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1

Babyhood




Jayne’s first memory was of terror. Cuffed by doubled bracelets from one of the mother’s jewel boxes, Jayne as a three-year-old child screamed from the post where she’d been manacled. Two five-year-old children, one girl, one boy, danced around her laughing, their bare feet green around the toes from crushed grass, their hands full of weapons Jayne thought were real.

The two mothers, lying with beers on plastic lawn chaises, smiled at the child play. It took Jayne years to connect the two mothers and their nonchalance with the scene where she was screaming in her manacles.

“Don’t the children play together well?” the other mother, whose children were in charge, said. Jayne’s mother nodded, rubbing a beer can against her bare sweaty leg.

The boy aimed at Jayne’s head with a rubber-tipped arrow and fired. She tried to dodge it, but it bruised her. As Jayne screamed louder, the older girl darted forward and sucked on Jayne’s arm until blood pooled under the skin. Two bruises. The blood could burst out from her skin.

Jayne finally caught her mother’s eyes, but Mom looked away. “Don’t be such a crybaby,” her mother said.


“Ah, Jayne’s just laughing,” the other mother said.

The torture would go on, Jayne thought, forever.

 

“You were a cranky baby,” Jayne’s mother told her at five as she brushed Jayne’s hair after she cut it. “Psychologists tell us a healthy baby helps its mother if the mom’s unhappy. Not you. You’d just scream harder when I was nervous. But you’ll have a mother when you’re eight. Not me. I was an orphan.” Jayne’s mother was dressing her to go see a friend of Jayne’s who’d fractured her skull. The universe is like this, Jayne decided. You find friends who don’t torture you, and they fracture their skulls and disappear. “Just think how lucky you are to have such nice hair when Susan is lying there all shaved down from surgery.”

Jayne’s mother always cut Jayne’s hair short. Jayne wondered if this would make brain surgery easier if she herself needed it. Jayne put on her patent-leather shoes last and looked back at her mother. Perhaps her mother wanted to make sure she knew the universe could break little girls’ skulls if they didn’t stay on the sidewalks.

Years later, Jayne’s memory could always play a still image of a little girl lying in a baby cot, a tube in her arm. Susan’s family tended her at home. When Jayne was older, she suspected they’d done that to keep insurance premiums under control. In memory, her mother said, “It’s for the best,” while Jayne looked at her friend who didn’t move, not an eyelid, not a muscle around the mouth. She always remembered this as though she was seeing it all over again, not as though she was watching herself from a slight distance the way she remembered being cuffed to a tree with bracelets and tortured. Death locked this memory straight behind the eyes inside a body that would die. Jayne wondered if her mother had said that about Susan’s injury being for the best before she died, when they were visiting the dying girl, or whether her mother had said this later, or had not said it at all in regard to Susan.

Even if her mother had not said “it’s for the best” at the bedside or after the death, Jayne knew that was what her mother always said she believed. Becoming an orphan put her mother in boarding school. A dead friend at age five meant Jayne learned the universe was unreliable. While she was still young, she wondered if it were out to get her, but learned by fifth grade to hide that fear as it made other people nervous. They must have thought, Jayne suspected, that the universe was concentrating on them.

The other option is that the universe was no more concerned about her individuality than she was of the ants whose nests she destroyed with magnifying glasses. Jayne began to suspect that was the correct option, as it reduced her and all her childhood friends and enemies to trivial insects.

Jayne’s memory revealed no trace of a funeral for her friend, just her mother’s announcement that the girl must have had some organic defect and the fall down the hole only triggered it since accidents like that generally weren’t lethal. So it had happened for the best.

After that, Jayne didn’t remember much until she learned to read and the older kids stopped her by the creek at the shortcut from school to quiz her about the Compton’s Encyclopedia she found on the home computer. When she answered the questions correctly, they, being professors’ children, threw rocks at her for being too smart for a middle manager’s child.

Her mother, who was having an affair with one of the professors at that time, told Jayne, “They throw rocks at you because they like you.”

Jayne’s father approved of a family woman being punished, as he couldn’t beat up his wife. Her mother always intimidated her father even though neither of them said anything about it. Besides, the affair taught her mother how to become a better lover.

Years later, before she began teaching illegally, Jayne decided the children threw rocks at her because their parents wanted to throw more lethal rocks at her mother. Stoning adulteresses was what the Bible prescribed, but the townspeople preferred to leave such passions to their children. While the Bible said to kill both the man and the woman in cases like this, the professor was socially valuable.

 

Separated from these memories, although the adult Jayne knew the real time line was intertwined, Jayne at five reinvented the loom, hammering nails into a two-by-four frame, stringing up sewing thread, and darning together a tiny square that looked like real cloth. This was as scary, in a more exciting way, as the memories of being chained to a tree and being bruised by an arrow and a mouth. Nothing is permanent. What was threads had become cloth, would become rags, would tatter away into dust. Things, then, were a trick. The components of being were temporary.

Like all children, Jayne recapitulated the species’ technological evolution, making bows and arrows, hurling slings, huts, small hand-sewn items of cloth and leather, bits of knitting done on pencils, frying insects with a magnifying glass. One day, Jayne focused the sun on her hand until the skin smoked. The pain made her drop the glass. How far was the sun if something as hot as the encyclopedia said it was couldn’t instantly incinerate her hand when focused by a lens? She found a printed figure for the distance before she found the formula for calculating the loss of energy through distance.

The encyclopedia’s figures stripped her of importance and turned her into a biological nanomachine crawling at the bottom of a thin skin of air.

Jayne could never figure out what age she was when she realized this. These memories floated off with connections only to science she learned later.

One alien memory intruded. “You’re a tomboy, ain’t ya?” A young millworker whose parents still lived in the neighborhood because they’d inherited their house.

 

Later, memories almost fused into a constant sense of self. At seven, Jayne looked down at her body in the tub and found adulthood a difficult thing to imagine. How could this body lose its baby belly and grow tits and coarse private hair and still be her body?

 

Then, after she stopped frying ants and her own skin with the focused sun, she accidentally killed a cat. How oddly the fur shrugged off the hot road tar she held on a stick, bending, not sticking. But after brushing a little too hard, the tar stuck to the cat. The cat died because Jayne had been curious.

Jayne realized she was part of the uncaring universe. But she did care. She felt guilty for years. She was obligated to her guilt.

 

As a child, Jayne knew she’d become famous, like a professor her father seemed to hate when the scientist won the Nobel prize. Her mother had worked for the man when both parents lived in Boston. To please her mother, Jayne would have to become famous. To please her father, she couldn’t.

Jayne’s father had no idea a girl-child could imagine becoming famous. Women failed to be faithful. Men failed to become famous.

The best way to please both parents would be to teach a male how to become famous. Somehow, Jayne thought, she wanted more. A teacher said Jayne should become a scientist, but Jayne found that figures transposed themselves when she wasn’t very careful. Since her encyclopedia told her that women didn’t get dyslexia, she had a stupidity for math. She was sorry, because she really did like science. Her school barred calculators in math classes, saying all middle-class children should be capable doing math mentally. Girls could use pencils.

 

Her home computer found some obscure references to equal numbers of male and female dyslexics, but insisted that the condition affected spelling and reading only.


 

Geometry didn’t hurt as much as quadratic equations. Lines, points, and triangles held their numerical descriptions to logic. Jayne could see when she was wrong and work through the square of the hypotenuse and the squares of the other two sides again.

 

In the third grade, a teacher accused her of plagiarism when she reinvented the spun-off plasma theory of planetary evolution. She hated the teacher for not believing a girl could think of that on her own, especially since the computer’s astronomy text said the theory was wrong.

At this time, she read faster than any professor’s child, scored higher on the aptitude and the achievement tests, and was held up to ridicule by a teacher who claimed that Jayne could never know what to do with her brains because her daddy was middle management and lacked culture. When she went to the special books kept for the second brightest student in the class—a child whose parents would move to New York City next year because Jayne’s superiority over their daughter embarrassed them—the teacher said, “Those books are not for you.”

In fourth grade, Jayne realized that most people like her parents taught their children to defer to the higher-class children, whose genes were supposed to be better. The mill-workers’ children deferred to Jayne or ignored her, but she thought this was only natural.

The teacher said, “It isn’t right to harass those less gifted than you by demanding that they learn like professors’ children.”

But I’ve given them my stupidity in math, Jayne thought. They can’t have my curiosity, too.

When the second smartest girl in the school left for New York, Jayne went home after class every day and cried. Her mother refused to admit the other children didn’t like Jayne. After all, they threw rocks at her. People only teased people they liked.

 

Telescope, microscope, and marsh. Jayne’s best friends moved in from the outside, generally ROTC trainers’ children who couldn’t care less about fitting in since their daddies would be rotated out in two years anyway. Whether they shared her obsessions or wanted a friend badly enough to fake it, Jayne clung to them until they moved.

The telescope was a private obsession. Her parents bought her a cheap reflector for children with a mirror that went out of alignment, then blackened. Jayne memorized enough about the constellations to earn her Girl Scout Star Badge, but didn’t remember how she got from astronomy to Girl Scouts except that her mother, determined to make Jayne fit in after telling Jayne that being liked meant people would hurt her, forced her to go. Jayne suspected that the only thing that kept her from being completely asocial was that she only connected being hurt with being liked by groups. Best friends sneaked in there before the local gang of professors’ children started liking her with rocks. Best friends disappeared, killed by collapsing sidewalks, taken to New York by parents who couldn’t believe a local manager’s child honestly scored higher than their daughter, transferred away.

This all prepared Jayne for the loves of outlaw educators.

The microscope was a link with older people, mainly an eccentric biology professor who must have had a bit of the outlaw teacher in him, too. He gave her reagents and biostains, let her sit in on a session with a scanning electron microscope, and showed her the lab’s DNA sequencer.

“My parameciums lysed when I tried using isopropyl alcohol,” Jayne told him. She remembered the cell membranes breaking and spewing organelle and protoplasm under the slide. “I want to try osmotic acid as a fixative.”

The biology instructor said, “Osmotic acid is not a good fixative for a young girl to use, but I have something that would work.”

The fixative killed and pickled Jayne’s microorganisms quite well. She stained them blue and ordered her own copy of the biological supply house catalog.

The marsh was on a different memory track. That friendship got twisted by what Jayne only found out later was typical pubescent sex play. The two girls tried to see if they looked normal before turning to the main objects of desire. Jayne had, however, been stripped and felt up two years before puberty to punish her for her interest in computers and radios. The community could tolerate an interest in biology, especially ecology and the mere observing of protozoa, in a girl. But radios were too close to physics and computers, so a boy was deputized to prove that her only real interest was in the boy holding her panties, not the radios she claimed she wanted to learn. It was an initiation, he told her, but the electronics club disappeared after she complied.

Besides, she couldn’t master the math. So, Jayne retreated back to the biology labs and to the marsh with Christine, her second friend from the ranks of officers’ daughters.

The marsh. Jayne had followed the creek behind suburbia for miles earlier, but only where the other children played. Then with Christine, she went farther, to an old road falling apart, to an abandoned spring flowing from an arched brick opening into a pool with muskrats swimming in it. All this was just behind houses draining sewage into the creek a couple yards farther on. Tubifex worms wiggled like red plush in the water just beyond the sewage drain. All the live-food text in aquarium books turned real, tubifex in sewage water. Jayne and Chris went no farther that day, but came back and went beyond the sewage outlet a few days later. The stench faded as the creek used tubifex, bacteria, algae, and diatoms to neutralize the fecal matter.

So the two girls found the marsh, a place outside the usual child hideouts. The creek widened into braided channels, with cattails, skin-lacerating sedges, and bullfrog tadpoles that swam across barely wet sand between pools seemingly too tiny for their nine-inch lengths.

A rabbit with smaller than usual ears jumped through water and land both. Marsh cottontail, Jayne thought.

Children had legends about the houses across the highway, where the black boys fought the white boys with BB guns, and nobody told the parents or the NAACP, of abandoned sawdust piles riddled with caves children smoked in, of the dams with real ceramic drains that the boy who molested girls built.

But no child ever talked about the marsh. Jayne understood the people with cattails at the back of their lots knew about the marsh, but they never went in. She could imagine that nobody since the Cherokee were driven from this place walked in the marsh until she and Chris followed the creek into it.

The marsh was their escape zone. They got wet, put leaves under their shirts to conceal their nipples, and went though the sedges as carefully as they could, but still got razored. Most children wouldn’t bleed to go into a marsh, but Jayne loved the life of it, its difference from both the high Piedmont around them and the suburban yards with their fake Pleistocene veldts proving the evolutionist right. But the marsh filled its own place in the human visual cortex, pumped Jayne’s with dreams of cattail stews, fiber nets, arrowhead tubers dug. The marsh, like the African plains suburban lawns imitated, was an old human place.

Even as Jayne discovered this place, she knew the marsh was doomed. The Corps of Engineers scheduled a lake to drown the marsh. Given that, she wanted to commit it to memory before it died, walking it with leaves over her nipples, with Chris, down to where the marsh became a creek again, to a rock in the creek with a shed snakeskin on it. Some miles farther beyond where the two girls went the creek merged with the river. The river continued down to join the Savannah, then the dam closed around the Savannah.

The Corps of Engineers couldn’t just let the marsh drown peacefully. Yellow bulldozers scraped it with steel blades, like knives scraping corn for the milk. Jayne came in to find the marsh flattened, the cattails wrecked. In tread marks, she found a cut-apart bumblebee and a leopard frog trying to limp on two shattered legs.

Jayne cried over the dying frog, then stepped down firmly on its head to put it out of its misery. She walked through the ruined marsh, cursing the yellow machines and the men who sent them.

 

Jayne walked down to the biology building and climbed stairs to the floor where her friend had his office. She asked him to give her the address of the biological supply house. When the catalog came, she plotted all the equipment she’d need for her own private lab: microtome, centrifuge, binocular Zeiss microscope with a mechanical stage and oil-immersion lens, incubator, culture medium and petri dishes, plankton nets, and small building to house it all in.

Without any guidance from teachers, she put together an exhibit for the eighth-grade science fair of her paramecia and her notebook full of drawings of rotifers and hydras from a spring that fed a branch of the creek that became the marsh before the bulldozers scraped that away, and all the chemicals she used to kill, fix, and stain things. A teacher loaned her a projecting microscope to throw a circle filled with dead blue paramecia on the wall. Jayne was pleased that the flagella were visible.

Three professors’ daughters made a model of a cell in plastic clay, copied from a textbook, and stuck each organelle with its name written on a wooden stick. They won the first prize for the science fair.

That night, Jayne and Christine practiced working in a brothel. Jayne never saw what she and her friend, and other girls, did before they began to date boys—an intense undress rehearsal only mentioned by a few French women novelists, but not an initiation into gay sex, but fierce play with sexual concepts that could singe them in an instant if they played these games out with their real targets. Are we okay? Do we look like other women? Do we have breasts large enough, too large? What is that fringe of flesh sticking out from the vulva?

And if they love you, they’ll hurt you. Love them, hurt them first, was the big temptation.

Odd. The French writers never mentioned the anxiety.

Chris lolled over a Playboy. “Ice makes the nipples stand up like that,” she said.

“Or she’s really aroused,” Jayne said.

“Nah, she’s looking at a photographer, and he’s got assistants around,” Chris said. “Mom said it’s got to be ice.”

Jayne’s mother told her around that time, but before Jayne’s first period, that sometimes women commit adultery and regret it. Jayne understood instantly that her mother was talking about herself, but didn’t realize further that her mother knew the children stoned Jayne because the parents were too sophisticated to stone her mother. So, all that time, Jayne’s mother was being punished for adultery, being reminded of it even though she’d quit. Of course, she was forced to pretend nothing was really happening to Jayne.

So Jayne learned early that in order to have regular meals, children are forced to defend their parents’ delusions and protect them from real life.

“Your father has a wonderful sense of humor,” her mother said sometime around the adultery revelation.

Jayne knew already her dad’s jokes came from Reader’s Digest. But then, how could she complain? When the harassment stopped for summer vacation, the ghost stories she used to terrify the other children in the summer came from old issues of Life magazine.

During the summer, she wasn’t a pariah. Other children played in her yard, listened to her ghost stories, acted in her plays, helped her run her horror shows in the dank room with the dirt floor under her porch. Then school time came, and the children realized again they were supposed to be the leaders, not Jayne, and also the smart ones, not a girl with a middle-manager father who came from the country.

Jayne could put the memories together by dint of logic and applied calendars, but mostly she organized her memories in stories with similar themes.

One snow time, the theme was running behind the buildings in town. Boys were chasing Jayne and Chris through the snow, though that might have been a false memory. Chris darted between two buildings. Jayne followed into an urban equivalent of the marsh, a space behind the storefronts that she’d never thought about before, alleys and courtyards and narrow passages like DeChirico paintings, threatening and strangely beautiful.

As a child, Jayne saw visions of New York that she knew weren’t real, a vivid imagination throwing pattern into the car lights rotating through her bedroom window. This tiny scrap of city, three blocks to a side, made Jayne crave New York even though she’d never been there. These urban rear facades gave her hope that she could run all the way to New York and become anonymous and famous all at the same time, could go to see in real oil and canvas all the famous paintings she’d seen only in books. The mean town was a limited thing. New York would be better.

“Why didn’t they follow us back here?” Jayne asked Chris.

“Homeless people pick the garbage,” Chris said. She leaned against a wall and pulled out a pack of cigarettes, lit one, and handed another to Jayne.

Jayne smoked, coughed, and felt nauseous. “Anyone sell us some marijuana?” she asked.

“No. The dealers think you’re weird and talk too much.”

Two inhuman loves, then, the marsh, which was dead, and the city, which, though built by humans, would outlive whatever they did, this side of nuclear war. Even then, Manhattan could regrow another city. Jayne imagined Manhattan to be heaven, dangerous to well-dressed people and filled with art museums.

Chris moved away, as usual, but not before the two mothers quarreled and broke up their friendship. So for months, Jayne saw Chris and couldn’t talk to her, even though the marsh regrew before the lake water finally drowned all but the cattails. Those worked inland on their rhizomes into what had been associate professors’ lawns.

 

Jayne had a sister, but she had nothing to do with her life at this age. She had been an only child for the first two years of her life and didn’t remember her sister as anything other than a doll her parents preferred to her until she was in high school.

Her mother trained Carolyn, the baby, to be a Judas Girl. Jayne found out later that Carolyn got her first club pin at age eight for signing a pledge to report all girls with unseemly interests to school counseling.

Jayne wondered if Carolyn lost her club pin when someone else other than her sister reported her to the school therapist.

“Normal people want to conform,” the counselor said. “You’re always off on a tangent. Perhaps it’s time for aversive therapy.”

Jayne remembered photos in Life magazine of autistic children being shocked screaming by a psychologist who put them barefoot on a metal grill. Head-banging, screaming earned them shocks.

Years later, an autistic boy swung in a swing over a Broadway performance of Letter to Queen Victoria, performing rituals with clocks.

In the late twentieth century, before the Suicide Laws, autistics started to explain themselves. Jayne wondered if any of the shocked children contributed to the Autistic Liberation movement at the beginning of the century.


“Aversive therapy,” the counselor said to Jayne again in her sophomore year of high school. “Or chemotherapy.”

“My mother beats my head against the wall when she doesn’t like what I do,” Jayne said.

“We’re talking about you, not about your mother,” the therapist said. “If you were a more charming child, she wouldn’t beat you.”

“Did my sister turn me in?” Jayne asked, having learned by high school that her sister was in the Girls.

The therapist said, “You’re oblivious as to how obvious you are.” She marked down a higher dose on Jayne’s prescription pad. “You’ll need to get this okayed by your primary-care physician.” School therapists couldn’t legally prescribe drugs, but HMO doctors always countersigned the prescriptions—arguing with them took time and money.

Carolyn hated what being Jayne’s sister did to her standing with the Girls.

In the backyard, Jayne’s father and mother were playing golf chicken, chipping balls at each other and hazing each other for flinching.

“I’ve been given a prescription for school,” Jayne told them.

Her parents looked up as though they’d been expecting to hear this. Her father said, “I hope it will make you happier.”

Jayne said, “I’d be happier if I’d been born in the 1950s just before feminism.”

Her father said, “It led to crack cocaine and a 30 percent illegitimacy rate among white teenagers.”

Jayne wondered if her father knew that the Civil War led to heroin addiction. Even as she realized she should have known better, she realized she knew her father would support the school authorities. A woman was being punished, again. Perhaps not the right one, but then women were all the same. Jayne said, “At least Carolyn didn’t turn me in.”

Her mother said, “You make life very hard for the rest of us, being different.”

Her father said, lining up another golf ball, “Jayne, we want the best for you.” He hit his wife in the sternum with it, but Jayne’s mother didn’t flinch. “I’ll see if this can’t wait until next year.”

Jayne felt absurdly grateful to him.

 

Elsewhere, Jayne’s world developed: Skill Doctors, privatized schools run by area employers, alternative service for juvenile defendants, citizenship for virtual personalities, physician-assisted suicide houses for the life-quality deficient, psychosurgery with real-time monitored drug dosage, womb monitors, prenatal genetic testing for homosexuality, abortion decriminalized for certain preexisting conditions, tax breaks for home health care by family members, mandatory testing (including drug and sexual secretions testing), selling credit-card debt on credit to homeowners only, and licensing of all educators.

Homosexuals could not only marry; they were required to be married and monogamous if they worked in jobs that put them in contact with the public.

Life was better. Life was worse. The senator who sponsored the alternative-service bill would be murdered when he refused to give a pension to his houseboy who’d been sentenced to his service forty years earlier. Only a few historians remembered the Spanish Nobel laureate who’d invented the lobotomy. A lobotomized mental patient had killed him.

Jayne’s school counselor told her, “Our crazies volunteer to be put to sleep. And the Dutch started it by euthanizing AIDS patients and hopelessly anorexic girls, but only at their request. I’m sure that all the gay babies saved by abortion from homophobic homes would thank us.”

Jayne couldn’t be forced into a lobotomy, but if she wanted to finish college-prep high school, she had to take the proper medication.

“However, if you want a lobotomy and your parents are opposed, your rights to one are protected. We can arrange a guardian.”


“I hate being drugged,” Jayne said. “I certainly don’t want a lobotomy.”

“You can’t continue at this school unless you agree to take appropriate medication.”

 

Jayne found that the other students on educational drugs had bet themselves as to when she’d be joining them. Drugs didn’t give her any friends among the Girls or the guys already scheduled for corporate-sponsored scholarships, but the educational-drug kids expected her to eat with them now. They had a cafeteria table by the door, under fluorescent lamps that seemed to be giving off a slightly bluer spectrum than the rest of the lights.

Jayne wished she didn’t feel like just giving up and sitting with them, but the drugs were talking. “Hi,” one guy with minor scarification over his eyebrows said.

“Hi.”

“When do you get your drug holidays?” a girl with scalloped nostrils said.

Jayne hadn’t known she had a right to drug holidays, so talking to these people wasn’t a waste. Fuck-ups together, but the drugs kept that from mattering. After about the first month of adjusting to the haze, hating feeling dulled, Jayne realized that she wasn’t worried about her future anymore. Her body seemed to grip her, every muscle warmly log-like.

During the drug holidays, she sat in a chair in her bedroom and wondered if she had any future at all. Mick, the boy with the scarifications, who been the first to greet her at the drug table, came over her second drug holiday. Jayne stared at him, wondering how she’d come to see him as a friend. I’m not like them, she thought. Not really.

Mick said, “Drug holidays are a bitch, aren’t they? All your friends look so weird. Come with me, and I’ll show you where everybody gets together.”

“I don’t look weird.”


“You look like you wanna be a Judas Girl. Come on out. Don’t waste yourself.”

Jayne said, “I don’t want to fit in anywhere.”

“You think I like the scars all the time. My parents won’t pay for the surgery unless I get through school.”

His name was Mick, and he took Jayne to a four-car garage out in the country where both the rich and smart kids and the poor and dumb or drugged kids, all interested in drugs and music, went and talked stiffly and loudly with each other about drugs and sometimes less stiffly, between sets played by local bands, about music. Jayne didn’t quite want to do any kind of drug on her school drug holidays, so she backed herself against a wall to watch and listen.

Not everybody, she thought. The school-council types and the Judas Girls are missing. Then she saw one of the Girls walk in alone—Sidna Blair, in Judicious Girl clothes with sensible shoes, circle pin, bluest skirt and whitest blouse, surgically perfect eyes four thousand light-years off observing the natives. Jayne saw Sidna as enemy and envy object. Sidna, like her sister, would never be drugged, would never be told she couldn’t be bright because her family was middle management. Sidna could come to a garage band rock and no one would mistake her for one of the gullible girls who sucked down drugs and semen. Sidna was bonded in future pledge to a Yale freshman, now Judicious Girl in curiosity heat, protected by the random chance that all she saw was going out digital narrowband. Not all Judas Girls were tapped all the time. Jayne’s sister told her once that it was, after all, for the whole community’s protection.

Mick came up to Jayne, and said, “Some of us are going to be screwed tomorrow. You wanna leave?”

“I haven’t done anything a Judas Girl would disapprove of.”

Mick leaned against the wall beside Jayne, rocked back on his heels, and pointed his booted toes to the ceiling. He leaned on his hands, and said, “And the bitch is so pretty it hurts.”


Jayne said, “Sometimes, I wonder why I didn’t join the Girls. My mother did everything she could to get me in.” People respected Judicious Girls.

Mick seemed alarmed. “You didn’t stay in long enough to get protective-wired, did you?”

“Just memory, not silicon, behind my eyeballs,” Jayne said. “Mick, when do you want to leave?”

“Must be nasty to have a little snitch in the house,” Mick said. “We could have privacy at my house.”

Sidna moved through the crowd as though queen. Nobody could be quite sure she wasn’t transmitting to the cops. Jayne said to Mick, “Let’s go then, but let me go out to your car first.”

Shivering by the car, Jayne wondered if Mick would remember that she wanted to leave. The moon looked sickly, lopsided in the fog a few nights after a full moon Jayne hadn’t even noticed through her drug haze. Just as she was beginning to cry, Mick came out.

“What’s wrong?” he said.

“How do we back out of who we are and become who they want?”

Mick said, “They don’t want us to change. That’s why we’re drugged.”

“I hate being drugged.”

“Come on, get in the car, and we’ll talk at my house,” Mick said. He unlocked and opened Jayne’s passenger-side door.

His house was in a poorer neighborhood than Jayne’s, under power lines. If Jayne had been a Judicious Girl, she would have noticed where Mick lived from his car license number. Even if she’d just been apprehensive, she’d have noticed that.

“Can your parents afford to have your scars removed?” Jayne said when she saw that the door opened straight into a living room/kitchen combination. “Do you have your own room?”


Mick said, “I share with my brothers, but they work late.”

Jayne remembered that one way out of being school-drugged was to get pregnant. The drugging had to stop since the fetus had no choice in the matter. She looked closely at Mick, trying to see through the scarifications. “Why did they put you on drugs?”

“School drugs keep me from being so bored I’d cut classes and hitch halfway to New Mexico before I got caught. Three times. My parents kept telling me to finish school, do well, not end up in debt forever to the Skill Doctors like them.”

Jayne realized Mick’s parents couldn’t keep their promise to him. He had his scars forever. “Oh. Can I touch them? Are they sensitive or dull? I mean numb.”

Wordlessly, he took her hand and placed her fingers on the scars. The scars bounced under her fingertips like trapunto work, fibrous raised flesh.

Jayne had heard that when the eggs were ready, even fairly modest girls could turn sexual aggressor. She felt that must be the case with her and her ovaries now. She said, “I want off the school meds. Can you help me?”

Her face swam in his eyes. “I don’t want a mark. My brother Joe has two marks. Another one, they cut his balls.”

“No, he’d just be sterilized.”

“Bitches didn’t even have his kids,” Mick said.

Jayne said, “I’m a virgin. Virgins don’t get pregnant the first time.” Judicious Girls knew that was a lie. Virgins overcome by lust were in the power of the species. The eggs were ready.

“Do you really want me? Or am I just a way to get pregnant and off the meds?”

“Touch my lips. With your finger.”

Both of them could feel Jayne’s lips swell under his finger. “The human body is amazing,” Mick said. “Promise me, if you can, you’ll get someone to take my scars off. If you ever can?”

“I promise,” Jayne said.


Thanks to various earlier applied hairbrushes, Jayne’s hymen didn’t exist.

As she rocked Mick’s body in her hips, Jayne felt very maternal. Her own spasm rather scared her, but then wasn’t the womb supposed to suck up the sperm for her egg?

After, Jayne felt trapped and panicky. Mick drove her home, but nobody was waiting up. As she unlocked the door, she turned to wave at Mick, but he’d driven off. She took off her shoes and stepped quietly so as to not disturb anyone. She could smell Mick’s sweat on her as though it had soaked into her pores. Nobody had ever told her what a sweaty business sex was. Semen oozed into her panties. She went down to the basement and used the maid’s shower. Her family hadn’t had a live-in for years, but her mother told Jayne the shower was permanently nasty from the decade of maids who’d used the shower before her family bought the house.

 

In the morning, Jayne came down to breakfast later than usual for Sunday morning. Her father had gone out to buy the Sunday paper, and her mother and Carolyn were cutting and squeezing oranges. Carolyn said, “Sidna said you went to a garage rock with that scarred creep from your adjustment circle.”

“Yes, I saw Sidna.” Jayne pushed a slice of bread into the toaster, and the gesture screamed to her of blatant symbolism. The toaster sucked the bread in and pushed it out nine seconds later all browned.

“Just because you’re taking medications, Jayne, doesn’t mean you are like the poor people’s kids on meds,” her mother said.

“No. They seem to take it a lot less hard.”

“If you’re willing to go to summer adjustment camp this summer, the school counselor says she might consider taking you off drugs.”

“Maybe I’m lobotomized enough,” Jayne said. She began to feel defiant, but knew she was trapped in her body with a  fetus, trapped in her identity. The drugs gave her counselor the idea she’d done something helpful for Jayne, made her numb to the teasing, gave her a strange connection to the poor kids she’d never seen as human before. Jayne realized she still had trouble seeing them as fully human. The drugs didn’t make her that liberal.

Carolyn said, “His brother’s sired two babies.”

Jayne replied, “They weren’t born, Mick said.” She wished her mother and sister would support her against the school, against the world. Now she was going to humiliate them, herself. For a panicky moment, she wanted to confess. Then she wondered if her mother would care about any aspect of fucking Mick other than the risk of disease and pregnancy.

Carolyn said, “Probably the sperm was defective. It’s a blessing to abort children who’d have opted for suicide had they been able to make the decision.”

Her mother said, “We’d really like to see you off medications. You were such a happy child.”

Jayne said, “I don’t remember being a happy child.”

Carolyn said, “You used to be even more embarrassing than you are now, but my group leader said we should be kind to you since you’ve probably got a chemically imbalanced brain.”

“On school meds, I sure do,” Jayne said. Her brain now felt momentarily clear and bitter, then another wave of panic hit. But her mother seemed oblivious, and her sister only cared about her own standing in the Girls.

“I’ve been sorry for things I’ve done, but I haven’t really been sorry I had you,” her mother said, handing Jayne a glass of juice. “Fix your own eggs.”

I have, Jayne almost wanted to say, but she took down the frying pan, and asked, “Carolyn, can I scramble enough for both of us?” Even that sounded double-edged.

“Thank you. First time I remember you offering.”

“I’ve just done it for you before,” Jayne said. She thought Carolyn might have guessed more about the past night than her mother. The smell seemed so obvious. Jayne wondered if she had gotten pregnant or if she’d confused blood for semen. A hymen wasn’t likely, though; she’d masturbated before the school meds killed most of her interest in sex.

Three eggs in a bowl, a bit of water, no salt, stirred with a fork, dumped into a coated frying pan and stirred with an olive-wood spatula. The prewarmed pan sizzled as the eggs hit it, bubbled around the edges until Jayne began scrambling. She realized she hadn’t thought about being pregnant for a few seconds. Maybe she just had pregnancy paranoia?

Getting pregnant to quit meds had been a dumb idea. She could have gotten off meds by living through this year and going to modification camp. The scrambling took her attention again. Sex with Mick felt more maternal than erotic—a child rooting in her belly.

How was she going to live through this if she was truly pregnant? Jayne turned out portions on plates for her sister and herself, then wondered how her family would react. Perhaps she should run away to some unwed mothers’ home, tell people there her parents wanted to take her to Europe for an abortion.

If her parents would cooperate about her passport and the airfare, she could go to Europe for an abortion.

How soon could pregnancy tests tell a zygote was in the womb? By now, if Jayne were pregnant, the cells were dividing as cilia moved the egg down the fallopian tubes. Jayne wanted to check her anatomy and physiology texts to see precisely where she could be in the process. If she did get pregnant.

Virgins could get pregnant. Often.

Her father came in then, cheery with the Sunday paper and a blast of chilly air from outside. Jayne’s family bought a print paper on Sunday and spread it around the family in sections. Her mother handed her the magazine section and Carolyn the fashion supplement.

Jayne saw that the magazine’s lead article was about schools that helped marginal children become achievers. Reading in this, she saw that the school required completion of a summer rehab program. She wondered how much the school paid to place the article, then turned to a different article exposing con artists who posed as teachers.

Unlicensed teachers. Jayne wished she could just jump the curriculum and wallow in knowledge and strange facts. She said, “Why do teachers have to be licensed?”

“Because people need structured education. And would you go to an unlicensed doctor?”

Jayne wondered if this was a good analogy. Or even worth considering since her HMO doctor seemed to just prescribe what school counselors with only four years of college suggested. She suspected that the counselors prescribed what the teachers suggested. And that was influenced by parents and Judicious Girls. “How often does anyone see a real MD anyhow?”

“Real MDs supervise the nurse practitioners and surgical technicians,” her father said.

Jayne wondered why she didn’t feel more like suicide. All life had to offer was school drugs or a shameful pregnancy. “I’d like to learn just for the fun of it. Not worry about why.”

“You can always use the net, dear,” her mother said. “We’ve got some illogic locks against magical philosophy, but…”

Her father was shaking his head. No, we’re not going to take off the illogic locks just yet.

Jayne wanted very badly to tell her father that she wasn’t a virgin anymore, but couldn’t quite do this in front of her sister. She’d tell her mother. Maybe her mother, being a former adulteress, would be more understanding.

“I think I’m sick, so I can’t go to school tomorrow,” Jayne said.

“You’ll probably feel better by tomorrow,” her mother said. “Maybe you should keep taking your school meds during the weekends?”


“I need to talk to you, Mom. Can we go somewhere?”

“I was planning to play golf with your father this afternoon,” her mom said.

Jayne’s dad said, “Go ahead with Jayne.”

“She can’t play golf or tennis,” Jayne’s mother said.

Carolyn said, “She needs to talk to you, Mom.”

For an instant, Jayne wondered if Carolyn knew, then she realized she didn’t even know for sure. She should keep her mouth shut and buy a pregnancy test kit. So, the kit would inform on her if she didn’t enter a marriage-license number. If she weren’t really pregnant, she’d just get lectured for nothing.

“It’s too cold to play golf, Mom,” Jayne finally said, realizing as she spoke that her mother had lied to her.

Carolyn said, “I want to talk to you.”

Her parents were suddenly busy with the paper. Her sister who agreed with the world stared at Jayne. Not for the first time, Jayne wondered if her parents had stolen her from a much more subversive family than this one. Jayne said, “I want to talk to Mom. Alone.”

Her mother said, “After Carolyn talks to you.”

Jayne got up unsteadily and walked up the stair to her room. She lay down on her bed and stared out at the backyard with the dead tomato plants and lost golf balls and the five different styles of identical houses behind the privacy fence. Maybe the egg wasn’t ready?

And how soon could a pregnancy test diagnose a pregnancy? Pregnant or not, the kit would inform on Jayne. Maybe, if she wasn’t pregnant, she could persuade her family that she only bought it to get attention.

Tomboys and dildo masturbators don’t have hymens. Mick’d never believe she was a virgin the way she’d kneaded his buttocks. Jayne’s father came up the stairs, sounding resigned to some foolish woman thing. He knocked on her door. “Can you talk to your daddy?”

Daddy? “I don’t think so, but if you could be my father, maybe.” Jayne realized too late how cruel that sounded.


“Jayne, we only want what’s best for you.”

“Can you imagine being drugged all the time is best for me?”

“I’m not going to continue talking to you through the door.”

“Okay, Dad, come in.” If he said the wrong thing, Jayne felt she’d burst into tears. Of frustration.

Her father opened the door and came in. He stood awkwardly, rather outscale for the armchair. Jayne realized it was a little too small even for her.

“We want you to get off the drugs, but the school insists that the only way is to attend that summer camp.”

Jayne wondered then if her father ever wanted this to be happening. He’d been one of the last generations to hitch an IQ test ride out of the working class. One of his cousins was a servant. She said, “Okay, Dad, I’ll agree to go to Conditioning Camp.”

Her dad said, “When you get my age, you’ll realize you can live through anything.”

Jayne realized her dad knew about his wife’s affair, that he didn’t approve of Carolyn’s virginity fetish if it stole her sense of humor and compassion, that he wished Jayne could rebel without getting caught, that he feared he’d brain his wife one day at golf chicken. Still, she said, “I dunno. I think my life is over.” Well, those sounds made another case of the ear being sharper than the nerves that fired the tongue off.

“Jayne, you’ll learn,” her dad said, facing time alone with his wife and her older female moods. He said, softer, “You’ve got your whole life in front of you.”

“Not if I die,” Jayne said, tired of her tone, too, but still unable to find a more sensible approach to life that didn’t involve selling out to the Judas Girls.

“Your mother said she worries about you doing something stupid like that. Because you’re on school drugs already, you’re not high priority for an intervention.”

Jayne wondered if her family wanted her to commit suicide. No unwed mother in their family, not their dead daughter. “Why does she think something like that?”

“You know your mother. She worries. You wanted to talk to her earlier. Alone.”

“Oh, shit,” Jayne said. “I think it can wait. What about Carolyn?”

“I think you’ll want to hear what she has to say.” Her father left the room then. Jayne waited on her bed. She heard her parents close and lock the door, then the sound of their car driving off. Golf? Just away to leave her to her sister.

For a while, nobody moved. Jayne suspected Carolyn had been listening for her. Carolyn turned on the sink, putting water in pans so they wouldn’t crust up, then clicked across the floor. Jayne wondered if her sister could turn off her Judicious Girl monitoring equipment. Radio-controlled virgins, some people called them.

Her sister came up the stairs. Jayne sat up on her bed as she reached the hall. She pushed her back against the headboard.

“Jayne, can I come in?”

“Sure,” Jayne said, hearing her voice as though far off. Carolyn was the perfect child who didn’t argue with her place. Not as bright as she, Jayne thought, so she could stand it.

Carolyn came in and sat in Jayne’s little chair. She fit right in it. She said, “You could get off school drugs if you joined the Girls. I’d feel like less of a freak.”

“I didn’t hear that at school.”

“I’ve talked to people. For your own sake, Jayne. You’re embarrassing me.”

Jayne said, “How soon off drugs?”

Carolyn said, “Come with me tonight to the meeting. We’ll all vouch for you.”

Jayne wondered if a pregnant sister would get Carolyn in trouble with the Girls. “But I wouldn’t be wired.”

“You could get off drugs as soon as you pledge.”

“What if…”


“If you’re not a virgin, that can be corrected,” Carolyn said. “Surgically.”

“So, if I pledge tonight, the Judicious Girls will intervene with the school counselor.”

“It would show a real change of heart.”

And might be a wonderful way to get her prissy younger sister in trouble. “I’ll do it,” Jayne said. Carolyn’s head hit the back of the chair as though this had proven to be altogether too easy. Jayne knew she’d have to change to a skirt and blouse or dress for the meeting. She asked, “Tell me what would look best to wear.”

Carolyn said, “You have to be sincere.”

Sine hymen, but not without wax. “I’ll do anything to get off school drugs,” Jayne said. She wondered if the indoctrination included a pregnancy test. “I don’t think I’ve ever had a natural hymen,” she said, “so maybe the Girls will just leave me alone there.”

“Judicious Girls all have hymens even if we have to make them,” Carolyn said. “So you’ll pledge. Really.”

“So I can get off drugs,” Jayne said. So my baby, if there is one, isn’t damaged from zygote exposure to teratogenic substances. Bad enough children are turned into monsters. Jayne felt a bit guilty about what her pregnancy might mean to Carolyn, but just slightly, just as she was only slightly older and much less mature as everyone kept pointing out to her. Jayne said, “I realize I’ll have to wear a dress.”

Carolyn nodded, very dubiously.
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“But…”




The local chapter of the Judicious Girls met at an Episcopal church. Carolyn put Jayne in one of her own dresses for the meeting, but Jayne had to drive since Carolyn wasn’t old enough yet for a driver’s license. As Jayne parked, she saw Judas Girl after Judas Girl opening car door after car door, escorted, driven by parents, driving in female pairs—the whole flock of them in beige calf-length coats and hats.

Their left eyeballs were Janusian—electronically looking back to a past of women protected because they were both fragile and good. Jayne doubted this past really existed. The artificial eyes also looked for a future where technology forever guarded women, enforcers of delicacy and modest, who’d sacrificed an eye to protect themselves forever.

(Some boys thought that the Judas Girls also had wired cunts—demolition jobs that would kill both the seducer and seduced.)

The Judas Girls, milling around on the church steps, seemed to be waiting for someone. Jayne realized they were waiting for her. She saw Sidna, and wondered how many of them were transmitting. Jayne climbed out of the car, watched Carolyn shrug into her own beige coat. No matter how much thermoelectric circuitry, the exterior looked like camel hair.

I haven’t got the right coat. Jayne half laughed at her body’s stomach thud, but she felt marked in her foil-and-pile thermoelectric coat.

Up close, the camel coats weren’t all real wool and camel hair. Some were synthetics. But they all fit. Judas Girls altered their clothes.

“We’d like to invite you to join us,” Sidna said. She looked at Carolyn. Jayne felt Carolyn’s hand bump her elbow.

“I appreciate the opportunity,” Jayne said.

Sidna twisted her Yalie’s ring as she said, “We don’t expect everyone to maintain our standards. The average girls, 75 percent of the population, can be sluts if they want. But if you join us, you’ll find it very painful to lapse into promiscuity or drug use again. Actually, that won’t be painful, but what happens next will be.”

Maybe these girls really are radio-controlled? “Is the punishment through the electronic gear?” Jayne asked.

“No. It’s done by the guys who’ve pledged to Judicious Girls,” Sidna said. Jayne imagined Sidna would have made a mean whorehouse madam.

Carolyn said, “If you’ve done these things in the past, you can stop doing them now.”

“Before she comes in,” Sidna said.

One of the girls in the circle around Jayne said, “We really want you to join us.” The invitation turned into a choral murmur.

“What if I’m pregnant?” Jayne asked.

Carolyn said, “Our parents will die, Jayne. They’ll positively die.”

Sidna asked, “Did you fuck other drug creeps?”

Jayne said, “Just the one last night. The one you saw me with, Mick. I really was a virgin until then.” She wanted to say and he isn’t a creep, but right then she saw all this the way Sidna must see it: Some whore sister of a baby Girl desperately wants to join to avoid social demotion.

Sidna put a finger against one of her ears. She appeared to be listening to a microphone. “It’s impossible to tell this soon whether you’re pregnant or not.”

“Don’t ask her to wait until the test can be done,” Carolyn begged. “She wants to be good. Really.”

Sidna said, “We don’t condone abortion. You could stay at a preadoptive mother house if you paid a sufficient initiation fee.” The other Girls seemed to be completely without opinions on the matter. Only one, on the edge of the group half-circling Jayne, frowned slightly. Sidna waited for advice from her prompter, who watched from Sidna’s missing eye. Jayne knew she’d lose binocular vision if she joined the Girls. She remembered when her sister first began carrying her head differently, the eye that fed biosignals more central than the spy eye.

Maybe only a few have working spy eyes, Jayne thought. Maybe most of them sacrificed an eye without knowing if they’re being monitored by gangs of future husbands or not.

Sidna said, “Carolyn, you might want to go sit in your car.”

Jayne looked at Carolyn. Her sister turned on the balls of her high-heeled feet and went back without comment to the car. When she got there, she realized Jayne had the keys, but seemed too nervous to come back for them.

Sidna said, “If you got yourself pregnant, you did a terrible thing to your sister.”

“I didn’t know I had any other options for getting off school drugs,” Jayne said.

“Perhaps the baby will prove at first amniocentesis to be defective,” Sidna said. “Then your initiation will be only $10,000 instead of the $25,000 plus surgical costs for tightening you up and inserting a hymen.”

Jayne said, “I don’t have that kind of money.”

Sidna said, “We don’t care. You’re not really one of us.”

“I don’t want to lose an eye.”


“My parents didn’t force me to trade an eye for this sisterhood. I traded an eye for a better vision of who I could be.”

Just as Jayne understood why women joined the Judicious Girls, she realized she couldn’t. Acceptance, friends bound to you for life by dead eyes—wave it away, Jayne, they’ll destroy what’s unique about you.

Then Jayne wondered if she exaggerated what was unique about herself. Eyes could be lost to less significant causes than the Judicious Girls.

“You can sign an agreement that we take it out of your marriage portion,” Sidna said.

“What if I don’t get married?” Jayne said.

“If you don’t join, everyone in school knows tomorrow morning precisely why you didn’t join. Not willing to give up sleeping around. Every male asshole will hit on you.”

Damn Carolyn. But these people were Carolyn’s faux sisters, not Jayne
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