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For Saz
 Remember us? I do.
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ARIES

3/21–4/19


A good thing is right in front of you; you’re not paying attention. Open your eyes.









FREAK



WHEN THE WORLD’S MOST BEAUTIFUL WOMAN WALKS INTO THE room, it’s hard to keep from throwing up. At least that’s how I felt when I first saw the girl in the doorway. I needed one of those little wax-coated paper bags you find in the seat-back pocket of an airplane; because I knew that I was looking at something pretty special.

She wore a black skirt, modest yet sexy, and white platform shoes without a single scuff on them. Her fingernails and toe-nails had been painted white—white—which made her skin seem all the browner, her long hair all the blacker. For a split second, her beautiful round face was scrunched up as if she’d smelled something weird, which wouldn’t have surprised me, since it was a hundred degrees in DC that day, and human beings smell worse when they’re heated up, and that place was packed.

It was the Monday after school let out for summer, and it was hellishly hot. My friend Edison and I sat in a window booth of a swanky café off the National Mall, picking the healthy parts out of our roast beef sandwiches. We would have preferred a greasy pizza from the hole in the wall two doors down, but the café had air-conditioning, and the man behind the counter wore rubber gloves, both of which were definite improvements over the other joint. Edison mumbled behind the growing pile of lettuce and vegetables he’d started on a napkin beside his plate. He was lost in his quest for something that once had a heartbeat. Me, I was lost in the girl.

As she walked across the café and stepped into the lunch line, I watched her distinctly mouth the words, “This place smells like pee,” privately, under her breath, an act many people might have considered rude, even crude, but which I thought was charming. She was honest, and it’s a fact that not enough people are really honest about how they feel. Not like me. With her first few words, I knew she and I had to meet. You could say she had me at “This place smells like pee.”

I couldn’t help but think of a supernova, the stellar explosion that occurs when a star either ceases generating energy or generates too much. Such a phenomenon throws everything out of whack. Data suggests that a single supernova releases enough radiation to outshine an entire galaxy—its light touches everything. Words associated with this event all indicate dramatic change: release, collapse, even evolve. And that’s what happened to me: I wasn’t the same after I saw her.

As Edison talked about what he was drawing—giant part-octopus aliens with suction cups for faces—I only half listened, hypnotized by the girl. I’d seen many women in my life, but none of them had ever kept my attention for more than a minute. She seemed to vibrate, in motion on a molecular level, so much energy below the surface. Yet she remained silent, waiting with her hands on her hips.

I interrupted whatever it was Edison was going on about, practically shouting over the AC unit that blasted in the window above us. “That girl is incredible.” I decreed it. It was a proclamation because it was irrefutable fact.

Edison clammed up immediately. Then he looked around slowly for whatever woman I had pointed out. He was good at this, probably because he practiced it everywhere we went, like it was some sort of sport.

Once he found her, Edison dissected the girl from head to toe with his precision gaze, which is how he gathered information. Being an artist, he absorbed details from the world around him solely through his eyeballs. Sometimes he stared so hard, I almost expected to hear sucking noises, like how I imagined the part-octopus aliens might sound when they talked.

After a few seconds of close scrutiny, Edison turned back to his sandwich, unimpressed. “Meh,” he said with a shrug. “I’ve seen better. She looks sort of evil, like a witch. Spooky.”

I nodded and tapped my lip with a finger. “Funny you should point that out,” I said. “I thought she looked a little like a hot zombie, and there are definitely similarities between witches and zombies.”

“Yeah, well, similarities or not, neither is much of a compliment, Charlie.”

“Says you,” I told him, because I certainly meant my zombie comment to be nice.

I’d lost all interest in my lunch fixings. “I should talk to her,” I said, flicking a slice of tomato off the table onto the floor.

Edison stopped with soda halfway up his straw, and he looked at me. “What?”

“I should talk to her, you know.”

“Why?”

“To tell her that she’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen in my life.”

“That’s not the best idea you’ve ever had,” he said. “You have a tendency to go all Charlie around strangers. Remember when you showed those physicists your psoriasis at last year’s National Science Foundation mixer? You nearly got us tasered. Besides, it’s weird to say that to someone. She’ll probably call Homeland Security or something. Black helicopters will snatch us up before we hit the sidewalk.” He burped and rolled his eyes. “That’s if the food poisoning doesn’t off us first. Wow. I think that roast beef was still breathing.”

I pushed my plate away from me across the table, arms crossed. “You see. That’s the problem.”

“What’s the problem?” Edison eyed me suspiciously.

“That! That for some reason it’s weird if I want to tell a girl she’s beautiful. For some reason it’s totally insane, even though, and I’d put money on it, she’d appreciate that I went out of my way to say it. Think about it. Who in their right mind wouldn’t want to walk into a café at one in the afternoon and get told that they are the best-looking person a slightly awkward but reasonably attractive complete stranger has ever seen?”

He stared at me, the soda sliding up and down his straw. “I wouldn’t, for one.”

“Well, in your case it would never even come up.”

“True,” he said, sighing. “I may have money, but it can’t buy me love.”

“You know what I’m saying?” I asked, fishing for the response that I wanted.

“You lost me around ‘insane,’” said Edison. “That’s usually when you lose me.” He sighed. “Stick to the stars, Charlie. You don’t do so well when you’re here on Earth with the rest of us.”

“What’s the big deal?” I said, and I threw my arms out, accidentally knocking the salt-and-pepper shakers to the floor. Dropping to my knees, I snatched up the little plastic doodads before they could roll away. I was always doing stuff like that, knocking things over, walking into walls, accidentally shouting in public…or church.

Even with my head under the table, I kept talking. “It’s a good thing. If I wanted to go up to a stranger and look him in the eye and say, ‘Hey, man, you are one ugly bastard. I have never seen an uglier bastard,’ then that’s one thing. You know? But to tell someone she looks—”

“Like the undead?” interrupted Edison.

“Exactly!” I’d started shifting into frantic mode—“to go all Charlie,” as Edison called it. My voice became higher and faster, and I started to trip over words. “I’m making a statement here.”

“A statement?”

“Like a fortune cookie. A candy heart.”

“Explain,” said Edison, leaning in, interested at last.

I watched the girl out of the corner of my eye. The little guy behind the counter handed her a cup of hot coffee that steamed as she took it, and she headed to the cream-and-sugar kiosk. Hot, steaming coffee on a hundred-degree day; I loved it.


I looked away. “Whoever that girl is, wherever she came from, and wherever she’s going, she’ll always have my compliment. She can file it away with all the other things that make her smile. Then, one day, when she’s lower than she’s ever been, like, maybe she gets dumped by her boyfriend, or someone forgets her birthday, or she fails a biology quiz on helper B cells…Boom! I’ll be there. She’ll remember what I said, and she’ll feel good. She’ll remember me.”

“You make a good case,” said Edison. “But I still think it’s a bad idea.”

“Why is it a bad idea? It’s a good case!”

He shook his head and smiled, cleaning off his glasses with the front of his shirt. A shelf of brown curls bounced around on his forehead. “Because people don’t do that sort of thing, Charlie.”

I tapped the tabletop with a finger. “Which is exactly why I should do it.”

“Charlie, you’re only in town for another couple months. Leave it alone. Why make a first impression when that’s all you’ll ever get?”

“You just answered your own question.”

Sighing, he popped his glasses back on. “Fine, you probably should do it.”

“Wait, what?”

He leaned back in his wheelchair with a squeak, collar fluttering in the arctic AC breeze. “Charlie, after ten years I think I know you pretty well, and don’t take this the wrong way, but you sometimes develop what I like to call a ‘reality problem.’ You occasionally live in a bizarre imaginary bubble of your own design. So when you ask me if you should do something, I usually resist only as long as I feel is customary.”

“And why is that?”

“Because I know you’re going to do whatever you want anyway,” he said. “So why fight the inevitable?”

I pointed at him, pleased. “Right! Now that’s what I’m talking about!”

“Whatever,” he said with a shrug.

Slurping a mouthful of soda, I slammed my hands down on the table. “This is it!” I got up out of the booth.

Predictably, because nothing ever works out for me the way it should, the girl was gone, vanished in a cloud of five-dollar cappuccino steam.

It knew it couldn’t end like that. I didn’t know why, but the stars seemed to be aligning for once; I could feel a change occurring, a release, a collapse, an expulsion…an evolution. I’d be damned if I’d let a moment that golden get away when I had such long legs, not to mention three Cokes worth of caffeine pumping through my system. So I dashed for the doorway, where the throb of summer heat pumped in from the street like a pulse.


Studies suggest that during its explosion, a supernova releases as much energy as our sun can emit over its entire lifespan. I knew the feeling.

“Good luck!” called Edison after me. “Don’t forget to hold your breath when she maces you!”








MAGNET



“HERE’S MY CARD,” THE STRANGER SAID, HANDING ME A RECTANGLE of paper he’d undeniably printed on his home computer. A picture showed a melting candle sitting on a skull. A title read, “Daniel Diamond, Foreseer.” The heavy ink made the ends of the paper curl.

“Thank you, sir,” I said. “I’ll definitely check it out.”

His puffy coat squeaked as he tugged a wool cap low over his brow. I didn’t remind him that it was a hundred degrees outside. “Remember,” he said, pointing at me, “avoid the color orange.”

“Can do,” I assured him.

Then, with a whoosh of AC, the man disappeared into the din of the café—for the third time in five minutes. People can be so strange.

Sun reflected in the puddles of Seventh Street. A few stray raindrops struck the patio table umbrellas. They fell popping to the concrete. Around me, a steady stream of customers entered and exited the café. Even in the post-thunderstorm swelter, the crowd never thinned. People need coffee.

I hurried across the crosswalk into the National Gallery’s Sculpture Garden. Daniel Diamond, Foreseer, was a typical catch for a Saturday at one P.M. No matter how sensitive his skills of precognition, he couldn’t have predicted our meeting. Not before I did. When you attract weirdos like I do, your guard is always up.

Everyone is capable of at least fifteen minutes of insanity. Some are just better at keeping it from bubbling to the surface. I’m okay with letting those like Daniel Diamond pitch me their crazy. Once they get it out of their systems, they move on. He was harmless. It was painless. I was free. (Well, until the next one.)

There was one thing I never understood though: Why would you want to talk to a total stranger in the first place? People are work. They’re tiring. They hurt you when they don’t even mean to. They make you doubt yourself. And more often than not, they go away. Getting close to people is like building a city on a fault line. Why would you ever do so on purpose?

“HELLO!”


Some weirdo in the garden was shouting. But I wasn’t in the mood to talk to someone else, not so soon after Daniel Diamond. So I walked on. I didn’t even know if the shout was for me. Did it matter?

“HEY! YOU! GIRL WITH THE SHOES! GIRL WITH THE PLATFORM SHOES!”

That was it. I glanced over a shoulder, searching for the person attached to the voice. Doing so, I nearly collided with a pair of African men in flowered shirts. I got out of their way just in time but bumped against a stone pillar along the path. “Damn!” I grunted. I hated this freak already, and I hadn’t even laid eyes on him.

“GIRL WITH THE HOT COFFEE! HEY, HOT-COFFEE GIRL!”

I stopped at last, swiveling around on one heel. “WHAT?”

Much to my surprise, I found a boy staring back at me. He was my age.

I stood frozen on the path. A sculpture of a giant rabbit loomed over me. Fir trees rustled in a summer breeze, like little whispers. Totally surreal.

The guy was a psycho, sort of. (Cute, though, if you’re into that sort of thing—foaming-at-the-mouth crazy.) He was tall, really tall, with whitish blond hair. His icy blue eyes seemed to tremble. They went well with the general jitteriness of his movements, like those of an overcaffeinated bird. He seemed to constantly twitch with nervous energy. It suited him.


“Are you talking to me?” I said, hand on my chest.

“Yeah,” he managed, out of breath.

“Why?” I asked. “What do you want?”

“I just wanted to tell you something.”

“That I have platform shoes and hot coffee?” I asked, oozing sarcasm. “Thanks, I’m aware.”

“No,” he said. “But the shoes do make it look like you have exceptionally long legs, like you’re on stilts or something. Of course, you probably wouldn’t even notice that unless you’re really looking.”

A chill ran through me. I crossed my arms and hugged myself. “And you were really looking?” I asked.

“Well, yeah,” he said, laughing. “My friend and I were in that café you just left. You probably didn’t even notice us. I watched you the whole time you were in line.”

A woman pushed a stroller between us, and I blinked, just once. It was enough to break our gaze. I wasn’t sure what this guy wanted from me, but I’d had enough. Pulling my purse closer to my body, I turned away. “Well, the next time you notice me, keep it to yourself. Okay?”

I hurried off, speed walking up the path, my chin raised to the sun, eyes forward.

He stumbled after me, of course. “Wait. Listen,” he called. Why didn’t this goofball just go away, leave me alone? “I’m not crazy or anything. Honest. And I didn’t mean to scare you. I only wanted to tell you that I think you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. That’s okay, right?”

Something sparked in me, and damn it, I hesitated. Again, I turned on a heel and stared into his face. I don’t know why I did it. His eyes glowed in the sun, textured blue, like feathers.

“Are you insane?” I asked, seriously hoping for an answer.

His brow crinkled. He was actually considering it. “I don’t think so.”

“What do your friends say?”

Again, the crinkling brow. “I only have one.”

“Well, hold on to him,” I said, not wanting to hear more (but also, maybe, wanting to). “Now go away.”

“Why?” he asked. “What did I do?” He seemed genuinely confused about why I might be unnerved.

“Just leave me alone,” I said.

“But it’s a compliment. It’s a good thing,” he insisted.

“Please.”

“I’m trying to be nice.”

We were speaking two different languages. So I decided to act instead: with a swirl of my black skirt, I made my escape. Off I walked toward Constitution Avenue, my shoes making Frankenstein clunks on the pathway.

Later, weirdo.








FREAK



EVEN AFTER SHE’D WALKED AWAY, I COULD STILL SMELL HER—floral, powdered. On a hot city day clogged with bus exhaust and BO, she was a flower that refused to wilt in the weather.

I caught one last sight of her in the distance, a red ribbon hanging from her long black hair. It reminded me of the curling skin of a peeled apple. In all her dark clothes, she sort of reminded me of a serial killer, but in a good way, the kind of killer who charms you into joining her murder spree. Then, like that, she was gone in the growing tourist crowds.

Grumbling, I dropped down on a bench and tried to shake off the gloom of my failure. I found myself doing this a lot in my life, staving off disaster at every turn. It isn’t easy; you’ve got to practice resilience, build up a thick skin over time and over tragedy. You’ve got to become bulletproof.

As I always did when I felt low, I tried to remember back to some of the worst moments in Superman’s life, those that required his utmost Kryptonian strength and endurance. For example, during the Crisis on Infinite Earths story line, Supergirl dies when saving Superman’s life from an alien monstrosity called the Anti-Monitor. This loss shook the Man of Steel to his very core. How did he get through it? Well, in typical comic-book fashion, all events involved in the crisis were wiped from memory, as if Supergirl had never even existed. How convenient for our hero.

I took the cue and tried to imagine that I hadn’t seen the girl in the café and that I hadn’t chased her down howling like a madman. Maybe Edison was right, and maybe some things are better left unsaid, undone, uncomplicated. I had enough complexity in my life and didn’t need to deal with one more variable. Still, the girl had been beautiful, and interesting, and a little prickly, which isn’t attractive to everyone but I think is super hot.

Feeling somewhat better, I gazed at the activity around me. I hadn’t even bothered to notice the garden, the people. I so often do that: forget to see what’s right there. I’m always pressing my face to an eyepiece or sticking my nose in a book. It’s easy to forget the billions of other people inhabiting all 197 million square miles of good old planet Earth. I took a deep breath and focused. I was a naturally happy person. I was all about optimism. Of course, it’s hard to concentrate when your crotch itches so badly.

It was the tights I wore under my clothes—they tended to bunch. They weren’t exactly summer fashion, either, but I needed to wear them, always, especially on days when the world seemed out to thwart me.

I unbuttoned my top button and touched the large emblem underneath: a red S. Two months. Two months and I’d be gone, far away. All of this would be behind me.

He may be an alien, but I bet even Superman hates Mondays.








MAGNET



MY HEART THUMPED SO HARD I COULD SEE THE VEINS ON THE BACK of my hand tremble. I walked on, trying to forget the past and focus on the present. Who was that kid? Was he for real? Was it a joke? (It hadn’t felt like a joke. From the looks of it, that kid couldn’t have been more serious. That was the creepiest part.)

Closing my eyes, I tried to distance myself from the moment by thinking of something else. I floated up, up, and away. Like Mary Poppins on her magic umbrella. This usually worked. I was always blowing away bad memories like yesterday’s newspaper—the smaller ones, anyway. Some memories are too heavy.

Clear again, I stood outside the Sculpture Garden and let the hot DC wind blow over me. It was mostly car exhaust and grit from the National Mall. Still, when a breeze shows up on a hundred-degree day, you take what you can get.

That was the truth of my existence. Despite my evasion of Sculpture Garden Guy, the same thing would probably happen again in a few minutes. Or at the next intersection. Or even before I reached the end of the block. I was one of those: I was a magnet, a walking spiderweb for the soul-sucking mosquitoes of freakdom.

Here’s how it worked: A guy approaches seemingly from out of nowhere. It’s always a guy. And it’s always the guy in the room who you want near you the least. As soon as you accidentally make eye contact, he latches on for dear life. All the while every other chick in the room watches, thinking, “Thank god for that poor bitch. She’s taking the heat for all of us.” (That’s what I like about women: we stick together. Ha.) I’m like the sacrificial virgin, only without the virgin part.

I don’t necessarily blame the guys who come up to me. Most of the time they’re just needful, lonely; and I, of all people, can understand that feeling. Everyone wants to connect. It’s a pull, a force of nature. Still, why do they always want to connect with me?

I walked down Madison Drive to where my car was parked at a meter. My sister Maggie and I had planned to meet at one, but it was one fifteen. Maggie was nowhere to be seen. Earlier, she’d made some joke about going to the Vietnam Memorial to find vulnerable older men. More than likely she had hiked to Chinatown to find a comic-book shop.

It was that time of the month again. She expected her monthly red visitor, though I wasn’t sure which one, Daredevil or the Flash. (All those guys in tights looked the same to me.)

I climbed into my car, shut the door, and started the engine. The blast of AC was nothing but hot air. Outside, tourists passed, fanning themselves with maps. I knew the guy who sold them, Dmitri. He hocked junk at the top of the Metro escalators. Things like city guides and pencil sharpeners shaped like the Lincoln Memorial. Cars honked in traffic. I sat quietly, wilting and chewing my nails.

I waited. The car creaked even though it wasn’t moving. It was the plastic dashboard changing shape in the heat. All the activity outside made the near silence inside suffocating. But I couldn’t go back out there. Not with all those people.

In preparation for the drive, I popped off my shoes. Then I took my driving glasses out of the glove compartment. I hesitated putting them on, pondering my reflection in the rearview mirror. I looked better without them.

At a young age I’d decided that I would be much better looking without certain things—without glasses, without beauty marks, and especially without the bump in my nose. I made a face at myself. (Stupid Arab profile—I looked like a political cartoon.)


The strange boy’s words came back to me as I set my bare feet on the hot dashboard. Had he really said I was beautiful? I thought back to the Sculpture Garden. I’ve had my fair share of freak encounters but never had someone pursue me like that before—at a dead sprint, screeching. I might have been flattered. If I hadn’t been so damn spooked.

With a thud, I dropped my glasses back into the glove compartment. I took out something else instead: a small green and white composition book. I called it my Freak Folio. I pulled off the fat pink rubber band that held the pages shut. Then I took the pen from its worn groove along the binding. Turning to page forty-seven, I wrote:


Perhaps I should set booby traps

in all my well-plotted paths.

How else to keep them out.

This one ran at me as if he’d seen a ghost—

as if he were a sniveling kid

who just discovered I was his mother

unvanishing from the grocery aisle

after he’d wandered away.




I could blame the sticky heat,

mistaken identity, my ravishing beauty.

But it’s all a lie.




As I wrote, a sense of relief spread through me. I didn’t feel panicked anymore. I stopped and read what I’d written. Sure, the quality was more Chicken Soup for the Soul than Ulysses, but it did the trick. The boy from the garden was fading.

I snapped the rubber band around the pages and shoved the journal back into the glove compartment. I slid down in my seat, watching the people on the Mall. Sweat soaked through my shirt and made the plastic cushion sticky.

All was right with the cosmos. No one could touch me.








ARIES

3/21–4/19


Take care of yourself. Nurture your own growth and find happiness.









FREAK



“TEN BUCKS I CAN CLEAR THE CASE OF JIFFY POP!”

“I’ll take that bet,” said Little Tommy. “Will you take a check with Spider-Man on it?” Jelly bracelets gleamed on his girlish wrists.

“I take all forms of payment,” I said, raising a finger. “Now who’s in?” The four of us—my fellow Customer Service Associates Lawrence and Arnold, Little Tommy, and me—stood beside a crate of hollow chocolate Easter bunnies that had been on sale for a solid fourteen months straight. Originally priced at ten dollars, they were now a very reasonable ninety-nine cents.

Lawrence sneezed into the shoulder of his red vest as he handed me the two-by-four I’d taken from the stockroom. “I’m in.”

“You’re a good man,” I said, slowly unloading the crate of shampoo onto the floor, one bottle at a time. “The world needs more guys like you, given you bump up the personal hygiene a notch.”

“There is no way you’re ever going to make that distance,” said Little Tommy. “That shampoo has the consistency of caulking.”

“Listen,” I said, lecturing, “it’s important to approach everything you do with a positive attitude. If you’re already convinced of your eventual failure, why put forth the effort in the first place?”

“Little Tommy’s right,” said Lawrence as he sniffed loudly, pressing a knuckle against his nose. “You’re just going to make a mess.” The poor, paunchy kid was one of those people with allergies so bad that they didn’t even need triggers, as though he were allergic to life itself.

“There is no mess yet,” I said. “There is only the opportunity for greatness. Were the Wright brothers concerned with making messes? Thomas Edison? Friedrich Bessel?”

“Who?” Little Tommy asked.

“You’re squirting shampoo bottles for distance,” said Arnold, rolling his eyes. “And I’ll tell you again. Don’t do it.”

“Just stand back,” I said. Dusting off the knees of my pants, I stood up to my full six-foot-four and gazed down at the awesomeness of what I’d created. Twelve lawn gnomes stood around waiting for placement on the Aisle Two shelves. I’d turned all of them to face me, and they formed the perfect line of spectators for my experiment, a row of potbellies and rosy cheeks.

I worked at Family Friends, the drugstore that claimed it was in “everyone’s neighborhood,” although I think there were only four locations, all of them in northern Virginia. I pretty much had the same title as the other three guys, “Customer Service Associate,” which was nothing more than a collection of odd jobs. One minute you could be sprinkling sawdust on baby barf, and the next you could be stuck in the one-hour photo lab, breathing toxic fumes as you hallucinated about doing something better, like, say, sprinkling sawdust on baby barf. I had only worked at the store for one week and was already itching to turn in my red vest and smiley-face name tag. To say I get bored easily is an understatement.

Uncapping two different plastic bottles of shampoo, I set them on the floor alongside each other. I bridged them with my two-by-four of wood. “The key to success,” I declared, “will be the even distribution of force and weight.” I squinted at the arrangement on the floor.

Little Tommy snickered but then covered his mouth with his hand.

“Don’t do it,” said Arnold. “You’ll have to clean it up.”

“I must know how the products we peddle perform under rigorous testing. You know what I always say, ‘An informed customer is a better customer.’”

“I’ve never heard you say that,” said Lawrence.

“Charlie, quit now while you’re ahead. For once,” said Arnold.

I stepped up to the board. “What’s the point of doing anything if you’re not going to take it seriously?” I said.

“Well, it’s your job to lose,” said Arnold, averting his eyes.

“Yes, it is,” I answered. The tape measures were drawn. The gnomes looked on. I was ready.

I teetered on my tiptoes, ready to jump, when a customer rounded the corner of Aisle Two.

She was young, and pretty, and pregnant, carrying a belly as big around as a bowling ball in her nervous hands. The four of us stared. We must have looked terribly shocked and pathetic in our scarlet vests, like a barbershop quartet that had fallen on hard times. The
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