Dad’s a pastor. Writes religious self-help books.”

“Beat your face in?”

“Nah,” Eliot said. “Been calmer than my mom. Hope she didn’t scare you off.” I told him I was sure she was wonderful when she wanted to be, and after a hefty pause, he said, “We had fun, dude, but did I give the wrong idea?”

I asked him what he meant and he said something about having the most fun he had since moving to Wisconsin, but that he wanted to stay friends. Silence tumbled into existence on my end. But WHY? “Friends, Rosie. For now. Don’t have any here.”

What the hell, I thought, What the—no, but Eliot, we…in your pool. Remember? You mean to tell me I had a fever dream? You wanted me then. Did I…no, I couldn’t have. Did I fart in the pool and not notice during all of the excitement? Did you decide to write me off because I was wearing Saturday underwear on the wrong day of the week? Does my mouth taste like fermented salmon heads? Does my breath smell like sewer gas? Eliot. I feel like a little kid does when their parents finally stop letting them win every board game. Eliot, I think I’m in love…with your body and face.

But that’s not what I said. “Moved here at ten,” I answered. “Got it.”

“Can we still have fun together this summer? Tons?”

Now he had me thoroughly perplexed. He asked to be friends, but when he said the words “fun” and “tons”, a sexy tone reverberated. It was in ‘hubba-hubba-hubba’ territory. This must be code for something and I must figure it out, I thought. Boys, goddammit. I’d only been kissed once before the pool rendezvous. It happened with my best friend, Jacques. We were experimenting, but he’s gay in every way. Because of his orientation, I never counted it as my first kiss. Let’s just say I’m about as romantically experienced as a scalding stove top. We’re both piping hot, but not many sane people are willing to caress the likes of us.

When Eliot asked to have fun, it hit me. I needed to go along with it. Didn’t matter what he meant. It was time to investigate. If I didn’t begin exploring right then, I’d run the risk of habitually putting off romantic pursuits anytime a guy confused me. This bewilderment will be present in every relationship I enter, ones both platonic and romantic. Time to get used to it. Yes, I planned to give him “tons” of my time for shared “fun”, even if it was only an exercise in figuring boys out. He asked if I was still there. I took a deep breath. Jumped in with both feet. “Eliot, what does ‘fun’ mean?”

He said, “What…what do you want it to mean?”

“Don’t,” I said. “You said the word. You define it.”

“Um…we’re gonna suck each other’s faces off this summer. But that’s all. That’s it. In a friendly way.”

I thought, How does one suck another’s face off in a friendly way? However, I silenced my thoughts and told Eliot that his idea sounded…fun.

Fun. We had face-sucking fun. Fun in my bedroom. Fun on the beach. Fun in the woods. Fun wherever we could get our hands on each other. We never had fun at his house, though. Whenever I was over there, Jacques was too. This was to make his insane mom think we were strictly friends. And we never had fun all the way. I’m not about to welcome a little bundle of ‘not so fun’ into the world, if you catch my drift. But there’s more to it, if I’m being honest. It revolves around my neurotic way of thinking, on two different fronts.

The day after the incident at Eliot’s, Melanie and I were decoupaging crafts in the kitchen when Mrs. Buxton called. I had a feeling it was her because Mel had this expression that’s normally only made when somebody annoying won’t let her speak. When she hung up, she placed a paste-covered postcard on a lunchbox and casually said, “You need birth control?”

This was back when Mel was still the coolest. Back when her aura wasn’t black, but mainly violet with a little bit of yellow. For a second, I reveled in the
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