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The story of how I paid for college
begins like life itself—in a pool of water. Not in the primordial ooze from which prehistoric fish first developed arms and crawled onto the shore but in a heavily chlorinated pool of water in the backyard of Gloria D'Angelo's split-level ranch in Camptown, New Jersey.

Aunt Glo.

She's not my aunt, really, she's my friend Paula's aunt, but everybody calls her Aunt Glo and she calls us kids the LBs, short for Little Bastards.

Aunt Glo yells. Always yells. She yells from the basement where she does her son the priest's laundry. She yells from the upstairs bathroom, where she scrubs the tub to calm her nerves. And she yells from her perch behind the kitchen sink, where she stirs her marinara sauce and watches us float in the heavily chlorinated pool of water.

Like life itself, the story of how I paid for college begins with a yell.

“Heeeeeey! Are you two LBs gonna serenade me or what?”

Paula and I mouth to each other, “Ya' can't lie around my pool for nothin', y'know.”

I roll over on the inflatable raft, giving a tug on my PROPERTY OF WALLINGFORD HIGH SCHOOL ATHLETIC DEPT. shorts so they don't stick to my nuts. (I wear the shorts ironically—a tribute to the one purgatorial semester I spent on the track team.) I reach over to turn down the radio, where Irene Cara is having a Flashdance feeling for like the gazillionth time today, and turn to look at Paula.

Shards of light spike off the water, so I have to shield my eyes with my hand to see her. Paula's poised on her floating throne, her head tilted “I'm ready for my close-up, Mr. DeMille” upright, her eyes hidden by a pair of rhinestone-studded cat-lady sunglasses, a lace parasol over her shoulder to protect her white-white skin. She wears one of Aunt Glo's old bathing suits from the fifties, a pleated number that stretches across her flesh like those folds you see on Greek statuary; it's more of a birdcage with fabric, really, the desired effect being a Sophia Loren–Gina Lollobrigida–kind of va-va-va-voom sensuality. Frankly, though, Paula's a couple of vooms wide of the mark.

She takes a sip from a virgin strawberry daiquiri, then eyes me over her sunglasses to say, “What can we do? We've been summoned for a command performance.” Then she throws her head back, unhinges her wide jaw, and lets flow the opening phrase of “Ave Maria” in a voice so warm and pure you want to take a bath in it. I join in, harmonizing like we did at her cousin Crazy Linda's wedding, our voices mixing and mingling in a conversation that goes on above our heads and into the thick New Jersey air. A pair of nasty-looking dogs on the other side of the chain-link fence bark at us.

Everyone's a critic.

But not Aunt Glo. Aunt Glo's a good audience and (since Paula's mother is dead and her father works so much for the highway department) a frequent one. “Such voices you two have, like angels.” She always tells us that. “Oh, son of a bitch, look at the time,” she yells. “Now shaddap, will ya', my stories are almost on.”

I can't see her through the screened window but I know she's lighting up a Lucky Strike and pouring herself a Dr Pepper before waddling down to the rec room to watch Guiding Light and do her ironing.

Aunt Glo.

Paula deposits her glass on the side of the pool and twiddles her tiny fingers in the water to clean them off. “Honestly, Edward,” she says, flinging a meaty arm in the air, “it is so patently unfair.” (Paula has a tendency to speak in italics.) “I'm simply wasting my talent this summer, wasting it!” Forever cast in the roles of postmenopausal women, Paula is continuing the trend this summer by playing Miss Lynch in the Wallingford Summer Workshop production of Grease.

I lay my head down on the raft. “You're right, Sis,” I say.

She's not really my sister, but she might as well be. Apart from the difference in our complexions, we could be twins: Paula is the pure white twin; I'm the evil dark one. Otherwise, we're both all long curly hair, thick eyelashes, and high body-fat ratio.

I also call her Sis because she uses her nun costume from our production of The Sound of Music to buy us beer, on the entirely correct theory that no one would ask a nun for her ID.

Paula snaps her parasol shut and rows over to me using the handle end. “The problem,” she says, “is that I've got a nineteenth-century figure. If I'd been born a hundred years earlier, I would have been considered desirable.”

We've had this conversation before. Some of us are born to run, others are born to be wild—Paula was born to wear a hoopskirt.

I feel the tap of a parasol on my shoulder. “Look at these,” she says, mashing her boobs together like she's fluffing pillows. “And this.” She turns sideways to grab a hunk of her fleshy butt.

“In the case of an emergency water landing, your seat cushion may be used as a flotation device,” I say.

Paula tips my mattress over with one of her thick nineteenth-century legs.

I bob up to the surface and try to capsize her by grabbing her tiny feet. “No, no, no, please, Edward,” she says, “the hair, the hair, I've got to be at work in an hour.”

“Fine,” I say, backstroking to the shallow end, “but as far as the nineteenth century goes, I've got two words for you.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah: No anesthesia.”

I can hear her deep, chocolaty laugh as I look up at the high-tension wires crisscrossing the baby blue sky. I love making Paula laugh.

I step out of the pool. “You're looking at this Grease thing all wrong, Sis. Think of us as guest stars, like Eve Arden and Frankie Avalon in the movie.” (Fully aware that I wouldn't make a convincing Danny Zuko, I opted to play Teen Angel instead.) “Let everyone else knock their brains out learning the frigging Hand Jive; in the end you and I are still going to come in and steal the show with our finely wrought comic interpretations.”

Paula sighs. She knows I'm right.

“Besides, I, for one, have more important things to deal with.” I'm speaking, of course, about my audition for Juilliard.

Juilliard.

Now in case you live in Iowa or something and don't know anything about it, perhaps I should explain that Juilliard is the finest institution for acting in the entire country, the Tiffany's of drama schools. Everybody famous went there—Kevin Kline, William Hurt, Robin Williams—and ever since I starred in The Music Man in the ninth grade I've known I wanted to go there, too. I've already got one surefire contemporary audition monologue (Mozart in Amadeus, a prankish man-boy I was born to play), but I need to come up with a classical one, too. So I've bought myself a brand-new Complete Works of Shakespeare—a really nice one, with a velvet cover and gold leaf on the ends of the pages—and I'm going to spend my entire summer reading it. Plus work on my tan.

Paula parks her inflatable barge in the shallow end and extends her hand for me to help her up. She frowns at me, like I'm a dress she's trying to decide whether or not to buy.

“What's wrong?” I ask.

She sighs and pats herself with a towel. (Always pats, never rubs. Rubbing is tough on the skin.) “Can you keep a secret?” she asks.

“Of course not,” I say. “But when has that ever stopped you?”

She extends her pinky finger. “Pinky swear.”

I link mine with hers. “Fine. Pinky swear. What is it?”

She looks around like she doesn't want to be overheard. “Do you remember how I told you about the night I let Dominick Ferretti take me behind the pizza oven?”

“Yeah.”

“I lied.”

“What? Why?”

“I didn't want you to think I was some kind of priss,” she says. “You and Kelly have done practically everything.”

This is an exaggeration. It's not like my girlfriend Kelly and I have gone all the way yet or even gone down on each other, but I guess compared to Paula's nunlike existence, we're something out of the Kama Sutra.

(Incidentally, I never believed that story about Dominick Ferretti.)

“You're not a priss,” I say. “You're, uh . . .”

“Go ahead, say it. I'm too fat to get a boyfriend.”

Let the record show: she said it, not me.

Paula flops down on a lounge chair like she's Camille taking to her sickbed. “What am I going to do? What kind of actress can I possibly hope to be if I'm still a virgin?” she says, grabbing me by the hand and yanking me down next to her. “Edward, you have to help me.”

I adjust my shorts again. “Uh, listen, Sis, I'm totally flattered, but I don't think Kelly would . . .”

“Oh, don't be daft,” she says, giving me a shove. “You've got to help me with Doug Grabowski.”

Doug Grabowski? Doug Grabowski the football player I convinced to try out for Danny Zuko? Doug Grabowski who used to go out with Amber Wright, the single most popular girl in school? That Doug Grabowski?

“What about him?” I ask.

“Do you know if he has a girlfriend?”

Paula's capacity for delusion is astounding. It's partly what makes her such a great actress. “Uh . . . I don't think so,” I mumble, as I try to figure out how to tell her she stands a better chance of being crowned Miss America than of landing Doug Grabowski.

“Splendid,” she chimes, and she pirouettes onto the lawn in a manner that unfortunately calls to mind the dancing hippos in Fantasia. “I've got it all planned out: the four of us—you and Kelly and Doug and I—are going to go into the city this Saturday to see A Chorus Line. I can't imagine Doug's ever seen it and he must, he really, really must. If he's going to spend the entire summer hanging around us instead of those knuckle-draggers from the football team, then it's our duty, really, to expose him to the finer things in life, don't you think?”

“Well . . .”

“The poor boy must be positively starved for intellectual stimulation.”

“But . . .”

“Oh, Edward, it's going to be a night we'll remember the rest of our lives,” she says, thrusting my clothes into my hands. “Now all you need to do is drive over to play practice and ask him.”

“Me? Why not you?”

Paula clicks her tongue. “I don't want to appear pushy.”

God forbid.

“Besides, not all of us have rich daddies,” she sniffs. “Some of us actually have to work.” She slips her tiny teardrop feet into a pair of pink plastic jellies and sashays toward the house.

“I work,” I call after her. “What do you call choreographing the kids' show at the workshop?”

She turns and points her pink feet, ballerina style. “I call it play,” she says. “Making calzones in a 120-degree kitchen while Dominick Ferretti makes lewd gestures with a sausage—that's a job.” With a regal toss of her head, she throws open the door. “Now get dressed and get over there,” she commands, sending me inside to change. “My loss of innocence is depending on it.”
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Now outside it may be 1983,
but inside Aunt Glo's it's forever 1972: harvest-gold appliances and orange linoleum counters in the kitchen, shag carpeting and wood paneling everywhere else.

I grab a Fudgsicle out of the freezer and pad down to the rec room where Aunt Glo is ironing and watching Guiding Light.

Imagine, if you will, a fire hydrant. Now put a black football helmet on top of that fire hydrant. Then wrap the whole thing in a floral-print housedress and that's Aunt Glo. She looks like the offspring of Snow White and one of the seven dwarves.

Aunt Glo is a MoP—Mother of Priest—and she expresses her gratitude for this good fortune by doing all of her son's ironing even though he's like forty or something. I plop down in the La-Z-Boy recliner, wrapping my towel around me so I don't get it wet. “Who's breaking up today?” I ask, trying to peel the wrapper off the Fudgsicle.

“Oh, baby doll, these poor, poor people,” Aunt Glo says, ironing and crying, crying and ironing. (Aunt Glo calls everybody baby doll, partly out of affection, but mostly because she can't remember jack shit.) “I just thank the Virgin Mother that my Benny is dead, God rest his soul, so I'll never have to know the pain of divorce.”

Even before her stroke, Aunt Glo operated according to a logic all her own. She is, after all, the woman who named her only son Angelo D'Angelo.

Sweat and tears mix on Aunt Glo's pudgy face and her crepe-y arm jiggles as she irons back and forth. Behind her, Angelo's collars hang clipped to a clothesline like severed doves' wings. “It's just so sad for the children,” she sighs.

Oh, please, not this.

I know that sad-clown-in-a-black-velvet-painting look, that sympathetic tone, that warm washcloth of pity that grown-ups are always trying to wipe all over me. What she really means, what they all really mean is, “I'm sure your mom had her reasons, Edward, but what kind of mother leaves her own children?”

I'm fine, I want to say, I'm fine. I have my career ahead of me. My art. My friends. Besides, it's not like I don't ever see my mom. True, I never know when she's going to show up, but that's part of what makes her so cool: she's a Free Spirit. Our bond is more spiritual than temporal. But still everyone treats me like I'm Oliver fucking Twist.

Aunt Glo keeps crying and ironing, ironing and crying, and we're quiet for a moment, which, being Italian, is unusual for us. My bathing suit is giving me the itch and I want to leave, but I want to stay, too. There's something kind of comforting about watching Aunt Glo cry; I guess because I can't cry myself. It's probably my biggest failing as an actor, but I can't seem to do it. Sometimes I'll try to force the tears out, pushing and grunting like I'm constipated, but I just end up feeling trapped inside my skin and desperate to get out. So instead I sit like this with Aunt Glo, Guiding Light casting shadows on the wall behind us, while she cries for both of us.
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I back MoM (Mom's old Mercedes)
out of Aunt Glo's driveway into the cul-de-sac. My mother gave up the car when she left Al because she doesn't really care about that kind of thing anyway. My mom is all about Personal Fulfillment, which is why she took off when I was twelve to find herself. Al may pay for all my training, but it's my mom who really understands me as an artist. She always said, “If you want to be a garbage man, be a garbage man, but be the best garbage man you can be.” I wave at Aunt Glo's neighbor, an old Italian guy in Bermuda shorts and dark socks watering his tomato plants, then make the lethal left-hand turn onto Wallingford Avenue.

Now, when they make the movie of my life, this'll be when they begin the credits. There I'll be, breezing down suburban streets in my thrift-shop fedora while Frank Sinatra's “Summer Wind” plays on the soundtrack. It'll help establish the right mood of swagger and swing. Frank's all about swagger and swing.

What you see might surprise you. New Jersey may be the most densely populated state in the U.S. (or as Paula likes to say, the state where the population is most dense), but you wouldn't know it from Wallingford.

Colonial Wallingford.

Twenty minutes in any direction you'll find the Jersey you're thinking of—the toxic waste dumps; the wise guys who say dese, dem, and dose; the gangs, the ghettos, and the Garden State Parkway. But the moment you enter Wallingford the houses take a giant step back from the street, like they're too good to be seen near it, and expand upward and outward, sprouting things like turrets and gables and chimneys. Founded in 1732, Wallingford takes a disproportionately absurd amount of pride in its colonial heritage. The American troops may have camped at Camptown (or as we call it, Cramptown, because the food at the diner always gives us gas), and fought what was essentially an eighteenth-century version of a water fight at Battle Brook (the town over from that), but somehow Wallingford emerged as the epitome of all things traditional and quaint.

Wallingford is a bedroom community, which means that most people work an hour away in Manhattan and only sleep here. On the one hand, I find the term “bedroom community” sort of sexy, imagining that all kinds of otherwise respectable people are swapping wives and having orgies behind closed doors, but it probably just means that not much else happens in Wallingford beyond sleeping.

I get as far as Washington Street and sit for a moment behind the wheel, MoM's diesel engine chugging like a locomotive, while I decide which way to go. If I make a left and take it almost as far as the freeway I'll get to Oak Acres, the neighborhood I'm embarrassed to admit I live in. There are no turrets or gables or chimneys in Oak Acres; there aren't even any actual oaks, just sprawling ranch houses with circular driveways and phoney-baloney columns designed to appeal to people who possess more money than taste. Oak Acres is so full of Italians and Jews relocated from places like Hoboken and Bayonne that the Wallingford blue bloods call it Hoboken Acres. I turn right and head to the high school instead.

I pull into my usual spot, the one marked VISITOR PARKING ONLY, because I like to think of myself as someone who is just visiting a suburban New Jersey high school, rather than someone who actually attends one. When they make the movie of my life, this'll be where the credits end.

I duck in through a side door that only the Play People know about. (Play People. Like we're not real. We're the realest people in this preppy prison.) Revolting Renée, the choreographer, is onstage teaching the Hand Jive while simultaneously grossing everyone out with her noxious BO and backne. Her excuse for not bathing is that she's like some ex-hippie or something, but personally I think there's a statute of limitations on body odor as an act of rebellion. Some little ninth grader sees me and points me out to the other kids in the chorus.

“Okay, people, that's right,” Revolting Renée says, raising her scary Vulcan eyebrows, “the famous Edward Zanni has graced us with his presence.”

I gesture to the cast with a grand port de bras.

“Let's show him what we've been up to while he's been lyin' around workin' on his tan,” she says.

Did I get color? Cool. Without a tan I look like I'm jaundiced. I catch Kelly's eye and wave to her. She peeks up from under her blond bangs and waves back in that shy way that pretty girls do—wiggling her fingers, rather than actually moving her whole hand. She mouths “Hi,” or “Hiyeee” to be exact, and smiles at me with both rows of teeth. She's wearing character shoes for dancing and the combination of high heels with tight terry-cloth shorts makes her look like a teen prostitute in a TV movie of the week.

It's a good look.

She turns her back and slides her thumbs under her shorts to pull them down over her Valentine ass, and I feel my cold, wrinkly dick stir in my pants.

Revolting Renée hollers “Five, six, seven, eight . . .” and leads the chorus in the Hand Jive, but they have a hard time following her characteristically inept choreography. Kelly, who's playing Sandy, spins across the stage, the muscles in her pale legs rippling like a colt's, and lands in the veiny arms of Doug Grabowski, who dances like someone whose foot has gone to sleep. (What can you expect when his usual mode of physical expression is knocking people over on a football field?) Doug wears a PROPERTY OF WALLINGFORD HIGH SCHOOL ATHLETIC DEPT. T-shirt, but since he's actually a jock it's not meant to be ironic.

He and Kelly look good together; so—I don't know—Northern Hemisphere, I guess. Kelly could easily date plenty of guys just like Doug, football players with necks thicker than their heads, popular boys who shout each other's last names in the halls and who mutter when they're called on in class. But for some unfathomable reason she chose me. It's like the high-school equivalent of Princess Di ditching Prince Charles to date a commoner. Like that's ever gonna happen.

I suppose I'm not bad-looking in my own way. My body's a little softer than I'd like it to be—my ratio of Twinkies to dance classes being unequal—but I look all right as long as I keep my shirt untucked; and girls have always liked to play with my curly hair and complain they're jealous of my eyelashes, which are long and thick, like a camel's or Liza Minnelli's. But still, Kelly is everything a high-school boy wants in a girl—she's thin, she's blond, and, most important, she likes to mess around. She was even a cheerleader back in junior high, but had some kind of falling out with the Rah-Rah's the summer before sophomore year and sought refuge with the Play People instead. Still, there's something kind of WASP-y about Kelly, despite her actually being Irish Catholic on both sides. After all, she does live in Wallingford Heights, a neighborhood so exclusive you practically need a blood test to get in or, perhaps I should say, a blue-blood test. I watch her do the Hand Jive and wonder whether we'll have time later for a hand job.

The chorus struggles with Revolting Renée's bizarrely Byzantine choreography, each frigging syllable accompanied by a supposedly appropriate hand gesture, the overall effect being less like a dance and more like a simultaneous sign-language interpretation for the hearing impaired, but I applaud loudly when they finish. It's important to encourage these chorus people.

“Okay, that's it, people, see ya' tomorrow morning,” Revolting Renée says. I give her the thumbs-up sign and she looks grateful, as if my opinion meant something, which I suppose it does. After all, I have taken dance classes in New York City for nearly four years now and my voice teacher was in the chorus of Sweeney Todd on Broadway.

I hop up onstage in one swift move (I love being able to hop up onstage in one swift move) and greet Kelly by pulling her to me and grinding against her while some awed ninth graders look on. Kelly responds by wrapping her endless leg around my waist like a belt.

“You look hot,” I say.

“I am hot,” she says, fanning herself.

That's not what I meant, but I let it go.

“We had to do that number like a hundred times and Doug still can't get it right,” she says. I glance over at him as he practices with Revolting Renée, flapping his arms like he's trying to land a plane. If I didn't know any better I would rush over and stick a pencil in his mouth to keep him from swallowing his tongue.

“He'll get it,” I say. “You'll make him look good.” I push back Kelly's bangs so I can see her eyes. From a distance they appear to be green, but up close you realize that they're actually two different colors; that the left favors brown, the right blue. She's self-conscious about it, but I think it's cool, like she's two people at once. I kiss her freckled nose.

“I'm telling you, Edward,” she says, “he's, like, the horniest guy I've ever met. Just dancing with him makes me feel like a dirty girl.”

“You're not a dirty girl,” I say. “You're just a sweaty girl.” Kelly laughs, a machine gun. I love making her laugh. Making a mental note to keep an eye on Doug, I grind against her again, like I'm marking my territory.

Doug spies me and saunters over, grinning like he's in on a private joke, and it's a dirty one. He may dance like a spaz, but I've got to admit he's got the Danny Zuko strut down perfect. “Yo, Teen Angel, hands off Sandy; she's my girl,” he says, twirling Kelly around and dipping her. Then, chuckling at nothing in particular, he puts out his hand to give me five.

I hate giving five. I want to say, “Listen, it's 1983, not 1968, we're white and we're always going to be white, and if you're going to hang around with us this summer then you have got to stop calling us by our character names offstage because it is so junior high.”

But I don't. I give him the requested five instead.

Wuss.

I can't help it. After all these years of being tormented by guys just like Doug Grabowski, I can't believe that I'm the person he actually wants to impress: me, Edward Zanni, a Play Person. He asks me to watch him and Kelly do the combination one more time and I can see that just saying the word “combination” gives him a jolt, like he's in on some cool insider theater lingo. I think back to the day last year when Doug shocked the school and auditioned for the choir, a football player of all people, and how he asked me to help him read music, and how I eventually convinced him he had exactly the right tough-guy quality to play Danny Zuko. And now I look at him, attacking a dance routine with unashamed enthusiasm—not in that fakey testosterone-y way that jocks usually have—but in a way that's, I don't know, joyful, I guess, like he's lit from within. I watch him as he grins and laughs at his own mistakes and I realize that Paula is right. He loves every minute of this. He feels more alive here than he ever has.

He's a Play Person.

There are certain pristine moments in your life when your destiny is made absolutely clear to you, like when I was nine and sang “Where Is Love?” from Oliver! in a school talent show and knew in an instant that there was no place I'd rather be than onstage, or when I was fourteen and saw the movie Fame and realized it was my destiny to live in New York City and wear leg warmers. I watch Doug tripping over his feet and my mission becomes clear: it is my duty to transform this goofy, horny jock into a sensitive, cultured young man. I am to be the Henry Higgins to his Eliza Doolittle.

When Kelly and Doug finish I ask them if they want to go into the city on Saturday to get twofers for A Chorus Line.

“What're twofers?” Doug asks.

The tutorial commences. “There's this booth in the middle of Times Square that sells half-price tickets to Broadway shows on the day of the show,” I say. “Two fer one, get it? You have gone into the city before, right?”

“Oh, yeah,” Doug says. “Last St. Patrick's Day I went in with the team and, man, we got shitfaced, it was comical. Boonschoft passed out on the train with his mouth open and we stuck his ticket to his tongue.”

Charming. “But you've never been to a Broadway show?”

Doug strikes a military at-ease position to think. “I saw the Ice Capades at Madison Square Garden when I was a kid,” he says.

“Doesn't count. So are we on for Saturday?”

“Sure.”

Just then I hear a voice behind me say, “What're we doing Saturday?”

I turn, and there in front of me, or perhaps I should say below me, stands the diminutive and ubiquitous Nathan Nudelman, eager as always to insinuate himself into my plans with a determination that could only be described as viral.

Shit.
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My dad only gave me
one piece of advice when my mom left: “Kid, don't ever turn down a free meal.” Consequently, I've mooched dinners off of my friends since the sixth grade. That being said, Al decided we should definitely eat together at least one night a week and we have done so every Wednesday at Mamma's, a pizzeria in downtown Wallingford. Since we have absolutely nothing in common beyond genetics and our sorry shared history, Al also decided we should make these “business dinners” so he could teach me and my sister about business and use the expense as a tax write-off.

I hate business. I'm an artist, not a businessman. I hate business and I hate Wednesday nights, and, as a result, I kind of hate my dad.

Al is the chief financial officer for Wastecom, one of New Jersey's many treatment storage disposal facilities, or TSDs, which are not to be confused with STDs, an entirely different kind of health hazard. “Y'know, there's a lot of job security in toxic waste,” Al says.

Al.

I honestly don't know how I descended from this man. I take after my mother, which means not only am I a Free Spirit, but I, too, find it intolerable to be around Al Zanni. He's a nice enough guy, I suppose, in a crass New Jersey way, but there's no poetry in his soul. Al and I agree on exactly one thing: we both love Frank Sinatra. When you're from Hoboken it's practically a requirement. Forget Springsteen; as far as I'm concerned, Sinatra's the only native son of New Jersey who really counts.

I stand outside Mamma's waiting for Al. Big, Spielberg-y storm clouds blow in fast from the east, while the late-afternoon sun shines low in the west, lighting the trees from below and casting them in high relief against the lavender-gray sky, like you see in 1940s MGM Technicolor musicals. I put on my new sunglasses to heighten the effect. The glasses have a sort of pinkish tint to them that bathes everything I see in a rosy glow, and I'm pleased with myself for buying something that doesn't necessarily make me look good to the world (they are a little faggy, I guess) but which makes the world look good to me instead.

Al pulls up in his red Corvette convertible or, as I like to call it, his Midlife Crisis. He glances in the rearview mirror to check his hair, which looks like a toupee but isn't, then extracts his big, bearlike frame from the car and tosses the keys to the valet. Al's got a body like a linebacker gone to seed, which is exactly what he is, and which also explains why his runty, artistic son is a total mystery to him. Tonight he's got more cologne on than usual (if that's possible) and is wearing a short-sleeve silk shirt unbuttoned two, no wait, three buttons, exposing a pair of gold chains. With his golf slacks pulled up too high he looks like Elvis after he got fat.

My older sister, Karen, is with him on account of her losing her license for a DWI. She sits slumped in the passenger seat, looking miserable or stoned (or, in all likelihood, both), her too-skinny frame bent like a boomerang. I push aside her sheepdog bangs and squint at her pupils while Al gives the valet a lesson in how to properly drive his Midlife Crisis.

“You're high, aren't you?” I say to her.

“Can you think of a better way to get through this meal?” she mumbles.

“Faking your own death?”

“Nah, I've totally got the munchies.”

The front door of Mamma's swings open and Paula leans out, dressed in her black-and-white waitress uniform. Or I should say her version of a black-and-white waitress uniform. She's doctored the whole thing up with lace so that she looks more like a French maid, albeit a well-fed one. “Hello, Zannis!” she chirps with the enthusiasm of a game-show host. “I've saved you a table in my section.”

“Paula! How are ya'?” Al says, spreading his arms in that gesture that Italian men think is friendly but Italian women know just means they're gonna get pinched. He pats me on the cheek as he passes, his usual greeting.

“Hey, Mr. Z.” Paula leans her cheek out for him to kiss, but Al grabs her face in his hairy hands and kisses her on the lips instead.

Ick.

Then he says the same thing he always says to her: “You look like you've lost some weight.”

“Really?” Paula says, flashing a molar-grinding smile. “I could have sworn I had it when I came in here.”

“No, you are definitely losing weight. Eddie, ain't she losin' weight?”

“Yeah, Pop, so are we while we stand here,” I say. “Can we go in?”

“I tell you what,” he says, the sun reflecting off his Rolex as he wags a sausage finger in her face, “you keep away from the cannoli and you'll be a regular Sophia Loren.”

Paula thanks him, her molars ground to a fine powder by now, I'm sure.

Al puts his arm around her. “So, what are your plans for the fall?” he asks.

Karen sits down on the sidewalk.

“I'm going to Juilliard, Mr. Z, remember?” She's only told him like a gazillion times. I'm jealous as hell she's going before I do, but I take her getting in as a good omen. After all, we're practically the same person.

“Right, right,” Al says, “but waddya gonna do to fall back on?”

I hate when people say that. It's like admitting defeat before you've even started.

“Remember,” he says, “connections, that's what show business is all about, connections.” He turns to me and Karen like he's said something worth noting. Just because everybody watches actors on television and in the movies, they think that automatically makes them experts on show business. It's really annoying.

“Can we go in now, Pop?” I say.

“Actually, tonight we're gonna eat in the restaurant.” Mamma's has a fancy restaurant connected to the pizzeria which, much to Paula's consternation, only hires male waitstaff.

“What's the occasion?” Paula asks.

“I've got a little surprise,” Al says.

Shit. The last time he said that we had to read his stock portfolio. Looks like I'm gonna have to fake food poisoning again.

“Well, buon appetito,” Paula says and widens her big Disney eyes at me, the Internationally Recognized Signal for “Come talk to me as soon as you can and don't leave out a thing.”
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It takes a moment to adjust
to the light inside Mamma's Ristorante, or lack thereof. The owners obviously decided that whoever decorated it when it opened in 1956 did a fine job so why mess with a winning formula? It's also clear that their design scheme didn't extend much beyond making everything red—the banquettes, the lampshades, the walls, the ceiling. It's like they painted it with leftover spaghetti sauce.

We're seated, but not until Al shows off his entire vocabulary in Italian with the maître d', which consists of about nine words interspersed with a lot of nodding, backslapping, and fakey laughter about nothing whatsoever. I'm relieved when he orders a bottle of wine and asks for four glasses.

I'm about to ask who the fourth is when the answer walks in the door.

Now when they make the movie of my life, this'll be the moment when they go into slow motion and play Sinatra's recording of “The Lady Is a Tramp” or, better yet, maybe “Witchcraft.”

She's probably about forty-five, but looks younger. It's hard to tell because she's got that tousled, just-been-fucked hairstyle that older movie stars wear when they want to hide the wrinkles or their plastic surgery scars. She glides across the room in a pair of leather pants that look like they've come from the Young Sluts Department at Fiorucci. There's no denying she's hot (in a tight-blouse-y, nipple-freak-out, Angie Dickinson–as–Police Woman kind of way), and Al jingles the change in his pocket as he walks over to her. Then he grabs her face in both of his hairy hands and proceeds to tongue her right there in the restaurant.

Double Ick.

The woman doesn't seem to mind, nor is she bothered by Al's meaty paw resting on her ass. Al's right about one thing: this is a surprise. The woman licks her lips and gives a shake to her tangled mane to get a better look at us. Her hair is so heavily frosted it appears to be six colors at once, like it's hedging its bets.

“Dagmar,” Al says, “these are my kids, Karen and Edward. Kids, meet Dagmar.”

“Hallo,” she says, and holds out her hand to me, palm down, like I'm supposed to kiss it or something. I grip her hand awkwardly and am surprised to find that her skin is rougher than it looks.

“I didn't realize your children vould be zo goot-lookink,” she coos in a German accent so thick it's practically dripping schnitzel with noodles. She smiles at me. “You take after your fahter.”

I feel my face smile on its own accord. Dagmar's definitely got that Elke Sommer–Ursula Andress thing going on—you could easily imagine her cast as a Bond girl or as the busty blond nurse in a burlesque skit—so when she says you're goot-lookink, vell, you feel pretty goot-lookink.

Dagmar tickles Al under the chin and gives him that glassy-eyed adoring gaze that Nancy Reagan uses during Ronnie's speeches and that's when it hits me: they're in love. They fucking love each other. And from the way Al's groping her, I can tell they love fucking each other, too. How did this happen without my knowing about it?

We sit down. Neither Karen nor I bother to ask who this woman is or why she's here and, frankly, I don't care. For the first time since my mom left we've got a shred of refinement in our lives and I'm determined to enjoy it. Waiters slide in noiselessly and drop off appetizers despite the fact we haven't looked at menus. Clearly, Al had this whole thing planned out. Good for him. I think it's romantic.

“So you're, like, from Europe, right?” Karen says.

I'm glad to see that the drugs haven't dulled her finely tuned powers of observation.

Dagmar nods. “From Austria.”

I respond with what I hope is a look of worldly recognition, despite the fact that the sum total of my experience with Austria consists of seeing The Sound of Music more times than I care to admit.

Karen descends on the antipasto like she's one of the cavemen in Quest for Fire. “You ever been to Amsterdam?” she asks.

“Of course,” Dagmar says, her voice clipped with Teutonic precision.

“I hear you can buy drugs, like, really easy there.”

Dagmar raises her eyebrows at Al, the Internationally Recognized Signal for “And now, back to you . . .”

“Uh, Karen here works in a pharmacy,” Al says. “She's got a great interest in pharmaceuticals.”

He means Karen would've graduated college if only they'd offered a degree in hallucinogenics.

“Oh, zo do I,” Dagmar says. “I hef terrible allergies. And zo many drugs are not available here.”

“You lemme know what they are,” Karen says, a roasted red pepper hanging out of her mouth like a second tongue. “I can hook you up.”

Noting the strength of her accent, I ask Dagmar how long she's been in this country and am surprised to discover it's been nearly twenty years. She explains that she tries to get back to Europe as often as she can. I don't blame her. I would, too.

“Dagmar here's a photographer,” Al says. “I met her at a show she had over at that gallery, y'know, the one that's run by those two queers . . .”

Wait a minute. Al went to an art show? In a gallery? Owned by homosexuals? I've got to admit that this newfound sophistication impresses me and I immediately start envisioning the jet-setting life of adventure we'll all be embarking on together.

“I'd love to see your work,” I say. To let Dagmar know that I'm a kindred spirit I lean over and pat her strangely rough hand. “I'm an actor,” I whisper.

“I'm sure you're very goot,” she says. Artists can always tell.

Al then begins to pontificate on the business side of art, a subject he knows nothing about, but a lack of information has never stopped him from forming an opinion. The veil of boredom descends.

Al cracks his hairy knuckles. “I keep tellin' these two, if they want to succeed in life, they're gonna have to understand business.”

Oh, waiter, would you please pour a bucket of cold water on my head? Oops, never mind. Somebody already has.

“Ach, I am zo hopeless ven it comes to business,” Dagmar says.

“That's what this one is always sayin',” Al says, pointing to me with a breadstick, “but I bet you've got a better head for figures than you realize. I'll show ya'.”

“You voult?” she says, her eyes flashing. “I'd like tsat.”

Finally, someone Al can share his bar graphs and pie charts with. It's like a reprieve from the governor.

Al leans over and whispers something in Dagmar's ear and she laughs, slapping him lightly with her napkin. Then—I'm not making this up—he actually growls at her.

Ick squared.

This is my cue to leave. I head toward the kitchen and some asshole at another table snaps his fingers in my face as I pass. “Can we have some more breadsticks here?” he says.

I don't know why, but every time I go out to eat I'm always mistaken for the waiter. In this case I suppose it's because I'm dressed like the Dr Pepper guy. You know the commercial: “I'm a Pepper, he's a Pepper, wouldn't you like to be a Pepper, too?” That's how I see myself: a Pied Piper figure (or perhaps I should say Pied Pepper figure) in an old suit vest and baggy chinos, elbows akimbo as I hitch kick my way down the streets of New York City, crowds of deliriously peppy Pepper people parading behind me. But the fact is I could be dressed like Daisy Duke and some idiot would still ask me what the specials were. I guess I just have a waiting look about me.

“I don't work here,” I say.

I wander into the kitchen, waving hello to Dominick Ferretti, who is making lewd gestures with a zucchini. His parents must be so proud.

Over on the pizzeria side Paula is regaling her table with some elaborate pack of lies. She spies me and comes bounding across the room. Dominick's dad nearly drops a pizza as he follows the bouncing breasts.

She grabs me by both hands. “So?” she squeals. “Did you talk to Doug and Kelly?”

“Yeah, everything's set.”

“Oh, rapturous,” she says, jumping up and down. And the judge from Italy gives a 9.6 for that Boob Bounce.

“Listen, Sis,” I say, “there's something . . .”

“Oh, Edward, just look at this. I wrote it out on my break.” She reaches deep into her cleavage while Mr. Ferretti cranes his neck to see, the big perv. She pulls out a doily onto which she's scrawled the following:



A Plan for a Summer of Magic and Mischief

by Paula Angela Amicadora



Step 1) Have intimate poolside soirees full of witty conversation

Step 2) Have delightful, madcap adventures

Step 3) Lose virginity

Step 4) Shop for shoes



“Isn't it splendid?” she says. “This Saturday is the official beginning of what's surely going to be the very best summer of our lives. The best.”

“Yeah, about that,” I say, staring at the floor, “uh . . . you don't mind if Natie comes along, too, do you?”

In the space of about four seconds Paula goes through all five of the Kübler-Ross stages of grief. “Oh, Edward, how could you?” she wails.

“He overheard me talking about it at play practice and just kind of wormed his way in. I don't know how he does it. He's like the KGB.”

I'm sure when cavemen invented the wheel, there was a Nathan Nudelman there to invent a third wheel. Every high-school clique has one: someone too short or too tall, too skinny or too fat, too dumb or too smart, it doesn't matter, male or female, this is the friend who simply cannot, will not, get laid before graduation.

Natie's the too-short version, which means he usually gets the role of somebody's kid brother in the plays. He's got a mushy marshmallow face, the kind that aunts and grandmothers can't resist pinching, and little button eyes that always seem to have sleep schmeg in the corners. He'd look just like the Pillsbury Doughboy except he also has a huge Jewish Afro which, to add insult to injury, is carrot red. Back in elementary school his mother made the unfortunate decision of trying to square off his haircut so he wouldn't resemble a chrysanthemum, but it just ended up looking like he had a block of cheese sitting on his head, earning him the completely unshakable nickname of Cheesehead. The word has since entered the general vocabulary of Wallingford students as a synonym for “loser,” as in the sentence, “Give me your lunch money, you cheesehead.” Since he lives across the street from me, we've hung out together for forever, but I've got to admit he's kind of embarrassing to be around.

“Well,” Paula says, “you're going to have to explain to him that five is an entirely unsuitable number for a sophisticated evening in the city.” She flicks her pad against my chest for emphasis. “You simply have to.”

I agree, then use my dinner with the Austrian Amazon as an excuse to escape the inevitable lecture.

When I return, I discover Karen is alone at the table. She's building a house out of packets of sugar and Sweet'N Low with the obsessive concentration of the contentedly stoned. I grab a knife and tap her wineglass.

“Where'd they go?” I ask.

“Dunno,” she mumbles. “Al left us some money and said you shouldn't come home for a coupla hours.”

I pick up two crisp $100 bills off the table.

“Waddya think?” Karen says. “Is she gonna be our new mommy?”

I feel the sharp paper between my fingers. “I hope so,” I say.
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I
 can see Paula across
the parking lot of the train station as I pull up, her hands on her wide nineteenth-century hips, not a good sign. She taps the face of her wristwatch in the gesture that punctual, responsible people reserve for us disorganized, late ones. But since she wears her wristwatch on her ankle, it's hard to take her seriously.

If all the world's a stage, then Paula certainly understands the importance of wearing the right costume. And she does so by integrating into her wardrobe elements that haven't been seen for centuries, like hoopskirts or mantillas or peplums. It makes a statement. Today she's wearing the dress she made out of her father's white oxford shirt; a flattering choice, given that he's about six foot two and I'd say three hundred pounds, so it achieves the desired effect of making her appear small by comparison. The look is completed with a black felt porkpie hat, a multicolored Guatemalan vest with tiny mirrors on it, and a pair of pumps, one red and one gold.

Paula.

The shoe thing is more than just fashion, it's a philosophy. “Pairs of shoes should be like pairs of people,” Paula says. “They should complement one another, not match.” In the interest of maintaining a graceful posture, however, Paula concedes that the shoes should be identical heights, but insists that buying two pairs in different colors and mixing them is cheating. No, the only way to properly “reunite” a shoe with its “sole mate” is to spend hours in thrift stores sifting through piles of rejected and neglected secondhand shoes. Paula always leaves the bins much neater than she finds them.

Kelly and I get out of the car. Kelly's wearing lace tights, a fuchsia miniskirt, and a pink cotton sweater worn off her left shoulder Flashdance style, balanced by a ponytail and a huge lace bow on the right side of her head. Normally she doesn't wear any makeup at all on her Ivory-girl skin, but today she's tarted herself up special just for the occasion.

“Does this outfit look all right?” she asks Paula. “Edward picked it out.” (Okay, I admit it: I'm living vicariously through her. If guys could get away with wearing elf boots, I would.)

Paula gives Kelly a quick appraisal. “New Wave Barbie,” she says. “It comments on both consumerism and trendiness.”

“Is that good?” Kelly asks.

“You both look great,” I say, putting my arms around them. I'm in my Willy Wonka outfit: purple velvet tailcoat with jeans and red high-tops. Simple, but elegantly sloppy.

Paula lifts a stray hair off my jacket. “You're certain Natie understood, right?”

“Yeah, I just explained to him that five was kind of an awkward number.”

“Absolutely,” she says. “It's not like this is officially a double date, though it is possible Doug might think so.” She brushes at her skirt, which she made out of the ruffles from old tuxedo shirts. “I'm more concerned for Natie's feelings, really. We wouldn't want him to feel left out.”

“That's nice,” Kelly says.

Paula pops open a compact and checks her teeth for lipstick. “I'm concerned for Doug as well. For me this is just another evening in the city. In fact, I've scarcely given it a second 
thought . . .”

That's because she's shared thoughts three through thirty with me on the phone.

“. . . but with Doug it's entirely a different matter. This could be a life-altering experience for him.”

She's interrupted by the growl of a muffler and we look up to see Doug's old Chevy run a red light and tear into the parking lot, pulling into a space marked SHORT-TERM PARKING ONLY without so much as slowing down.

“Oh my God, does my hair look all right?” Paula asks.

I look at her curls. “New Age pre-Raphaelite. It comments on both . . .”

“Oh, shut up.”

Doug leaps out of the car, his cowlick-y hair still wet from a shower, and sprints across the parking lot, unbuttoning his khakis as he jogs toward us and tucking in his wrinkled oxford. “Sorry I'm late,” he shouts. “I had to pick up Nate.”

Nate?

We turn in unison toward the car and see Natie lumbering out of the passenger seat, squinting at the sun like he's a groundhog on the second of February. Shielding his eyes, he smiles and waves to us as if there were nothing remotely strange about his being here.

Paula gives me a pop-eyed silent-movie look.

“Wow,” Doug says, laughing at nothing in particular, “you guys look great. I'm sorry, I don't have anything cool to wear.”

“Never fear,” Paula says, flinging a meaty arm in the air for emphasis. “Madame Paula's House of Couture, she never closes.” She shoots me one last dirty look and then narrows her eyes on Doug, a leopard going in for the kill. “Now let's see . . .”

She circles around him, humming “Whatever Lola wants, Lola gets” and supplying the percussion with her jangling bracelets and flamenco finger snaps. It's a bit much in the light of day, actually, but I figure since she's playing Miss Lynch in Grease she needs outlets for expression.

In one swift move she flings off her vest and snaps it like a matador before easing it over Doug's broad shoulders, then slides off her piano-key tie and lassos him around the neck, pulling him a little too close. Dragging him along as she does a few impromptu tango steps, she sashays over to the Lost in Space lunch box she uses as a purse, removes a button that says UNIQUELY MALADJUSTED, and pins it to his chest.

I've got to give her credit. He looks like one of us now.

“I was getting too hot with all that on, anyway,” she breathes at him, and she unbuttons one, no, two, then (yikes!) three buttons on her shirt, flapping it to fan herself and, of course, give Doug a preview of her nineteenth-century hooters.

“What about me?” Natie asks.

“Yeah, here ya' go,” Paula says, squashing her porkpie hat on his cheesehead.

She musses her curls in the manner of a 1950s Italian movie star and clears her throat as if she's about to make some kind of pronouncement when a champagne-colored Jaguar slides into the parking lot and pulls up next to us. We all turn to look at it.

When they make the movie of my life, this will definitely be a slow-motion moment.

I can't see her face as she steps out of the car, hidden as it is by a shiny black wall of hair, but I'm immediately struck by her endlessly long legs, slender and firm in a pair of ivory Capri pants, and her bony, almost boyish, torso braless under a silk camisole, the breasts small but alert. She flips her straight, silky hair just like a girl in a shampoo commercial and tilts her cocoa-brown face toward the sun, revealing cheekbones like shelves and a long, tapering nose, onto which she slides an enormous pair of Jackie O sunglasses.

“Who is that?” I whisper.

Doug devils me a grin. “That, Teen Angel, is my date,” he says. “Nate here explained the thing about, y'know, five people being a funny number.”

I don't dare look at Paula, and couldn't even if I wanted to. I can't stop staring at this . . . this model in front of me. I've seen her once or twice in the Workshop office but always assumed she was a grown-up.

“Who is she?” I hiss.

“Her name is Ziba,” he says.

“Zebra?” I ask. Who the hell names their kid Zebra?

“No, Zeee-bah. She just moved here.” He beams at her admiringly. “Is she hot or what?”

Even in a pair of gladiator sandals that lace up around the ankles, Ziba is still taller than the rest of us, I'd say close to six foot, and she has to lean way over to talk to her mother through the car window. I assume it's her mother because she, too, is beautiful and elegant and Ziba kisses her goodbye on both cheeks, European style. Her mother hands her an ivory silk scarf and a beaded clutch purse, then waves a manicured hand our way like she knows us (which she doesn't) as the Jag slowly slides away.

Doug tugs on his new vest and struts over to Ziba, smirking like a little boy who just got a pony for Christmas. Ziba takes her time wrapping the silk scarf around her head, crisscrossing the ends over the architecture of her neck and shoulders, the way you see in old Audrey Hepburn movies. She inclines her head so Doug can do the European two-cheek-kiss thing, which I must say he manages to pull off without looking too retarded. I make a mental note to practice this gesture until I can accomplish it with grace and ease. I glance up for the first time at Paula, whose left eye is twitching like she just drank
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