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TO SISTERS 
IN ALL THEIR GLORIOUS FORMS 
(AND YES, SOUL-SISTERS 
ARE MOST DEFINITELY INCLUDED).

 

 

SISTERS 
MAKE THE WORLD 
GO ROUND.




“Life is short and we have never too much time for  
gladdening the hearts of those  
who are traveling the dark journey with us.  
Oh, be swift to love, make haste to be kind!”

—HENRI-FRÉDÉRIC AMIEL
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PEACE

August 15

 

Hola, Anna!!!!!

Only one week until I come home—wh-hoo! I can’t wait, although there are things I’ll miss about the wilds of Tennessee. It’s been intense, I tell ya. Every morning we hike thirty minutes to the ridge of Lookout Mountain where our section of the trail starts. Then we put in an eight-hour day leveling the ground and chopping away undergrowth.

EIGHT HOURS, Anna. Are you getting that?

Are you fully appreciating the level of actual WORK I’ve been doing during this “fun summer enrichment experience”? Mom would die. Then again, so would you, my little ducky-wucky.

JK. LOL. Enter. (Heh heh, do I sound like Peyton?)

But the trail is almost done, thank God, because my boots are completely trashed. Yesterday I propped them against a campfire rock and took a picture of them. No people, just my work boots, all broken in and covered with mud. I am so tough.

It feels good, though. I mean, it also sucks, because it’s  work, and it makes me tired, and sometimes, as I’m heaving a rock or getting all mucky cutting through the creek, I find myself spacing out and wishing I were at home watching TV Land. With a big bowl of Doritos. And a Cherry Coke. And maybe ice cream . . .

Yes, I fantasize about TV and junk food. Yes, I am that girl.

But—and don’t say oh, there goes Carly, being weird—there’s a part of me that’s been, like, woken up while I’ve been here. Like, sometimes I’ll be off by myself, with NO CIVILIZATION AT ALL, just birds and the creek and the wind rustling in the trees, and I’ll think, Wow.

And then I’ll wonder if a bear’s secretly watching and thinking I look like a Dorito, and I’ll come out of my daze.

But I do like it. The stillness.

And you? Been lounging around the pool, sipping daiquiris and eating bonbons? Ah well, we can’t all be as studly as me. I have muscles, by the way. Real, live muscles. I’m probably in the best shape I’ve ever been in, only it’s weird, because there aren’t any mirrors, so I can’t tell for sure. It blows my mind that I’ve gone for an entire month and a half without seeing myself.

But it feels real, Anna. In fact, my goal for sophomore year is to hold on to this realness. Trees, sky, rocks—they’re  solid, you know? (Well, not the sky. But you know what I mean.) Being here makes me realize how fake our Atlanta life can be. Buckhead especially. Holy Redeemer even more especially. I don’t want to fall back into all that.

You, on the other hand! My little sister who is finally going to be a FRESHMAN!!! You won’t be a kid anymore, sweetcakes. Is that freaky or what? We’ll see each other in the halls! And during assemblies! And of course in P.E. Since I’m such a[image: 004] generous sister that I waited a whole year so I could take it with you! But hey, someone’s gotta be there to look after you—especially when it comes time for the swimming unit. It would be a real drag if you drowned.

JK. LOL. Enter.

Okay, gotta go, because Park Ranger Chris is tromping down the hill. Park Ranger Chris is forty years old, stares at all the girls’ butts, and brings us candy. Mmm, candy . . .

Peace out,

Carly

 

P.S.A water moccasin has taken up residence in the pond by our camp, so I haven’t washed my hair in days.

P.P.S. Or bathed.

P.P.P.S. And I probably won’t get a chance to until I’m home, so I might be a bit stinky when I first see you. Possibly a lot stinky. Is it a bad sign that I have fungus sprouting all over me?

P.P.P.P.S. CAN’T WAIT TO SEE YOU, SIS! GET THOSE HUGGING ARMS READY!!!




CHAPTER ONE

BACK IN THE[image: 005]SWIMMING POOL AGAIN

I’m out by our pool with my sister Anna and my best friend, Peyton. Anna and Peyton are working on their tans; I, on the other hand, am carving a “peace” symbol into a potato. It’s not that I’m against reclining on chaise lounges and being a lazy butt, but I feel the need to do something that reminds me of my granola-girl stint on Lookout Mountain. Why? Because being back in Atlanta is weird. Good, but weird.

I’m superskinny, for one thing. I’ve always been skinnier than Anna, but now I’m model thin. Tiny thin. And I like it. Only wouldn’t you know it? While I was off getting skinny, Anna was busy going through her own transformation. Meaning, she grew boobs. Bursting-from-her-bikini, Hooters-esque boobs. During the six weeks I was gone, she went from being “cute little Anna” to the kind of girl guys drool over, and I don’t know whether to be jealous or not.

Well, no. I am jealous, but I don’t want to be. She’s my little sister. I love her.

But she looks really good.

“Hey, Billy Bob,” Peyton says to me from her chaise longue. “Pass me some chew, will ya?”

“Ha ha,” I say. Peyton’s pretending I’m a redneck because of my farmer’s tan, which she finds hilarious. She and Anna are uniformly golden, of course. “The preferred term is chaw, and sorry, don’t have a pinch to share.”

Peyton laughs. Her redneck jokes so far have involved: pickup trucks, deer hunting, Confederate flags, and overalls. Now she’s on to chewing tobacco. “Seriously, B.B.—”

“B.B.?”

“For Billy Bob. It’s your new nickname.”

“No way, that’s a horrible nickname.”

“It is,” Anna agrees from her chaise longue. She’s wearing a pink polka-dot bikini that she didn’t own before I left. She has cleavage, also un-owned before I left. “It’s like a BB gun. You shouldn’t call someone a BB gun.”

“Unless that someone looks like she owns one,” Peyton says.

“Ooo-baby,” I hoot. “You take funny pills to get so funny?”

“Seriously, Carly. Your tan I can forgive. Almost. But you have got  to shave your legs, or I swear I’ll call you B.B. till kingdom comes.”

“Oh, we’re going there again,” I say. Peyton’s been riding me about my legs since she first noticed their hairiness, which was within minutes of joining us by the pool. I’ve been trying to stay glib—they’re my legs, who cares?—but it’s getting to me.

“Even rednecks shave their legs,” she says.

“Well, girl rednecks,” Anna clarifies.

My eyes fly to her. Is Anna siding with Peyton?

“Everyone knows you have this driving need to be a free spirit or whatever,” Peyton says to me. I could really do without her attitude, which is annoyingly patronizing. “Like roughing it in the woods for six weeks when you could have done that sweet internship at the Cloister.”

She eyes me meaningfully. She had issues before I left about the fact I turned down the Cloister position, and apparently, she still has issues now. But the only reason she wanted me to work at the Cloister was so she could come ogle the hot rich guys and take advantage of the gourmet dessert bar.

“I didn’t want to work at the Cloister,” I say. “The Cloister is full of the same overprivileged socialites as Buckhead, only in swimsuits.” Buckhead is the part of Atlanta we live in, where everyone has fancy cars, backyard pools, and maids. Yes, maids. And the maids are usually black, and wear crisp white maid uniforms, and it seems so wrong to me. Though Mom’s weary response to that is, “Well, do you think they’d rather be jobless?”

“Oh, Carly,” Peyton says, adopting a here-we-go-again tone that’s scarily similar to Mom’s. “What you fail to realize is that while you  see socialites in swimsuits and think, ‘Yuck,’ everyone else on the planet thinks, ‘Ahhh, the good life. Sure wish I were playing shuf fleboard and nibbling buttered crackers.’”

“Plus, I was only offered the Cloister job because Dad knows the owner,” I say. “I didn’t want a Dad job. I wanted a me job.”

“Which you didn’t even get paid for,” Peyton says dismissively. She sits forward on her chaise longue. “But, Carly, back to your legs. What I’m saying is that—in general—we accept your weirdness. Right, Anna?”

“Sometimes,” Anna says.

“We accept that you’re not into makeup—”

“No, you don’t,” I say.

“—just as we accept your extremely unnatural aversion to J.Crew. Although I ask you: What’s not to like about J.Crew?”

“Besides the brain-numbing overload of pink and lime green? Besides the tiny printed whales?”

Peyton shakes her head, her eyes full of disappointment. “It is very sad that you can’t appreciate the beauty of tiny printed whales. But as I said, you march to your own drum.” She leans over and  plucks my potato from me. She places it peeling-side-down on the flagstone and takes my hands. “Only, sweetie? There comes a point when the drum marching goes too far.”

“And you’ve reached it,” Anna says, giggling.

Oh my God, Anna is siding with Peyton. I can’t believe it. Last night when I first showed Anna my hairy legs, she was impressed, if somewhat horrified.

“Wow,” she’d said, tentatively running her hand up my shin. “I could never not shave my legs, even if I wanted to.” Then she asked what Roger was going to think, and I told her he wouldn’t bat an eye, which is true, because Roger is awesome that way. And also, he’s Dutch. Everyone knows that Europeans are cooler than Americans when it comes to hairy legs. For that matter, when it comes to hairy . . . everything.

“Just swear you’ll shave before Monday,” Peyton says. “’Kay?”

Monday is the day school starts at Holy Redeemer, a “Christian Preparatory School for Girls and Boys.”

“No,” I tell Peyton, jerking my hands from hers.

“Carly,” she says.

“Peyton,” I reply.

“It’s gross.”

“It’s not gross. It’s natural. My crew leader, Sydney, stopped shaving her legs when she started college. She goes to Wesleyan. She says no one there even notices.”

“Yeah, and she probably kisses girls, too.”

“Peyton . . .”

Why is she being like this? I haven’t seen her for six weeks, and instead of reminding me of all the good things about being home, she’s doing the exact opposite. “There’s no rule that says you have to shave your legs. And there’s no rule that says that if you don’t, you’re a lesbian.”

Peyton adopts a singsong voice. “If it looks like a lesbo and it smells like a lesbo . . .”

Anna laughs, then claps her hand over her mouth.

For a second I almost wish I were back on Lookout Mountain. I don’t really, because six weeks of camping out and eating sardines for protein was plenty. But suddenly I don’t want to be here, either.

I stare at the pool. My vision blurs, as does the sun-sparkled water.

“Carly?” Anna says uncertainly.

I don’t respond.

“I’m kidding,” Peyton says. “I’m fully, completely kidding, Carly. I know you’re not a lesbo.”

I roll my eyes, since I’ve had too many crushes on too many guys for either one of us to think I might be gay. But I’m tempted to tell her that it turns out I am, that I spent all summer kissing hairy girls and now I want to kiss her.

Only, she would laugh and make eww sounds and it would be too depressing. So I don’t.

“Carly, what’s wrong?” Anna asks.

“Nothing,” I say. “It’s just . . . hard.”

Anna pushes herself up to a sitting position, and if Peyton weren’t between us, she’d probably hug me. “What’s hard?”

How I am supposed to reply? Of all the thoughts rising to the surface—

Why do people care about labels like “redneck” and “socialite” and “lesbo”?

And why do they care so much about appearances?

And why do I feel scared of drowning in all this fakeness when I’ve  promised myself I’m going to be more real than that?

—none of them is worth saying out loud. Also not worth saying is how pathetic it is that I supposedly “march to my own drum,” yet one of my biggest rebellions is not liking tiny printed whales. That, and having hairy legs.

I shift my gaze, and my potato comes into focus. Or rather, my half-a-potato. I pick it up and trace the peace symbol I carved into  the smooth fleshy part. My next step will be to use it as a stamp to make my potato-print T-shirt.

“Forget it,” I say. “Let’s talk about something else.”

“Okay,” Peyton says perkily. “Let’s talk about Anna’s boobs.”

“Hey!” Anna says.

“They’re bigger than my head,” Peyton goes on.

“They are not bigger than your head,” Anna protests.

I force a smile. I pour a puddle of blue paint onto a paper plate and dip my potato into it. Then I press the potato onto my soft, white, just-the-right-size T-shirt, which I’ve laid flat on the flagstone.

“Half my head, then,” Peyton says. “Each of your boobs is the size of half my head. If you put them together, they’d equal one entire head.”

I lift the potato to reveal a beautiful blue peace sign.

“Nice,” Anna says, admiring my artwork.

Peyton thinks Anna’s “nice” is in response to the head-boob comment, and she says, “Darn straight it’s nice. Your boobs are a blessing from God.”

I dip and press, listening as Peyton warns Anna not to be taken in by senior guys who ask her out, but are only interested in one thing.

“No senior guy is going to ask me out,” Anna says.

“You never know,” Peyton says. “Face it, Anna. You’re hot.”

“I am not.”

“Oh, um, you are.” Peyton nudges me with her bare foot. “Carly, your sister’s hot. In fact, sorry to say it, but she’s way hotter than you.”

A splot of paint drips onto the flagstone. “I know,” I say, pretending her comment doesn’t sting.

“I mean, you look great, don’t get me wrong. You’re like . . . lima-bean girl.”

“I think you mean string bean,” I say. “I hope you mean string bean.”

“Lima bean, string bean, whatev. The point is, you’re a bean. But our little Anna is . . . a luscious pair of cantaloupes.”

“Peyton, shut up,” Anna begs.

“Last week?” Peyton says to me. “While you were off being a wild woman up on your mountain? Your charming neighbors”—she jerks her head at the stone wall separating our house from the Millers’—“threw one of their mom’s bras into y’all’s driveway. They put a rock in each cup and tied the straps together, so they’d stay in. The rocks.”

It takes me a second, but then I get it. An over-the-shoulder-boulder-holder—hilarious.

“What idiots,” I say. The Miller boys range in age from eight to twelve, and their names are Larry, Barry, Gary, and Terry. I tell people this, and they’re like, No way. But it’s true.

The oldest, Larry, hasn’t even started junior high yet, while the youngest is in third grade, tops.

“What are they doing thinking about bras at their age?” I say.

“They’re not thinking about bras,” Peyton says. “They’re thinking about what goes in said bras. And yes, it starts early—especially if they have Anna living next door.”

“Shut up,” Anna says.

“So you know what we did?” Peyton goes on.

“What you did,” Anna says.

“You helped. You’re the one who got your dad’s jockstrap.”

“Ick,” I say.

“We taped nuts into it—teeny tiny peanuts—and tossed it back over the wall.”

“Why?!”

“An under-the-butt-nut-hut. Get it?”

Again, it takes a second, but then I laugh. It breaks up some of the sludge inside me. “Did you make that up?”

“Peyton taped the peanuts into it and threw it over the wall,” Anna says. “Not me.”

“Y’all are crazy.”

“But at least we shave our legs,” Peyton says.

When I make an indignant sound, she widens her eyes dramatically and delivers her stock Peyton line. “JK! LOL!” She pretends to hit a computer button. “Enter!”

I laugh some more. She’s so ridiculous.

Peyton rises from her chair and stretches, her sun-streaked blond hair falling down her back. “Swim time, kids,” she says. She strolls to the deep end of the pool and dives in.

I glance at Anna, the first full-on look I’ve given her since she sided with Peyton about my legs. “You going in?”

“Nah,” she says, because she’s not very big on swimming. She  can swim, she just doesn’t like to. Dad used to call her his little ducky, because she had a float shaped like a duck that she always insisted on using. The summer Anna turned four, Dad decided she was too big for her ducky float, and he confiscated it. So Anna decided not to get in the pool, even though the pool guys had just that day pulled the pool cover off and gotten the chlorine levels right and all that. She sat on the steps and refused to get wet, until finally Dad grabbed her under her armpits and lugged her into the deep end. When she started crying, he said impatiently, “You can still be a duck, Anna. Just paddle.”

“I am paddling!” she’d whimpered, moving her arms in floppy, pitiful jerks.

“Then paddle harder,” was Dad’s no-mercy response.

Later, it became a joke between me and Anna. If one of us was struggling with something—homework, the too-tight lid on a jar of pickles, whatever—the other would growl, “Just paddle harder.” It was one of those sister jokes that was only amusing to us.

“Come on,” I say to Anna now. “It’s practically the last day of summer.”

“I’d rather work on my tan,” Anna says.

I place my potato next to my drying shirt and get to my feet.  Taking her hands and pulling her off her chair, I say, “Up you go, little ducky-wucky.”

“I’m not little—and quit calling me that.”

“Little duck with big boobs,” I say, and with the joke right there in front of me, I keep going without thinking it through. “Hey, I know! Your boobs can be your flotation devices!”

She blushes. And then so do I, because now who’s being the jerk?

“Sorry,” I say quickly.

“It’s okay,” she replies, just as quick. She swallows.

I point her toward the stairs that lead into the shallow end and get her moving with a push. She wades in waist-high, holding her arms up above the water. She looks back at me.

“Doing great,” I encourage. “Paddle harder!”

If Anna were the type to flip me the bird, she would. Since she’s not, she scowls. But it turns into a laugh.

Peyton swims over from the deep end, pops up next to Anna, and uses her cupped hands to throw a handful of water at me.

“Hey!” I yelp.

“Get in, you wuss!”

“Wuss? Wuss?!” I charge the pool and launch myself into the air, crying, “Cannonball!”

Anna shrieks, and I land with enough precision to know she’ll be doused. Then I’m swallowed by the water, my cheeks puffed with air and my arms hugging my hairy shins.




CHAPTER TWO

PEASANTS AND ROYALTY

After Peyton leaves, Anna and I go inside and change out of our swimsuits. Our plans for the rest of the day include back-to-school haircuts, followed by dinner at Slummy Peachtree. Slummy Peachtree is Dad’s name for the casual dining area at our country club, the Peachtree Club. The fancy dining room is called the Treetop, and Dad cracks himself up by implying that we’re slumming it when we eat in the sunny, pub-style restaurant instead of the fancy schmancy Treetop.

I select the “Groovy Tunes” playlist on my iPod and peel off my bathing suit. I put on undies, a bra, and my peace shirt, which has dried in the sun. I pair it with a long, flowy skirt which has teeny mirrors sewn along the hem. I twist my hips to make the glass twinkle.

If we were going to the Treetop, I’d be required to wear an actual dress, but at Slummy Peachtree, the attire is casual. Shorts and tank tops aren’t allowed, but pretty much everything else is. Another dining option is the Men’s Grill, and if we were eating there, I could wear tailored pants, but no jeans. There is no Women’s Grill.

Anna comes into my room and flops onto my bed. She’s wearing a fitted pink dress. Another of my small rebellions is to never wear a fitted pink dress, ever.

“Fun skirt,” she says. “Where’d you get it?”

“At a street fair on our last day in Tennessee,” I say. I turn toward her, moving to the music. The song playing is “Almost Cut My Hair” by Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young—how can I not move to the music? I lift my skirt to display my Jesus sandals. “I got these, too.”

“You look like a flower child,” Anna says.

“And you look like a debutante.”

“Nuh-uh,” she says. “You can’t be a deb till after your first year of college.”

The song hits the amazingly awesome rock-out part, and I belt out, “I feel like letting my freak flag fly!”

Anna’s smile says she likes me, but that she’s embarrassed for me.

“Why do you listen to this old stuff?” she asks.

I take a break from my solo. “Sixties music? Because it rocks.”

“No. Really.”

“Yes, really. How can you not like it?”

“Because it’s old.”

I shake my head. “Dude, the sixties were all about peace and love and happiness. Woodstock. Social change. Resisting the status quo.”

“Never mind,” she says. “Forget I asked.”

I stride to my iPod and change songs. The opening guitar chords of Neil Young’s “Heart of Gold” fill the room, and five beats later, the harmonica part. God, I love the harmonica part. Anna, judging by her expression, does not.

“Listen to the lyrics,” I urge.

“Listening,” she says. “So?”

“So he’s searching for a heart of gold!” I say. “He crossed the ocean for a heart of gold! Don’t you want that kind of love?”

“Fergie sings about love, too, you know. And she’s still alive.”

I lift my eyebrows. With zero inflection, I say, “The girl can’t help it oh baby.”

She giggles. “You’re weird.”

“Thank God,” I say. I change songs again and pull up “Sugar Magnolia” by the Grateful Dead. I return to her and grab her shoulders. “There is no way you can’t feel the joy of this song.”

“Um . . . not feeling it.”

I attempt to make her dance. She turns into a wooden plank.

“Anna! You have to like the Grateful Dead. It’s the law.”

“Oh, riiight.” She makes double peace signs with her hands and adopts the voice of a stoner. “I’m Carly. Aren’t I so cool?”

“Shut up,” I say, laughing. “And, yes. I am, thanks for noticing.”

She goes back to my bed and watches as I continue getting ready.

“It must be fun to be so skinny,” she says. “Is it?”

“Ehh,” I say to downplay it. But yeah, it is fun. My arm muscles are firm and lean, and my quads are defined from hiking up the trail every day. Not that anyone can appreciate the fabulous-ness of my quads right this second, since they’re hidden beneath my swishy skirt. But I feel stronger in my body than I ever have. I feel capable.

Anna reaches over to my bedside table and picks up the framed picture of me standing on top of Lookout Mountain. Yes, I already printed the good ones from my digital camera, and yes, I even framed some. In the one she’s looking at, I’m wearing beat-up jeans, my scuffed leather hiking boots, and a sleeveless shirt that shows off my tan arms. I’m leaning on my pickax, and I look downright tough.

Anna has never been that tough.

“Being skinny isn’t important,” I say. “It’s just bodies, you know? Anyway, you’re the one who’s hot all of a sudden.”

“Carly!” Dad bellows from the bottom of the staircase. “Anna! Get a move on!”

“We’re coming, we’re coming!” I call.

Anna clambers off the bed, and we go downstairs to join Mom and Dad. Mom’s wearing a linen pantsuit. Dad’s decked out in a short-sleeved collared shirt, his idea of dressed down.

He jiggles his keys and says, “Well, daughters, shall we take the Jaguar, which is new, and be treated like royalty? Or shall we take the BMW—an older model, yet a few good years left—and be treated like peasants?”

I groan, imagining what people not in our family would think if they heard Dad’s remark. Like if my crew leader, Sydney, heard him being such a tool, or the other volunteers I worked with. One of the guys in our group was from the Appalachians, and he pronounced “wash” like “warsh.”

“I don’t know many peasants who drive BMWs,” I say.

Dad laughs. “The Jaguar it is, then.” He punches the “away” code into the security system and hustles us through the door. We have thirty seconds to get out, or the alarm will blare and the people who monitor the system will call to check up on us. Dad will have to give our password, which is “Veuve Clicquot,” and in a week, Dad will get a bill for fifty dollars, because we’ve already gone over our allotted woopsies.

We make it out in time, even though Anna trips on her stacked heel. Dad grabs her to keep her from falling.

“Thanks, Daddy,” she says.

He kisses the top of her head. “Guess you’re getting a little top-heavy, aren’t you?”

Did he really just say that? Top-heavy?

Anna turns bright red, so I say, “You just need to get some shoes you can walk in.” I show off one of my Jesus sandals. “Like mine.”

Dad holds down his thumb and blows air through his teeth in a  ssssssssss of disapproval. It’s classic Dad—he frequently gives Anna and me the thumbs-down even when we’ve in no way asked for his input.

“What’s wrong with my sandals?” I retort.

“Come along, girls,” Mom says from the front passenger seat. “Time to go.”

“If one of my clients saw you in that get-up, he’d think you were in a cult,” Dad says.

“Fine, forget it.”

He chuckles, oblivious to the fact that he’s now hurt both his daughters’ feelings. Except . . . how can he not know?

As we pull out of the driveway, Anna points at my sandals and whispers, “Cult member!”

I give Anna’s stacked heels the thumbs-down and whisper, “Sssssss!”

She shoves me. I shove her back. We giggle, and I thank God for giving me a sister. I really do send up a silent prayer of gratitude, because if I were an only child and Dad was my dad? I’d never survive.




CHAPTER THREE

THE COLOR OF CONFORMITY

Ten minutes later, Dad parks in front of Venus Salon, one of several stores in the boutique-y strip mall off West Paces Ferry Road. Toni, the owner, greets us at the door. She’s even more hyped up than usual.

“Our expansion is complete!” she exclaims, leading the four of us to the east side of the salon. She gestures at a sun-filled space that used to be a stationery store, but now boasts gleaming chrome salon chairs, silver mirrors, and pale pink walls. “I’m calling it my ‘New Talent’ wing. All my stylists go through extensive training, you know, and now I have the perfect way to help them make their debut.”

“Toni, it’s lovely,” Mom says. I glance at the stylist who’s hard at work behind one of the salon chairs. He’s cute—probably gay—with spiky black hair, an eyebrow ring, and dark, almond-shaped eyes. Mediterranean, maybe? He’s wearing a black button-down with a flared collar and black pants. I suspect I could learn a lot about style if I had a gay guy pal.

Alas, all the gay guys at Holy Redeemer are still deep, deep in the closet. Either that, or they’ve transferred to another school. If I were gay, I sure wouldn’t want to go to Holy Redeemer, where “the spirit of honoring Christ” includes stocking the nurse’s office with informational brochures on Hope for Homosexuals ministries and ex-gay summer camps.

The girl whose hair the stylist is drying is about my age. Her haircut is awesome: short and flippy, with streaks of sky blue mixed in with her blonde layers. Ooo, I want sky-blue highlights, I think. Is it possible to do sky-blue highlights with dark hair?

“So what do you think?” Toni says to me and Anna. She looks at us expectantly. “My feelings won’t be hurt at all.”

“Sorry, what?” I say.

“At twenty dollars a pop?” Dad says. “Absolutely.”

Toni beams. “Terriff.” She steers Anna and me farther into the New Talent wing. “Carly, why don’t you go first. Anna, you can wait here.”

I deduce that we’ve been bumped from Toni’s schedule and placed on the guinea-pig roster. Given that Toni charges seventy dollars per cut, I’m not surprised. While Dad has no problem forking over the big bucks for a new-model Jag, the prospect of “getting a deal,” no matter how small, fills him with little-boy glee. “Oh Boy” syrup instead of Aunt Jemima, bought in bulk with his well-used Sam’s card. “Wise Owl” cheese curls instead of Cheetos. Dinner for Anna and me from the child’s menu, though we’re both past twelve.

Though he’s not going to be able to pull off that deception anymore, not with Anna. . . . But forget the kids’ meals. We’re talking hair here, not mac-and-cheese.

“Um, actually . . .” I start.

Toni lifts her eyebrows.

“I’m not sure, you know, that, um . . .” I flounder, because I  don’t want to hurt the cute stylist’s feelings. Not that he’s listening. He’s shutting off the blow-dryer and giving his client one last hair fluff.

“Beautiful,” he says in an accent I can’t identify.

The girl smiles.

“Listen, Carly,” Dad says. “Unless you’re willing to pay the difference, you’re getting the bargain matinee.”

The girl’s getting up, and the stylist is brushing off the chair to prepare for the next client.

“Fine,” I say, because (a) I don’t have fifty dollars, and (b) what the heck? Maybe it’ll be great. Maybe the New Talent guy will be even better than Toni.

“Have fun,” Mom says. “I’m going to Sephora. I’ll be back in an hour.”

Toni ushers me over to the salon chair while Anna and Dad take a seat in the waiting area.

“Carly, this is Kazim,” Toni says.

Kazim takes my hand and gives a slight bow. He’s even hotter up close. “Pleased to meet you,” he says.

“Kazim, I am proud to announce, is as of this moment one of my premier stylists,” Toni says. “Excellent job with Nicolette, Kazim. Very, very nice.”

Kazim flicks the name tag clipped to his shirt, which says stylist-in-training. “Does this mean I can finally throw this away?”

Toni laughs. “No, just pass it on to Jerr.” She raises her voice. “Jerr, are you ready for your first-ever client?”

Kazim’s not cutting my hair? Kazim’s going away? I look around for this Jerr, my heart pounding.

A chubby girl who looks like she should still be in high school emerges from the back room.

“Am I ever!” Jerr says. Her own hair is long in the front and short in the back, teased up to look like duck fluff.

She bounces over, pumps my hand. “I am so excited, I can’t  even tell you. Do you know how boring it is cutting hair on mannequins? I mean, it’s all part of the process, life’s a journey, I know. But it’s going to be so different on a real live person.” She giggles. “And no, my grandma doesn’t count.”

Oh no. Jerr scares me—I want Kazim!—but how am I supposed to get out of it now? Jerr will think I changed my mind just from seeing her. The fact that it’s true doesn’t make it any better.

Okay, breathe, I tell myself. There’s no reason Jerr won’t be just as fabulous as Kazim, despite her teased hair. I glance at Anna for reassurance, but Anna’s eyes are wide, and she mouths the word run!

I glare. Not helpful.

Jerr chatters endlessly as she washes my hair, combs out the tangles, and gives me a head massage so rough that I feel like one of those Bozo the Clown punching-bag dolls. I grip the chair for balance.

“Now,” she says. “What are we doing today?” She lifts my damp hair. “You have a lot of heaviness here. Should we go shorter? Maybe a bob?”

“Like that girl before me? You could do that?”

“It would look awesome. You want to add some highlights, too?”

My spirits pick up. I glance at Dad to make sure he’s not listening—he’s not, he’s absorbed in his New York Times—and say, “I really liked that blue.”

“Hmm,” Jerr says. “Problem is, your hair’s so dark. We’ll have to lighten it up first, lift some of that color out. Hey, you know what would be really cute?”

“What?”

“Do a base color underneath, maybe a deep auburn, and then bring the top layer several shades lighter. A honey blond, maybe?”

Me, a blonde? Blond is for Peyton, blond is for Anna. Blond is the color of conformity.

If I had auburn underneath, though, I wouldn’t be conforming, since I wouldn’t actually be a blonde. . . .

“You really think it would look good?”

“Oh my God,” Jerr says. “With your brown eyes? Amazing.”

Honey blond with auburn underneath. A short flippy bob with fun colors for the first day of school.

Just do it, part of me says. Do you want to be a free spirit or not?

The wimpier part of me says, But do you really want to free your spirit with Jerr? Jerr is wearing a miniskirt with holes cut in the front to show her thighs. The pendant hanging from her necklace is a giant rhinestone cherry. You don’t like Jerr’s own hair, and you want her to radically change yours?

Then starts the endless back-and-forth of me against me, because I do that. I overanalyze things. I worry that I want the right things for the wrong reasons, or the wrong things for the right reasons, or even—perhaps most often—the wrong things for the wrong reasons.

The wheels in my brain spin like this:

Jerr is . . . kinda redneck.

So you’re going to judge her for not being all perfect preppy Buckhead? She’s not wearing tiny printed whales, after all. Doesn’t that count for anything?

She kinda scares me.

Because you’re a big fat weenie, that’s why. Because you talk the talk, but you can’t walk the walk.

Yeah . . . but getting an un-Holy Roller haircut can hardly be considered social protest.

But it is rebelling against the norm. Isn’t something better than nothing?

I could go on like this for eons, and probably would, except that Jerr cuts off my internal debate by saying, “So whaddaya think?” She can’t stop lifting and stroking my hair.

Toni wouldn’t have hired her if she wasn’t good, I tell myself. So even though the increasingly panicked voice of self-preservation says,  No! Don’t do it! You’ll regret it!, I throw caution to the wind and say, “Sure, why not?”

 

Forty-five minutes later, I have the answer to my question. In fact, I have multiple answers to my question.

Why not do a total hair makeover with Jerr? Well, because:

1. the “auburn” underlayer could turn out as bright as a fire engine;
2. the “blond” top layer could end up the color of early-morning urine; and
3. my bangs could end up completely uneven and way too short, as in an entire inch above my eyebrows. And completely uneven. Did I mention completely uneven?
Put them all together, and the answer to “why not?” is BECAUSE JERR IS THE ANTICHRIST AND SHOULD NOT BE ALLOWED NEAR HAIR.

Of course I say none of this because I’m in shock as I stare at my reflection. I am in shock, and Jerr needs to go back to beauty school . . . or better yet, Antarctica. Or I should go to Antarctica. Maybe the penguins would be nice to me out of a sense of two-toned commiseration.

Who am I kidding? Even the penguins would flap off in squawking terror.

“All done,” Jerr chirps, whipping off my cape. “I love it. Do you love it?”

I gape at her. Is she insane?
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