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You

WE KEEP BURNING in the brown smog pit. The girls swarm in their black moth dresses. Their scalps are shaved like concentration camp ladies. Rats click my head. Everything broken.

 

When you were a baby I sat very still to hold you. I could see the veins through your skin like a map to inside you. How could skin be that thin? I was so afraid you might drop and break. I stopped breathing so you wouldn’t.

 

When you were crying I got out of bed and went into your room. You were thrashing around behind the bars of the crib, your face twisted and red, like, how could they be doing this to me? I didn’t understand why Mom hadn’t come to you.

 

You turned your head to look at me. Your eyes looked so big in your face, so mysterious—wide and flickering like a butterfly-wing mask. When you saw me the wails turned to sobs, and then just quieter heaves of your body. I held out my finger through the bars.

 

Then you reached out and curled your fingers around mine, so tight. I knew you recognized me. That was the first time I knew I had a heart inside my body.

 

You still cry too easily, but without your tears, at least, everything would burn. You are Spring in your jeans, in the laughing leaves. I think pearls melted over your bones.

 


I thought sacrifice might mean something. The wounds throb even though they’re not real yet. Would you reach inside them to uncover the secret? You try to tell me but your tongue feels severed.







    

 




Kaleidoscope

YOU WERE JUST A BOY on a bed in a room, like a kaleidoscope is a tube full of bits of broken glass. But the way I saw you was pieces refracting the light, shifting into an infinite universe of flowers and rainbows and insects and planets, magical dividing cells, pictures no one else knew.

I remember. I was going on a date and I came into your room. I wanted you to see me, but I pretended I was coming to see if you had any beers in the ice chest under your bed. I was wearing my shiny leotard and my wraparound skirt, my cork sandals and Jontue perfume and Bonne Bell lip gloss. I had shaved my legs and they were pretty tan already, even though it was May. I knocked and you didn’t answer. I thought the music was too loud and you hadn’t heard. It was this crazy banging shouting music I’d never heard before. I just opened the door.

You jerked up and looked at me. You were in bed with the sheet over you and the room smelled close. I smelled your pot and beer and your smell—salty, warm, baked. I read in a magazine that women aren’t supposed to be attracted to the smells of their fathers and brothers.

You sat up and your eyes were blank and hard—mad. You yelled, What are you doing? Don’t you knock anymore!

I backed up and your eyes turned sad, then kind. You said, I’m sorry, you. Hang on, and I turned and pretended to look at some albums while you got up. You were buttoning your black jeans when I turned around. But you didn’t have a shirt on. You looked pale—usually you were tan by spring, too, darker than me—but your skin was white and smooth like marble. I could see every segment of muscle in your stomach; your arms looked stronger, too. There were some weights on the floor. I apologized and you sat on the bed and asked me what I wanted. You never asked me that when I came to you. We just accepted the pull that brought us into the same spaces as often as possible. I mumbled something about the beer. I wanted you to like my outfit, I wanted your praise because without it I felt like I was going to fade into nothing. This little shiny leotard and rayon jersey wrap skirt would walk out all alone on platform sandals to meet my date.

You said, Where are you going? You sounded like a dad and it scared me. I said dancing. You asked where and I said, Kaleidoscope. You rolled your eyes. Why that disco shit? You never spoke to me like that. I could feel my face getting hot. I hoped my tan and the Indian Earth makeup on my cheeks and eyelids would hide it. I smelled my perfume and it was way too sweet; I wanted to smell like you. You saw me getting upset and you said you were sorry again. You asked if I was going on a date, I looked pretty. I said kind of. Michelle and I were meeting some boys. You asked who was driving. I said Michelle. You said you didn’t want us drinking. You asked if you could drive. I said no. I didn’t want you to see me with Brent Fisher. I was afraid you’d tease me about him forever. You shrugged. You said, Whatever, have fun, and you lay back on your bed and closed your eyes.

 

I came home at about 2:30. My leotard was sopping wet. I had sweated off all my lotion and perfume and deodorant and I kept sniffing my armpits on my way upstairs, touching with one fingertip and sniffing. I wondered if you could smell the beer that Brent Fisher and Billy Ellis got for us. I was chewing some Bubble Yum to try to hide it. The sugar coated my mouth but bitter, the sweet was all gone, like I’d sipped perfume.

I knocked and you answered. I couldn’t believe it when I saw you. Your head was shaved. I thought you looked so naked and different, vulnerable and ugly and beautiful. If I hadn’t been drunk I might have been able to pretend I was cool but I was drunk and you saw me staring and shrugged and turned around and went back in. I followed you because you didn’t close the door. You sat back on the floor and ignored me. I just stood there looking at the shape of your head that I hadn’t seen since you were a little boy and Mom made you get a crew cut. Your head was symmetrical and proud like a Roman statue’s—like that replica of David that Mom had in the den—but your ears stuck out and the bone at the nape of your neck looked knobby. I wanted to touch your scalp. You used to look like Jim Morrison. I asked about your head. You said it was punkrock (you said it like one word) and I probably didn’t know what that was. I said I knew, too, I did so know. I sounded like a baby. You said you were sorry but disco sucked and I needed to be educated. I rolled my eyes but I wanted you to go on. You said it was a movement from the U.K., very radical, it was about breaking rules and making your own sounds. You said maybe I should cut my hair. You had never said anything like that. I wanted to cry. I said I was going to bed.

I went to my room and unpeeled. My wet clothes lay in a heap. My shoes looked precarious and stupid. I wondered if I would ever be brave enough to wear punk shoes, although I wasn’t sure what that was for girls. As I lay on my waterbed I touched my head. It felt small and bumpy. The waves rippled under me and I pretended I was on a houseboat, as far away from the Valley as I could get without leaving you for another ocean.







    

 




Jealous

MOM SAID, Lex, you look so nice today, honey, smoothing your hair, pushing it out of your eyes, and you said, Marina picked this lame shirt out, and you winked at me. She said, We’ve got to do something about all this hair, though. Or she said, How was school today, Lex? and you said, It sucked. Marina, did your day suck as much as mine? Once, in front of you, she told me I had reached that age when I wasn’t a sweet-smelling little girl anymore and we needed to get me some Secret. Later you said, She’s just jealous. I asked what you meant but you wouldn’t answer.







    

 




Burn

MY MIND IS LIKE THE VALLEY—this vast barren waste. Car lots. Malls. Tract homes. I know there are other worlds beyond it—of canyons full of coyote and monarch butterflies, squirrels, bunnies, purple and yellow wildflowers, of magical boulevards lined with palatial movie theaters and movie-star haunted mansions, of parks and palms and palisades, especially, especially of the ocean, where it all ends and everything begins. I know the rest is out there but from where I sit in my head it’s like being on the bottom of a hot sunken pit—you can’t see anything else around you no matter how hard you try.


 

Before you could drive and got the wagon we took the bus to the beach. It picked us up on Ventura Boulevard and went over Sepulveda, through Westwood and all the way to Santa Monica. We knew the water wasn’t too clean there, there were reports that people got sick from swimming in the bay but we didn’t care. We kicked off our flip-flops, ran across the sand that burned our soles, and fell onto our beach towels. You read Kerouac and I brought Seventeen, Mademoiselle, Glamour, and Vogue. I lay in a daze, blinking at the twinkles of white light on the blue waves, feeling the beautiful heat deep in my hair, salt water evaporating from my skin, leaving it smoother against my bones. The sand scratched under my bikini and I’d peek to see the contrast between the pale skin there and the rosebrown color of my belly, almost black where the hipbones poked up. We’d swim; we’d plunge into the salty stingy lunge of waves. We’d come out and you’d toss your head and drip drops from your hair on me. We’d stop for rocky road ice cream in Westwood on the way home and I picked out the nuts and gave them to you, you plucked marshmallows for me. I’d sleep next to you on the bus. Once my head slipped onto your shoulder while I was half asleep. I waited. You didn’t try to wake me up.

Once I lay in the sun so long, slicked with baby oil, that I blistered on my chin and chest. Shiny clear bubbles over the red. Pale clear liquid seeping out. You put ointment on it and ice and said to be careful. You could tan so easily—I wondered if our dad was pale like I am. Even Mom didn’t get as dark as you, though. Sometimes I wanted to peel away all of my skin and find a different me underneath.







    

 




Mermaid

YOU ASKED IF I BELIEVED in reincarnation. You doodled on a napkin, carnation carnivore carnal. I said I wasn’t sure. You said if you died you’d come back as an animal—a dog. You’d always wanted a dog but Mom said we couldn’t have one in the house, it would ruin the carpeting and the furniture and she said she’d end up having to pick up its shits while we were out partying. That second part wouldn’t have been true—we would have been good dog parents, especially you. You always fed strays and bent down to talk to the dogs you met on the street, looking straight into their eyes as if they were old friends.
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