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Right in The


The reason that students could no longer throw pitches in baseball games during P.E. at West Pool High School was because of Beth Zalosnik’s vagina.

Second period, so it must have been around eight-thirty. Can you imagine? Middle of September. Still warm. Not just warm, but the mornings still had the faint yellow glow of summer’s graceful death that made my eyes water standing at the bus stop. Mr. Smutek’s P.E. class was tucked into the misshapen, forgotten wedge of campus entriangled by the street, the left corner of the real baseball field, and the back bleachers of Woodchuck Stadium where the parents of the losers from the visiting team tended to sit. I’d always loved such liminal spaces, keeping an eye out for them holding my mom’s hand at the mall or the airport, or staring out the van window after giving up my futile insistence that the periodic bursts of streetlamp light could be enough to play my video game by. At the moment of the incident I immediately realized that Beth would have no way to describe where it happened. The best anyone could do was “behind the school” or “behind the track” which made it sound like a furtive beating, like she was part of a world she wasn’t. She didn’t get hurt “behind the school.” It was at school, during school, amid school, among all of us.

This was not my grandpa’s gym class and it may not be yours, I don’t know, but in this one the softball game was run so casually as to be pointless, examined critically as a way to impart the importance of physical fitness to students. I didn’t want to bat because I didn’t want to duel the boasting Anglo-Saxon on the mound or get teased about any of the likely outcomes of my swings, so when I was three spots in line from home plate I’d spin backward like a dance move and creep to the back of the line unnoticed or at least unconfronted. The four girls with nice nails, their beauty annihilated in their own eyes by the supreme indignity of the gray T-shirt and black shorts of our gym uniforms, wouldn’t even condescend to pretend to advance through the lineup. The competitive boys that wanted to one-up each other, and for whom P.E. was and always would be the subject in which they were most accomplished, were more than happy to occupy the infield, take more at-bats than their share, and actually play the game.

Beth Zalosnik was someone that up until that day I would have described as… nondescript. I’m not trying to be mean, I just didn’t know her well. Two middle schools funneled to West Pool and she’d gone to the other one, plus there were around seven hundred kids in our grade and it was the beginning of freshman year. There was no time to learn anything more than what could be inferred from staring at classmates across archipelagos of desks, zoning out while the teacher read their syllabus word for word. I knew nothing about girls’ clothes— in those days those two concepts did not spend a lot of time together in my mind— so I had no clue whether she was popular, an outcast, poor, rich, artsy, mousy, anything. What clique label fit her, even if it had to be forced, like picking a class in an RPG. Who her friends were. No idea. Again I’m not trying to be angsty or resentful like some teenagers got about being surrounded by boring conformist people. I hope you understand why I bothered to explain this.

So Hunter Jelenski was on the mound— of course there was no mound because we weren’t on a real field, but he was pitching. This fact is somewhat surprising because Hunter was not athletic; he was a year out from being aggressively persuaded by his parents to join the cross country team to lose weight. Actually he was very smart and would later get one of the highest standardized test scores in our grade. To play armchair psychologist for a moment (more like psychic), he was pitching as the culmination of a chat with Mr. Smutek about how the way fingers grip a ball affect how it flies— how does a curveball do that, that sort of thing— and Mr. Smutek gregariously suggested that he pitch rather than theorycraft about it, and I think Hunter was insecure about his body at that time and was trying to feel safer about sports by finding a way to connect with our very nice P.E. teacher by recognizing the interesting physics of baseball. I’m sure the list of different pitches seemed like a book of magic spells to him.

Um, you may have noticed at this point that I can’t remember whether the game was baseball or softball. To be honest, I don’t know what the difference is and not only do I think that no one can remember, I suspect that no one actually knows. Someone throws a ball and you swing a bat at it. The detail of whatever highly specific rule differentiated one game from the other, especially in the casual context of gym class, was forever lost to history that day. There was more going on.

So Hunter was not friendly with the jocks but not unfriendly either; personally I hated them but to be fair it was just because they were dumb and loud and unfunny. They didn’t stuff kids in trash cans and lockers like in movies— in my high school days that sort of behavior was more in the domain of lowlifes who would never be placed either in an honors class or on a sports team. I think Hunter got instantly sweaty under the spotlight of his promotion to pitcher, was embarrassed by his possible performance the same way I was about batting, and being a non-athlete was unaccustomed to locker-room masculinity being directed his way by the sportier boys, their jokes and taunts and dares.

“Crank it, Hunny!”

“Let’s see an absolute piss missile!”

He didn’t know what to make of suggestions like that.

“Blow your load!” was said at one point and Mr. Smutek issued a very soft reprimand of just, “Guys.”

So Beth came up to bat and whiffed on the first pitch, which of course happens in this sport. Her swing wouldn’t have done much damage if it had made contact but it wasn’t hilariously bad or anything. Hunter’s pitch was on target but shabby and slow, and I don’t think anyone realized that he had been trying to throw a serious pitch rather than a gentle one, which reinforced the idea in his head that he really needed to perform well here or at least learn something firsthand about the only part of this sport he currently found interesting.

The next few events and their spacing from each other are kind of a blur, which is exactly why what happened happened. People’s internal metronomes tragically unsynchronized. I strain to recall: so the ball gets thrown back to Hunter, his fingers grope awkwardly around it, he’s clearly trying to work out in his head how to throw a better pitch but also doesn’t want to change what kind of worked and make things worse, the jocks are splitting the difference between taunting him and encouraging him, now it’s been so long that everyone is wondering whether he intends to throw the pitch at all, the taunts get louder, Mr. Smutek gently urges Hunter to go ahead, and Beth sighs and exits the batting stance to raise her arms in exasperation and ask Hunter if he is going to throw already.

Hunter was very much going to throw already. In fact when Beth went into her premeditated, uninterruptible complaint motion Hunter had gone into his uninterruptible pitching motion. It was like video game characters going through animation cycles. Inexorable. Hunter pitched when Beth wasn’t even close to ready. Most of the wires of his long-neglected mind-body connection hooked up and crackled to life and he threw a crisp, awe-inspiring fastball, a slightly aslant thunderbolt that would have caught fire if it hadn’t hit Beth right in the pussy.

The scream Beth Zalosnik let out made our spines and arms go crypt-cold; we asuddenly understood that we all really would end up in graves someday and our gasps said so.

Since we boys were fourteen, we thought that even though we were bigger and stronger than the girls, we were burdened with a catastrophic weak point between our legs that the girls lacked to balance us out. An animated sitcom episode some of us had seen not only supported this idea but suggested that the female crotch was basically titanium. This mistaken belief was killed on the spot. My mom said that when she was in P.E., the female teacher surreptitiously warned the girls to clutch their heads if they were hurt in the breasts and their knees if they were hurt in the crotch. Beth had not received this shameful memo and we all not only knew exactly where she’d been hit but figured that her labia had swelled to fill her hands like beanbags.

One of the dumber jocks said, “Oh, right in the cunt!”

Mr. Smutek performed a slightly louder reprise of his rebuke, “Guys,” and headed over to Beth to check on her. I don’t remember what questions he was asking. None of us did because our ears had gone fuzzy to go with our glassy eyes and rigid muscles. I think even the cunt guy was being empathic in a paleolithic way. It’s not like anyone laughed. We had all been hit in our collective vagina.

I had never really thought before about the crowd gathered around Jesus, watching this naked man bleed, moan and writhe as the nails drove through him and into his last ride. He was on display for all of them the way he would be in churches forever. The vulnerability. The morning’s cereal started to rot and roil in my guts because I was trying to erase my sensory awareness of the situation and the only things getting through the thick haze of sorrow were Beth’s whimpers of pain. Separated from their context they started to sound erotic. I was hearing a secret sound that I connected with the secret sights and sensations suggested by the sort of disrobing scenes in movies that had precipitated my sexual awakening just a couple years ago. I hated that I thought this way but I hated even more that I even had the option. Beth had shown us all something. It was not her fault or intention but now we all had to make the best of it.

Two girls ended up flanking Beth in her long walk of shame back to the school and to the nurse’s office. Whether they volunteered or were drafted I cannot recall. But they weren’t her friends, and they were not bonded enough to her to take her all the way there. With every grunt of pain she let out and every uneven step she took, Beth convinced these girls that she was not like them anymore. Her singular focus on her bruised vagina suggested something subhuman or dangerous, like the sight of blood or a predator’s eyes rolling back in its head ecstatically in a hunt’s final frame. There must have been a moment as they passed through an empty hallway full of cold lockers, as
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