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To my son, James, in gratitude.
Having missed my own puberty,
because I lived through it,
watching you go through yours provided
a wealth of research material.
Thank you.
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I should have seen it coming.

A long time before it came I should have known.

I was six or seven years old and there was a girl living next door named Peggy. She was a year older than me and a lot stronger and we were wrestling and she held me down….

Well, let’s just say that some part of me didn’t mind that she was holding me down even though she was a girl and I didn’t like girls much. All of a sudden it seemed there was something about girls that wasn’t all bad. I didn’t know what it was but I should have known that this first feeling with Peggy Ollendorfer meant that down the road, later, I was in for a big surprise.

Afterward, when I was a little older, if you’d asked me what the surprise was like, I’d have said it was about like getting hit by a train.

Puberty.




Day One
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This morning I became twelve years and one week old and last night I had a disturbing dream. Don’t worry. It wasn’t about ELBOWS.

I’d better explain. Lately I’ve been thinking a lot about the female body. Not in a weird or sick way but not in an artistic or medical way either. These thoughts aren’t intentional. And they happen at the strangest times. I’ll be sitting there, thinking of almost nothing, maybe about tightening my loose bicycle pedal, and there it will be, bang! Stuck in my mind: part of a woman’s body. The part varies and I don’t think it’s necessary to say what it is—most readers can probably guess—but it’s almost always embarrassing when this happens. Especially if you’re sitting talking to, say, the math teacher Mr. Haggerston about equations and you look down and see not math equations on the paper but an enormous …

You get the idea. So to avoid problems, when this happens I force my mind to think the word ELBOW and I see an ELBOW and think about ELBOWS and wonder about ELBOWS and wish about ELBOWS. It helps. Sometimes.

Anyway, I had this disturbing dream about my father. In the dream he and I are sitting in a huge bird’s nest watching a movie on television. The movie is Ferris Bueller’s Day Off. Once a year since I was eight, my father makes me sit down and watch that movie with him.

He thinks it helps us to bond. Which isn’t necessary because we get along just fine anyway. My father is a good guy, and my mother is really nice too, and I even almost get along with my older sister, Karen. I’d do better with Karen if she weren’t demon spawn born in the fires of Hades, but she’s been that way as long as I can remember.

But we have a good family. And I love them. Even my sister, I guess. We’re all bonded as much as you can bond but still, once a year, my father sneaks out that old video. He and I watch it together and he proves once more that he Understands Young People and Knows What It’s Like to Be a Boy.

As if.

All I can think when we sit there is in what possible world would I get a Ferrari to drive around Chicago in with a beautiful girl on my arm and go eat in fancy restaurants while the principal of my school gets munched on by a Rottweiler? I can’t even get my bike pedal tightened without thinking about ELBOWS.

But in the dream we’re sitting in a bird’s nest watching the movie and when it’s over my father turns to me and puts his foot on my chest and says: “If you can ELBOW you can fly.” Only of course he doesn’t say ELBOW but another word, not a body part.

And he kicks me out of the nest.

Even in the dream I can’t fly. I plummet down and down, falling and falling until I suddenly wake up and see that I’m in my room holding the pillow like it’s somebody I know really well.

I know why I dreamed about the nest; a month ago two birds built a nest on the windowsill of my room, which is upstairs and in back by a tree. It seemed strange at first because there was the tree with lots of limbs, a much better place for a nest. But then I saw Gorm, the neighbor’stomcat, climb the tree and crawl out on the limb nearest the windowsill to try and reach the nest. Gorm is not the brightest chip in the matrix and instead of reaching the birds he rediscovered gravity, landing nicely on his feet but hitting as hard as a bowling ball because he’s fat. In fact he kind of looks like a bowling ball. So that’s why the birds used the windowsill. It’s Gorm-proof.

One of them laid an egg and sat on it until it hatched into the ugliest little dirty brown bird I have ever seen. Then they started to feed him. Or her. They brought it bugs and more bugs and still more bugs, both of them flying back and forth all the time getting food for the little eating machine.

And now it’s slightly bigger and still amazingly ugly, pink skinned and with bulging eyes. It has four brown scraggly feathers, two on the top of its head and two at its tail.

The thing is they really love the little bugger, and preen it and feed it and I’m sure would show it Ferris Bueller’s Day Off if they could.

So that’s where the nest comes from—I’ve been watching the Bird Family Channel for a month.

But why did Dad mention ELBOW? And why kick me out?

Wasn’t it enough they’d named me Duane?


Day Two
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Duane.

Homer.

Leech.

Think about it. When you look at it that way, each word separate, it’s hard to see how my parents could have done it.

Look, we’ve all seen those shows on the Discovery Channel where they show a baby being born. There’s a man in a hospital gown and a woman on a table and a lot of noise and sweat and there it is.

A baby. Looking actually a lot like the little bird on my windowsill, all messy and ugly.

Me.

And if they’d done a video there would be my mother and my father smiling with love at me, all goobery and sloppy.

Defenseless, new in the world, not even a clue that someday puberty would come along and body-slam me.

And when they asked what my name would be, my father looked down probably all proud and loving and said: “Duane.

“Homer.

“Leech.”

I didn’t have a chance—or maybe I would have had a slight chance, if I’d been name-lucky. People could have called me DH, or skipped the first name and called me Homes, which would be cool, or gone back to the first name and called me Duey, which isn’t that good, but still on the edge of being all right.

But that’s not what happened.

Oh—this morning the bird had one new small feather growing on the end of his right wing. Five feathers now. It’s hard to look at him and see that someday he’s going to fly. Or date or grow up to have a family so he can make his son watch Ferris Bueller’s Day Off.

I decided to name the bird Connor. Which is what I wanted to be named. Or Steve, or Carl, or Clint … anything but Duane. Apparently I had a great-uncle or something named Duane and he did something important—nobody seems to remember what was so special about Duane the First. But the name was passed down and I got stuck. For my middle name, my father is a history nut and there was a famous Ancient Greek guy named Homer who did a lot of thinking, I guess, so Dad gave me that name so I would think a lot. And there must have been some wacko in our family who grew leeches once upon a time. Or maybe my family just evolved from bloodsuckers….

So the little guy is always flapping that one-feathered wing like it’s going to make him fly. That’s about like me thinking I can ask Amber Masters to go to a movie with me.

Fat chance.

Not that she’d go. That’s a given. She doesn’t know I’m alive. I’ve never spoken to her. Or to any girl. Unless it’s absolutely necessary, as in, “I’m sorry your hair is on fire,” or “I’m sorry I slammed the tetherball into your face when we were in the second grade.” I keep hoping Amber has forgotten both those incidents. I don’t even know why I brought it up in this journal because I’ve never thought of asking a girl to do anything.

See? Another weird part of puberty.

But ask her? Never happen. It would be like the little bird flapping his one-feathered wing expecting to fly and instead learning all about plummeting the way Gorm learned about gravity.

Crash and burn. That’s what would happen to me. Flames all the way down …

Doo-Doo.

There it is. The kiss of death. The nickname that came into my life in the third grade, came and stuck. Doo-Doo Leech.

My best friend, Willy Traverse, gave it to me by mistake. We were on the playground seeing if we could get the swings over the top and he looked over at me and said, “Do it, Duey!”

And three or four other kids who were there started yelling, “Do it, Duey! Do it, Duey! Doo Doo Doo Doo …”

So for the rest of my life I will be known as Potty Boy.

Doo-Doo Leech.

Flap, flap, flap … crash.
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