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      SEPTEMBER 30, 2003

      I know my own kind. We’re obvious to each other. I suppose this is true of other kinds, too: military brats, for example, anarchists, mattress salesmen, women who once got ponies as birthday gifts.

      And so I see this guy standing under a white crepe paper wedding bell (so sad, this dopey bell, so exhausted and ghastly, even it wants to be someplace else.) He looks embattled. It was a long service in a stuffy, sour church. All the men have sweated through their suits. The photographer has just told him to smile. The smile is beyond him, but he musters something instinctively boyish then gets hit by the flash.

      He’s a few people in front of me in line, signing the wedding book. I recognize him as one of my people. Without knowing him at all, I’m already convinced his jacket’s too big because it’s somebody else’s. (My own kind doesn’t plan well.) And the cheery boutonniere, already crumpled (Did he bump into something? Did he get hugged by somebody’s overzealous mother?) was pinned to his lapel against his will by somebody—his sister? His do-gooder friend who loves him out of a sense of charity, like donating to a nonprofit without the tax deduction? And while pinning it, this sister, this do-gooder said things like: This isn’t supposed to be agony, you know. They didn’t invite you as a form of torture. Still he can’t help but take the new couple’s abundant joy a little personally, like they’re just doing all this to rub his nose in it. The paper wedding bell, really, was that called for? I watch him sign and shuffle off to look for a seat at the edge of things (our kind can’t get enough of edges) never mind that he’s been given a slip of paper to indicate he’s supposed to sit at table seven. (I’m at fifteen.)

      My own kind. I’m not sure there’s a name for us. I suspect we’re born this way: our hearts screwed in tight, already a little broken. We hate sentimentality and yet we’re deeply sentimental. Low-grade Romantics. Tough but susceptible. Afflicted by parking lots, empty courtyards, nostalgic pop music. When we cried for no reason as babies, just hauled off and wailed, our parents seemed to know, instinctively, that it wasn’t diaper rash or colic. It was something deeper that they couldn’t find a comfort for, though the good ones tried mightily, shaking rattles like maniacs and singing Happy Birthday a little louder than called for. We weren’t morose little kids. We could be really happy.

      Once there may have been an early tribe of us. We’d have done alright at cave wall art, less so at hunting. We’d have only started a war if traumatically bored. (Boredom is our most dangerous mood.) But most likely we broke up and scattered. The number one cause: overwhelming distraction.

      A wedding is the worst scenario. We’re usually single—surprising, I know—and least comfortable when socially required to say Awww, about kittens, sure, or greeting cards, and, in the present case, horrible toasts where weepy accountants say things like: To the happy couple. Reach for the stars! Weddings are riddled with socially enforced Awwwing. And so I’m pretty sure that I’ll meet up with this guy at the bar where we’ll amuse the bartender, and we’ll wander the golf course, talk pop culture, play the good game of cynicism. I’m fairly certain that we’ll have sex awkwardly, like in his car or in the coat check once it’s abandoned midway through “YMCA” and “Shout!” (though I might regret missing the opportunity of seeing middle-aged men rip their pant seams singing A little bit softer now, a little bit softer now), and later one of us will call the other one or not or we’ll both think about it and we won’t. It’s a little exhausting.

      I reach the registry and I wonder who I should sign in as, just thinking associatively: Miss Pacman, Miss Jackson-if-you’re-nasty, Miss Led, Miss Taken, Miss Understood. I choose Miss Chubby Petunia because there’s something awful about the hug of this dress.

      I slide my finger up a few names and there he is: Ted Nugent, address: The Kingdom of Rock and Roll. Under the comments section, he’s added what I take to be a seminal Nugent tenet: “I test drive all meat.” A nice choice, really, in the grand scheme. Nicely done.

      It’s a wedding. I refuse to describe it in detail. I don’t know why I’m here. I’m suddenly blurry on particulars. Am I related? Is this a work thing? It doesn’t matter. The groom hovers around shaking hands. When there’s a lull, a hand shortage, he goes out and finds more and pumps away. The bride’s face is deep red, almost purple. She’s gasping for breath because her gown is too tight. It makes her look like a giant fishbelly.

      They’ve long since wilted under the strain of all this honeyed adoration, but the photographer keeps shooting them and they keep smiling and the guests keep saying Awww. The band (“Fast Train”) radiates an indentured pitifulness. Their sound quality sucks, but they make up for it with jacked amps, and a lead singer who wants to be Carol King or Queen Latifah. She can’t decide.

      I avoid the guy in the crumpled boutonniere during the dancing and the cake cutting and the throwing of stuff. I also avoid the cousin of the groom who seems to think he’s the Marquis de Sade of his junior college. When I go out the back door to walk around the grounds, I’m not thinking about my own kind at all. I’m touring my love life, the Madam Tussaud version that exists in my head. It’s plain that there was a dogleg turn I missed, the one that would have landed me in the wedding dress. It doesn’t matter how much I hate the dress, of course, or this grand affair. It’s only that love—something pure and less groping for glamour—still holds a certain promise, and I’ve done bad by it.

      It’s dusk. The golf course grass is clipped to an inch. I walk down a bit of a slope. There’s a pond, a green, a pole, and an abandoned golf cart. And down a little ways to the left there’s a figure, staring at the ground.

      I walk downhill a little farther until I’m a few yards away. Now I see that he’s staring at a white lump on the ground. I say, “Have you heard that Ted Nugent is supposedly at this wedding?”

      He looks up and nods, as if he half expected me. “I can’t comment on that,” he says. “Just not ready to release any kind of statement.”

      He smiles a little. He’s pretty. He has full lips and wet blue eyes. He’s tall and hunched and rumpled. He points to the white lump on the ground. “Dead cat. Caucasian. Cause of death unknown.”

      “Maybe he was an older white republican cat,” I say. “I hear golf courses are where most of them come to die.” And here I am doing all of these things I can’t quite stop. I lick my lips and rub them together, squint in this way that I think makes me look more exotic or at least more interesting, but now, upon reflection, probably makes me look like I’m near-sighted. I look at his shoes and then work my way up, slowly. “Have you poked at it?” I ask.

      “What?”

      “The cat. You should always poke at a dead thing you find. Didn’t your mom ever teach you that?”

      “I was raised by nuns,” he says. “Hot, horny nuns.”

      It’s gotten darker by now and he’s looking a little softer, a little more toothsome, against the yawning green of the fairway. I can feel the wine I downed through dinner, warm under the ribs. He is standing over the cat, glancing down in a way that makes me want to gnaw (softly) on his jawbone. Three thoughts flash through my mind, in quick succession:

      1. The coat closet

      2. My failed record

      3. The total irrelevance of my failed record

      I’m a grown woman, after all, at a bad wedding. I should be allowed to fuck Gandhi. “When I first saw you,” I say, “I thought we should probably have sex in the coat closet.”

      He cocks his head, grins, tries to pretend that he hasn’t been caught off guard. “You too?”

      “I’m not sure now. It seems unfair to the coats.”

      “My sense is that they’d be able to handle it, the coats. We could do some follow-up counseling.” Meaning: he’s up for sex. He is, after all, a man. I think I went over this.

      This is the part where something’s supposed to happen, something convincingly carnal. He’s supposed to step toward me and set his hands on the merchandise and let out the long, pleased breath. He’s supposed to palpate my shoulders in that way men always think women enjoy. He’s supposed to brush my hair back and press his mouth against my ear and murmur, in true Nugent style, Wang Dang Sweet Poontang. Isn’t that what we’re after here?

      But he doesn’t make his move. Instead, he stares at the glow from the wedding tent. A reggae version of “My Cheri Amour” is pouring out over the lawn. For a second I think he might be drifting off, toward that exquisite loneliness our kind favors. Then he turns and looks directly at me and I can feel the jolt of it, this strange little half-concession to what might be happening here.

      His eyes drift down the front of my dress, a long, appraising gaze that makes me swallow.

      “I’ve taken a wrong turn,” I say quickly, “made some sort of error in judgment. In general. I’ve suffered a prolonged lack of clear thinking.”

      “Clear thinking is kind of overrated,” he says. His eyes have settled on the neckline of my dress.

      “It wouldn’t end well.”

      “How’d we get to the end already?” He steps toward me, close enough for me to smell a little, aftershave, something not too sweet, almost smoky. “What about the start? I’m awfully good at starting.”

      “And finishing?”

      “Finishing? Hmmm. Not so good on finishing.”

      “What’s with us?” I say.

      “Could be the alternator. Or the timing chain.”

      “We should probably cut our losses,” I say.

      “Probably.”

      He steps back and swings an invisible golf club, an action which nearly dislodges his boutonniere and the prospect of this, for no good reason I can name, brings me to the brink of tears.

      We don’t say anything for a while. We stand there and look at each other and the dead cat and back at each other. Finally, he reaches down gives the cat a nudge with his finger and then stands up and shoves his hands in his pockets.

      And then, with only a moment’s hesitation, a little tremor of white fur, the dead cat rolls over. It licks itself indiscreetly, eyes us with disdain, and cautiously walks away across the lawn.

      “Or . . .” he says.

      “Yes, or.”

      

      The coat closet is dark. Earlier there had been a hefty woman shoving hangers into sleeves, handing out tickets. But she’s gone now. The entrance hall is empty.

      The coats breathe as we move through them. They sway like underwater things. I don’t know his name, I realize. But it’s too late now, we’re kissing. His mouth tastes like gin and pesto. There’s a wall somewhere. We find it, inch down until we’re on the floor between two coat racks. Coats—how simple and soulless they are. They hang like old skins, but, I imagine how, soon, people will stuff their bodies inside of them, and the bodies will warm the coats with their ardent blood, the dogged pulse of working hearts. And here we are below, the grope and tussle of two people engaged in polite sexual mayhem.

      “I love the dress,” he says, ruffling its fluted skirt through his hands, up over my ass. I work his coat off, set to undoing the buttons of his shirt. We’re still trying to kiss, but it’s turned a bit frantic, getting all the fabrics cleared away.

      He’s fumbling with the zipper on my dress, whispering “nice, nice,” half to himself it seems like, and I’m working my way down his shirtfront until all at once the shirt and the dress slip out of view and there’s all this skin to consider, his skin, my skin, and our shoulders are blazing.

      Then we hear a sharp rapping noise, like the distant report of a rifle (are we being shot at?) and both of us freeze. A voice calls out, “Hello? Hello? Anyone back there? I need my coat.” The voice is deep, baronial, a little wobbly, some Main Line uncle three gimlets over his limit. “Anyone?”

      “Just us coats,” he whispers.

      We wait for what’s going to happen next. Will this gentleman stumble back and find us instead, two of a kind, unzipped and panting with dread? (“Oh, I see, excuse me, yes, I see . . .”)

      No, he merely calls out once more, disconsolately, and we listen to his shoes clacking away.

      This is certainly a good time to gather my wits, and I very much mean to do so. (Wit! Wits! Get over here!) But. But this long, blue-eyed stranger is above me and the ball of his left shoulder is exposed, and before I can stop myself, I take the flesh into my mouth, warm, salted with sweat, and let my teeth sink in a little.

      His eyes startle, and this makes him look unbearably cute, and I bite harder and he lowers himself gently down onto me, until I feel all of him. Then his hand is working its way up my thigh, under this hideous blooming flower of a dress, and he’s taking his time, thank you, tracing the curves and hollows like velvet. I’m so relieved that I decided to shave, just in case (God bless the endless sexual optimism of our kind!). His fingers slip inside my panties and he touches me, very slowly. This goes on for a number of minutes (three or four or maybe sixty-seven). His tongue is on my neck and I feel myself unreeling.

      When I’ve recovered my breath enough to speak (more or less) I look up at him. “Did the nuns teach you that?”

      “The monks,” he says.

      I pull him down onto the carpet and climb aboard. Giddy up! My hand slips down to his thigh and I can feel him tense up, a thin band of muscle rising to my touch. I fumble with his belt, fling it over my shoulder, while he reaches up. It’s no longer enough. Despite the fact that all I have to offer is a blueberry-flavored condom (long story), despite common sense and a decent playing surface, I want the whole enchilada, the flushed and sticky geometry of the act.

      He pulls a nifty reverse and before I know it I’m on my back, wriggling out of my panties, and he’s shucked his pants and boxers and he’s ready (yep!) and I’m ready, too. I’ve taken a hold of him and we’re pressed together, just at the boundary of the act. I place my hands on his ass—a nifty little property, as these things go—and I press down. I can feel him there, pressing, too, and that gorgeous, familiar feeling just before it’s too late.

      He’s braced his knees on the carpet and I’m sure he’s being coy, prolonging the moment (which I no longer want prolonged) but then he pulls back and there’s a horribly earnest look on his face, which, I’m sorry to report, I’ve seen before in these circumstances. It’s that sneaky modern chivalry in effect, oil the lady up but force her to decide, so there’s no question of blame or guilt in the court of regret to come.

      “It’s okay,” I say, a little impatiently. “I want to.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think I can.”

      I glance down at the full flush of him, which is sending the basic message: But I can! I can, boss!

      “I beg to differ,” I say. I angle my hips up, slide myself along the length of him, and he lets out a whimper. “Do I need to explain the rules? I’ll be the woman and you be the man.”

      “Please,” he says. His tone is pleading. He rolls away from me, hoping to exclude his boner from the debate, then leans toward me again and sets his hand on my cheek.

      “You’re serious, aren’t you?” I say.

      “I’m afraid so.” He looks at me glumly. “I’m sorry. I’m acting like a real jerk, aren’t I?”

      I’m not sure what to say. He’s even prettier now. Have I mentioned his teeth, one pushed up in front of the other? He rubs his knuckles against his chin and stares at me and my heart catches. “It’s okay,” I tell him.

      “I’ve hurt your feelings,” he says. “I’m sorry. I want to do this. I’d love to do this.” He lets his eyes swim over my body, which suddenly feels conspicuously naked. I fold my arms over my chest. I think of a line from an old movie—Myrna Loy says, “I’ve hurt your ego,” and Cary Grant says, “No, no, I was just going to go take my ego for a walk.” But it’s all wrong. I’m Cary Grant? I should at least have a pocket to casually slip my hand into. “Of course not,” I say. “The only thing I like more than having sex in a coat closet is not having sex in a coat closet. Really. It’s been grand. Don’t worry about it.” I look at his jacket, marooned beside us, his ruined boutonniere.

      I try to slide away from him, but he rolls after me, so that we’re actually under a rack of coats, the hems brushing our shoulders. He brings his lips close to my ear. “This is going to sound crazy,” he says, “but I think I like you.” He sighs, warmly, and the shiver travels across my back. “I don’t feel like this too often, and I’m scared that doing this, like this, before we even know each other might, you know, mess things up.”

      “Are you breaking up with me?” I say. I give him a smile, to let him know that I’m joking, though, the truth is I don’t especially like where we’re at, the spell of desire broken, and all this meaningful talking he’s doing. Am I looking at another conflicted schmuck, another set of dodgy shoulders?

      “Listen,” he says, “I’ve got an idea. I’m staying at this really swanky Motel 8 just down the road.”

      “I don’t even know your name,” I say.

      “John,” he says, holding out his hand.

      “Jane.”

      This is the first confession, our ordinariness. It’s incredible how ordinary we seem now, reduced by the sex, the almost-sex.

      “Why don’t you come back to my hotel with me?”

      “Nah.”

      “Why not? Give me a chance to explain. Pick up a free bar of soap.”

      “I don’t think so,” I say.

      “Why?”

      “Because.”

      “Because? Because is pretty hard to argue with.”

      I stand up first. He follows. We pivot in the small space, fixing ourselves up, though it’s little use. The wedding is almost over. He zips up. I find my stray shoe.

      “The cat was a small miracle,” he says.

      “The cat changed everything.”

      He’s looking at me. I love the way his shirt sticks to him and reveals the outline of his collar bone. There’s a rise of lonesomeness. I suddenly remember my parents eating from their stewed plates, the cleft of silence. I think of what lies ahead, the long drive back to my apartment, through the ass-end of the city, with its prim retail avenues and cracked bell.

      “Look,” I say, “my past is littered with regret, and I’d rather not add you to it. I’d rather not have to fit you into an overcrowded memory.” Ah, the past, that swollen tide, Asbury Park’s unending rot, a boy galloping across a green campus lawn in the driving rain, a woman staggering around a yard with rocks in her fists. Why am I here in a coat closet with this man? “I’d rather unload memories, frankly.”

      “So do,” he says, nodding. “Seriously. Tell me everything. I’ll do the same thing. Let’s tell each other everything.” He looks like a soldier or something. He could be standing near a bus with an Army-issue duffle bag. “It would be like handing over a dossier.”

      I run my hand down the line of coats. Empty hangers at the end of the rack chime.

      “Confessions,” I say.

      “Full disclosure.”

      “A fair warning.”

      He grabs my hand and kisses the palm. “I’m serious. Let’s do this thing.”

      But I’m not ready to forgive him yet. I turn away and start looking at the coats. I like the pale blue ladies’ raincoat. I slip my hand in its pocket, idly. Empty. “I had a fine childhood,” I tell him. “I mean it wasn’t war-torn. I’ve got no real excuse for myself.”

      “Me neither.”

      The beige coat’s pocket holds two mints. The chalky kind.

      “Where do you live?” he asks.

      “South Philly,” I say. “Just down the road.”

      He tells me he lives in New York.

      “An equidistant confessional booth might be hard to find,” I say.

      “We can write letters.”

      It feels like a lark now. “Okay,” I say, and I’m wondering if we mean any of it. It’s hard to tell. In the pocket of a man’s beige overcoat, there’s a money clip pinching twenties. It seems a stupid thing to do—who would leave a wad of cash in an overcoat? I slip it back. “No email.”

      “Absolutely,” he says. “Real letters. Ink. Paper. The whole deal. We’ll be like the pioneers, waiting by our windows for the Pony Express. In bonnets.”

      “But we can’t be honest and woo each other at the same time.”

      “No seduction.” He isn’t a soldier now. He’s more like a cub scout. Finger combed. Dutiful. “I’ll be on my best behavior. I’ll stick to confessions, to the past. And then we’ll see each other again, if we want to, after we’ve said everything we need to.”

      “You might not want to,” I say.

      “You might not want to either.”

      “Aye, there’s the rub.”

      “I thought we already did the rub,” he says.

      There’s an awful rim shot moment, and I stare at John. His eyes are wet, the lashes heavy. “You aren’t an ax murderer, are you?” I ask.

      “No. Are you?”

      “Not yet.”

      The heavy-set coat check girl is walking back behind the counter. She’s laughing and talking to someone in the distance. “That’ll be the day!” she says. She twists an earring, sits with a huff on the stool, picks at her skirt.

      “Well, I can’t find it,” I say loudly.

      Her head snaps to us. She peers through the row of coats. “Can I help you?”

      “We had to forage for ourselves. You weren’t here,” John says, as we pass by her. “But no luck.”

      “Oh, well,” I say.

      “Don’t leave your coats here!” the girl says, as if she’s left with so many coats every night—little orphans—and she doesn’t know what to do with them all.

      But we’re already walking out through the glass front doors. We can still hear the cicadic trill of someone ringing a fork against a wine glass, and then another and another, until, finally, the bride and groom have found each other and handed over their obligatory affection.

      The night air feels good. In fact, the night itself kind of humbly admits its perfect clarity. We wander together out into the parking lot. I say, “We should use words in our confessions that people don’t use . . . Why do people say, You will rue the day, but refuse to use rue for other things?”

      “I rue this boutonniere,” he says.

      “You don’t think I rue buying this dress?” I say.

      “I love the dress.”

      “Why always disheveled and never sheveled?” I ask.

      “Why discombobulated and never combobulated or, better yet, bobulated?”

      We’re standing by my car now. I fiddle with my bracelet clasp. He jerks his tie loose, pulls it out through the collar, and, for no good reason, buttons his cuffs. It’s gorgeous, really, the way a man buttons his shirt sleeves. It requires a certain delicacy.

      “We shouldn’t comment on the other’s failings,” I say. “This isn’t therapy.”

      “God no. Just the sins.”

      The lights spilling out on the broad lawn go dim. There are waiters collecting glasses off the patio tables. Guests have started trickling out of the front doors behind us. They meander through the lot, fold themselves into cars. The band hasn’t yet called it quits though. They’re staggering through a Chicago ballad, something about destiny. It dawns on me that we don’t know each other at all.

      “I’m pretty sure this is a mistake,” I say.

      “Maybe,” he says.

      But we exchange addresses in my car. I tell him, “Look, you don’t have to write a letter.”

      “But I will.”

      “But you don’t have to.”

      “Neither do you.”

      I squint up into the parking lot’s streetlights. Knowing I’ll never hear from John, knowing I’ll shove the card in my ashtray and never look at it again, I say, “But if it works out . . .”

      “We’ll tell our kids about the cat,” he says.

      “That it was a dead cat.”

      “Yeah,” he says. “It was dead alright, and then it came back to life.”
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        October 9

      

      
        Dear Jane,

      

      
        I was sixteen when I started dating Jodi Dunne. It astounds me now to think of myself at sixteen. It astounds me to think of sixteen. I see these kids in my neighborhood, scuffing along in giant boots, their hair all sculpted with gunk, like they’ll never take one on the chin. Sad.

        Jodi was a year behind me. We sat across from each other in second-period art. The class was taught by this old guy, Mr. Park, who was famous at our school for being a flamer. He wore a beret and called us children. “Children,” he would say, “who on earth is going to pull down those shades?” We were all totally terrified of him. The whole class was us looking at slides of paintings, while Mr. Parks walked around and talked about how delicious they were. There was a kind of intimacy to that class, is what I’m saying. You can’t put a bunch of teenagers in a dark room and show them Gauguin’s nudes and not expect the sap to rise.

        Jodi sat pretty near the screen. The colored lights from the paintings revealed the subtler aspects of her beauty: the articulation of her nostrils, the pink swell of her lips. She had a small, exceptionally expressive mouth. And her hair. She had the greatest hair I’d ever seen, a pale orange that turned blond in summer and if you examined each individual hair (as I later did) what you saw that was the color went from rust, at the roots, to a burnished gold. If I close my eyes I can still see those things.

        The one thing about Jodi, she was a pretty big girl. Not fat. Not even close to fat. But wide-bottomed and fleshy. In high school, as you’ll recall, you were either thin or fat. There was no real in-between category. Also, she played volleyball and hung out with the girls who played volleyball, many of whom were dorks (or whatever the female equivalent of dork is). She sometimes wore sweat pants to school. She wasn’t interested in trying to doll herself up, which suggested some kind of inner strength, which, of course, most of us boys wanted nothing to do with. We wanted the pliant ones, who wore makeup and flipped their hair and chewed gum at all times so their breath wouldn’t stink. The main thing, the thing I’m most ashamed to mention, is that Jodi’s family didn’t have much money. I knew this because I’d asked Sean Linden about her one time and he told me she lived over by Los Robles, which was this crappy part of town with one-story ranch houses.

        None of this should have mattered, especially her finances. But it did. You should know this: from the beginning, I was making certain kinds of judgments about Jodi, holding myself above her a little. It was a kind of disease in our family, a way of casting out weakness by assuming superiority.

        I knew I was attracted to Jodi the first week of class. But I put off asking her out. I started to second guess myself. I can’t imagine this comes as a terrible shock to you, given my conduct in the coat check, for which I apologize, again, profusely, and not just to you but to myself, as I can assure you I have been beating myself over the head for the crap-headed sensitive routine I pulled, when I should have been diving into that totally adorable ocean of yours. And, if I may add, at the risk of derailing my little tram down memory lane, I can still feel the shape of you in my palms, in particular the curve of your hips, but also the dimples at the small of your back, which I did not see, only felt and imagined, and, while we’re on the subject: I spent the entire flight home sniffing at my shirt, which still smelled of you, and going stiff in my window seat. But okay, enough. We promised no seduction. No tawdry fluffing.

        So.

        Most afternoons I’d see Jodi and her friends camped in front of the gym in kneepads and think: she is kind of heavy, her friends are sort of lame. Four months of this nonsense. All I could manage was to stare at her every day. And she stared back. So that was our courtship. We sat in that darkened room staring at each other. There was even kind of a language that developed between us, an initial stare that was like, Hello, good morning! then another one, with a little more smolder, which meant Lookin’ good! and some eyebrow work if Park said something especially swishy, or, if one of us made a comment in class, a respectful little nod, like Nice going! The whole thing was so Hello Kitty. I remember one day I got caught cheating in my math class and I was so ashamed that all I could do was glare at Jodi, which of course confused the hell out of her, and she looked back at me with such tenderness, Are you okay? What’s wrong? which made me even madder, so I did this silent scoff, and she got fed up and turned her eyes away, then I panicked and tried to stare an apology at her (Oh hey, I’m sorry, just having a rough day) but she wouldn’t look at me. So then I didn’t look at her. Fine. We had this whole week-long spat, a really dramatic little emotional event I mean, without having actually spoken a word.

        Lord knows this episode should have goaded me to ask her out. It did not. What happened was this: Brent Nickerson pulled me aside one day after class.

        “Your girl’s got herself a new ride,” he said. “A Ford Mustang.”

        “She’s not my girl,” I said.

        “Check it out,” Nickerson said. “Some very cherry shit.” Then he punched me in the shoulder.

        Nickerson was a popular kid, one of those guys who finds himself in the pursuit of girls. He had fucked Melissa Camby and Holly Kringle, allegedly at the same party. That he had taken notice of Jodi placed her on a different level in my mind. And the Mustang. These things suggested that she wasn’t just what she seemed, that she existed outside the little box I’d placed her in and puzzled over day after day.

        I can’t remember how it all started, how I finally broke through my own doubt, only that at some point we were in the parking lot behind Swensen’s with our shirts off.

        We spent a lot of time in parking lots, kissing, touching each other. We weren’t experienced, but we were eager to learn. We understood that sex was our surest path to intimacy, to being able to feel more sure of ourselves in the world. And we were kind to one another. That’s what I remember most vividly.

        One night, a few months into our relationship, we snuck into the room where my dad kept his grand piano and lay on the thick, antique rug and Jodi took me into her mouth. This was something new between us. We had both tired of the upstairs groping. But I was too embarrassed to complete the act. I handed her a tissue instead. I assumed this was the chivalrous thing to do. Coming was messy and strange. It made me feel ashamed to think of squirting myself onto Jodi’s lovely teeth. (I think Clinton, incidentally, experienced this same feeling with Monica. If you read the Starr Report—guilty as charged—It becomes clear that the reason he keeps holding off isn’t fear of incrimination. It’s that he doesn’t want to degrade her, or further degrade her, and there’s a tenderness to this restraint that’s always made me feel a weird allegiance to the dude.)

        Anyway, I reached for a tissue and gently touched Jodi’s naked shoulder. She looked up at me, in the blue light, and smiled. There was nothing dirty to that smile. She might have been a nurse. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “I want to.”

        There was also a good deal of erotic incompetence. The incident that leaps to mind, rather unpleasantly, took place a few months after we started having sex. I’d gone down to Mexico play soccer, so we hadn’t seen one another for a couple of weeks. I mention this because I’d like it to serve as some sort of excuse for my premature ejaculation, though, in point of fact, I was a veritable baron of premature ejaculation (perhaps The Baron of Premature Ejaculation) in those days. I would have to pretend that I hadn’t actually come. I did this by murmuring something about being “too excited” and then going down on Jodi. Or I would say that I had to go to the bathroom. My only saving grace was that I could reload relatively quickly and get back in the saddle, though often I would prematurely ejaculate again.

        Well.

        On this night I’m thinking of, after the Mexico trip, we went about our usual rubbing, and of course Jodi needed this prep time; it was the way her body prepared for sex, whereas I was a walking boner. Jodi stripped her clothes off and there was her big curvy body, with her warm tits standing out against her tan. She lay down and pulled me onto her and told me how much she’d missed me and named all the various body parts she’d missed.

        “Let me put something on,” I said.

        She shook her head. “You don’t have to. I took care of it.”

        And this gesture, just how ready she was for me to have sex with her, her wetness, the prospect of riding into that wetness bareback, the inside of her. Jodi placed her hands on my ass and she pushed down. She murmured exhortations. I had this idea that I could buy myself some time. But what happened, she reached out and took hold of me and just that one gentle touch—not even a full stroke mind you, a half stroke, a stro—set me off. I didn’t want her to know what was happening, that I was ruining our reunion, so I tried to slide down her body and I sort of brought my knees up and bowed my head so she could see what I intended to do and I even started to explain myself, said, “Honey, I want to taste you first,” but by then it was too late, I had started, and the result of all this twisting around was that I came in my own mouth. There’s no need to labor the physics of the thing, the angles and so forth, though I do feel compelled to add that I squirted a bit into my eye, a maneuver that I’m told, by reliable sources, is known in porn circles as the Pirate Eye. So this was me: Cap’n Spunk!

        I hope it will not come as a shock that Jodi was less forthcoming in the orgasm department. We spent a lot of time In Search of  . . . Jodi’s Orgasm. I read books. I consulted friends. I purchased a gel intended to numb the end of my equipment. I portrayed these measures as princely consideration when they were, in fact, a kind of desperate vanity. (“Whatsamatter, Nuge, can’t bring your girl off?”) I confused Jodi’s sexual apparatus with an AP exam I hoped to ace. It had not occurred to me that the chief determinant of the female orgasm was a state of relaxation.

        And so, weirdly, maddeningly, the few times that Jodi did reach the Promised Land were always random and unexpected. The best example I can provide took place at a Berlin concert (the band, not the city) during which I slipped my hand down the front of her pants. She was into a pronounced panting mode by the end of “Like Flames,” and signed, sealed, and delivered in the midst of “Take My Breath Away.”

        I realize I’m placing a lot of emphasis on the sex. But this was the terrain of our time together. We had things to talk about—friends, classes, plans for college—but we were too young to talk about what really mattered, the secret miseries our families inflicted on us, our half-realized plans for escape.

        We loved our families, after all. Jodi loved that my dad had once sung opera, that my mom wrote books for a living, that my beloved older sister Lisa was in the Peace Corps. I couldn’t explain to her that there was something merciless in their achievement; I was only dimly aware of this myself.

        The Dunnes were a joyride by comparison. Jodi was their youngest child by ten years, a happy mistake. You got the feeling that raising the other three had worn them out. They seemed delighted to have this sweet young woman around to keep them company. Bill spent most of his time in his workshop, designing the boat he hoped to build when he retired from Ford, where he was an engineer. (This explained the Mustang—he leased a new one every year). He’d served in the Navy long ago and he moved like a sailor, with a wide, rolling gait. He was missing certain teeth. He had big rough hands, stained yellow from his Newports and a sardonic way of dealing with the world that obscured the fact that he was actually terribly shy. I guess the word crusty applies. Jodi’s mom, May, watched her evening soaps and laughed a lot and hugged me whenever I came over.

        They were both alcoholics. I didn’t see this, of course. They just seemed more relaxed and affectionate than my parents, a little more sentimental when they got going, Bill with his tumbler of whiskey next to the cigarettes on his workbench, May with her glass of red wine. Happy drunks. So what? Most of the world is happy drunks.

        Jodi’s older brothers and sister were considerably less happy. They were all divorced; they had money problems. Sometimes, later on at night, when I was sneaking out of Jodi’s room through the little courtyard next to the Dunne’s bedroom, I would hear May on the phone, singing out in her blurred alto: “I know, honey. I know. It’s hard.”

        Her older sister Sue spent a few months at home, with her two boys. Jodi and her mom loved fussing over the kids, at first. But these guys were out of control. They draw stuff on the walls, pooped in the bath. Sue took one of those multi-level marketing jobs, selling health products made from apricots and seaweed. She was desperately happy for about a week. She’d bought $600 worth of the stuff and was going to make ten times that. I can still remember her sitting at the dining room table with a bottle of sherry, stabbing at her list of debts. She had the same beautiful hair as Jodi, though her face had gone doughy with chardonnay.

        Jodi had another brother, Dave, but I didn’t hear too much about him. He’d gone to Europe with a Belgian woman and her son. They were street entertainers, jugglers or something. Billy, the eldest kid, lived on a houseboat up around Half Moon Bay. He invited the family for lunch one time and we trolled to this little lagoon near the harbor, so Sue’s kids could angle for sunfish. Billy was a handsome guy, a charmer, but he had that same agitated quality as his dad. After lunch, those two went down into the galley. He wanted Mr. Dunne to go in on a charter boat with him. That had been the whole point of the invite, it turned out. We could hear Billy setting out the plan, his voice rising through the registers of imploration. But his dad wasn’t sure. Billy’d had some scrapes with the law, some problems with drugs, whatever it was.

        Billy reappeared, surly and squinting and everyone gave him a wide berth. One of the kids, Devin, complained about the fruit plate Billy had set out. He didn’t like pineapple. Billy walked over and picked up the platter—it was one of those plastic deals you get from the grocery store—and hurled it over the side of the boat.

        “No more pineapple,” he said.

        Devin pitched a fit and Mr. Dunne started to holler at Billy to settle down and Billy snapped back at him, then Sue got in on it and Jodi’s mom, who was in her cups by this time, went below decks to cry. Jodi and I, meanwhile, paddled the dinghy out into the tullies, where we screwed incompetently. It was what we did when the family traffic got too thick.

        This was the life of the Dunnes, besotted and needy, tumultuous. At their parties, people got drunk and sang songs and flung the dip around. They flirted with each other. I secretly loved the mess of their lives, the brazen displays, the emotion flowing sloppily from one human to the next. When my parents had friends over it was for intellectual discourse, little concerts, linzer torte. They were people of the mind, not the flesh, and incredibly boring to a teenager.

        The Dunnes liked me. They understood I was poking their daughter, but they also understood that somebody was going to be poking their daughter eventually, and they could have done a lot worse than me. I was from a good family. They could smell the ambition on me, though, and it sometimes made them stiffen a little when I showed up.

        My family really wasn’t so much richer than hers, by the way. But I guess it’s important to know a little bit about the town I grew up in, how much attention was paid to the subtle gradations. There was a rich part of town, and a super rich part of town, and a big, prosperous university where my mother worked. There were a set of kids who had their own cars and others who were destined for the Ivy League. There were mansions with lawns so green I wanted to eat them. Some afternoons, I peddled through these neighborhoods on my way to work and felt that old American itch to pull a Gatsby.

        I didn’t want to be rich. (It’s not what Gatsby wanted either.) What I wanted was the sense of ease I imagined the rich kids possessed, of being able to relax, not having to try so hard all the time. I wanted to be loved, of course, but more than that I wanted to be able to receive love.

        Jodi did what she could to help. She rescued me from what might have been a terrible misery. All around us, we could see the cruel theatrics of our classmates, the breakups and minor betrayals, the public humiliations of unsteady love. One night Jodi and I hung out with Sean Linden and his girlfriend Tess and it was awful to see what he did to her, how he tore her down a little bit at each turn. She’d gotten a new perm that hadn’t set quite right and he kept calling her Shirley (as in Temple) pretending it was affection. He stroked the soft flesh of her stomach and made a blubbery noise. She drank a bit too much and wound up spilling Chex Mix on the fancy new rug and Sean made her pick up every piece. Or, actually, as I remember now, it was worse than that, because Tess did this herself, without his prodding. I can still see her down there, on her hands and knees, a pretty girl in loose curls, digging around my feet for pretzel sticks.

        One of the reasons I hate Hollywood so much is that they portray the travails of teen life as so innocuous and fun-loving, some kind of idyll before the mean business of adulthood. People forget how much it all hurts back then. Someone pinches you and you feel it in your bones. They don’t want to face what a bunch of sadists teenagers are, wounded narcissists, killers. All these folks who acted all shocked and outraged when those kids in Columbine went off—where the hell did they go to high school?

        My point is that Jodi and I protected each other from a lot of that. We were in that dinghy, floating away from tribulation. We were the bodies in that dinghy, streaked in sweat, tender from the sun, braced against the gunwales, taken up by the awkward contortions of love.

        I can remember Jodi walking into the music room one night, as my father was rehearsing his lieder. It was something I would never have done. To intrude on such a moment of vulnerability; that was not how we did business. My father had failed as an opera singer, after all. That was why he sold sheet music. But Jodi didn’t see him as a failure. She sat primly on the piano bench as my father released the somber notes that lived within him. He was a baritone, though he often sang in the low tenor ranges, and when he did his face tilted up and his eyes took on an almost unbearable yearning (my sister called this his Figaro Face). His nostrils flared, as if he could smell his lover racing toward him through the Schwartzwald.

        My father finished the song, and looked up. He hadn’t realized Jodi was there.

        “It’s so beautiful,” she said. “Your voice.”

        My father smiled shyly. He smoothed the wisps of hair onto his brow. “I was just warming up.”

        “What’s he saying?”

        “That he loves too well and not enough, something like that.”

        “He’s singing to his lover?”

        “Yes.”

        “Beautiful,” she said. “Thank you.”

        “Well,” my father said, “I didn’t write it.”

        Jodi leaned forward on the bench. She looked as if she might want to touch his arm. “John told me you used to sing, in New York.”

        There was a moment when I thought my father might relent, might open his chest of shy memories and lay them before Jodi. But he seemed to catch himself. He took a step backward and leaned against the piano and inhaled through his nose. “You’re sweet,” he murmured. “A sweet young lady.” (He must have been thinking of his own daughter, just off to college, whom he missed terribly. We both did.)

        But Jodi had this effect on people, an optimism that struck me as close to magic. And there were moments when I felt ready to receive the full weight of her love, when I believed that we could live quite happily together, one of those lucky couples who find the cure early. We breezed through junior year and into senior year and when it came time to apply to college, I chose five schools, four schools back east, plus UC Santa Cruz, Jodi’s first choice.

        In our town, among the bright young sires and sirettes of the landed gentry, where you got in carried the weight of a life sentence. Several years earlier, a kid had tried to kill himself when he got wait listed at Harvard. I myself tried to affect an air of nonchalance about the whole thing. Or maybe it would be more accurate to say that I was simply avoidant. Whatever the case, I took it harder than expected when, on a single afternoon in early May, I got rejected by three of the East Coast schools.

        My mother, who had gone to great pains not to appear overly concerned about where I applied, called me into her study that evening.
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