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Cry For The Moon
by Jayne Haines
Chapter 1
“Eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen.” We count out loud as Mrs. Vincent sprays out her early morning sneezes. She stops at twenty-one because it’s Monday. If it were Friday she’d be racking up thirty or forty after a full week of breathing the dust that fills the rooms of Einslime… I mean, Einstein Middle School.
Mrs. V. wipes her nose with a tissue that magically appears from deep inside her sleeve. Then in one sweeping motion, she slides her dusty bifocals back into position, and scans the room with a look that could peel paint off a wall.
Even though it’s Algebra class, she hates it when we count.
“Has everyone handed up their homework?” Her marble eyes roll over to me as usual.
“What homework?” I ask. The kids sitting around me start cracking up.
“Miss Madden.” She leans over my desk. “Perhaps you’d like to demonstrate
‘what homework’ by solving a problem on the board.” Her hand opens up like an oyster shell, offering me a white chunk of chalk.
On most days I’d screw up the problem for a few more laughs. Like that time I didn’t know the answer and wrote a sad face in the results column. But this time I will get it right. -10 + (-17) = -27.
I take a bow and sit back down.
Almost the end of eighth grade, and I’m holding steady to my rep: Portia Madden: Class Clown, which is cool with me.
The bell rings and we cram through the door to escape. I run up to my best friend Allie who’s limping ahead of me in the hall. Allie dreams of being a pro surfer, which is pretty hard when you live in Sundale, Arizona. The name pretty much says it all: Sunny, sunny, Sundale. There are hundreds of miles of hot desert between us and the nearest beach, so I’ve gotten Allie into vaulting for now. It sounds pretty random, but the kind of vaulting we do is not like what everyone tries in gymnastics, where you run and jump over this leather horse-thing and land on a cushy mat. We do tricks on real, live horses while someone is running them around in circles. It’s like flying actually, only better. Allie says that vaulting and surfing use the same muscles, so she’ll be ready to ride the waves when she escapes to California for college some day.
As for me… vaulting is my life. Because horses are my life.
“Hey, what’s wrong with your leg?” I ask Allie as she swats her golden mane of hair away from her eyes.
“Don’t look at me!” She whips her backpack off one shoulder and swings it around to cover her face.
“What happened?” I wonder why she is being so dramatic. I grab her by the arm to get a better look. Her cheek is scraped and puffy and one eye is all swollen like she’s been in a fight.
“Ew! Tell me what happened!”
“I wiped out on Bandit,” she says, spinning away from me. “I was trying to do a flip on him last night while he was trotting. My foot missed his back on the way down. I landed on top of him face-first.”
“Last night was Sunday. What were you doing at the ranch? We don’t have practice on Sundays,” I reminded her.
“I know, but we had friends in town from New York and they were bored, I think, so my mom drove them over to see the ranch. Coach Mona was there and let me show them what I do when I vault. She rigged Bandit up and let me demonstrate. I ended up showing them how not to vault, actually.”
“Here.” I reach into the side pocket of my pack and pull out a pair of sunglasses stuck way down on the bottom. I rub the graham cracker crumbs off the lenses. “Wear these.”
“Ok, cool,” she says.
We walk into Science and Mr. Pyle is busy writing a new rule on the board: If I hear YOUR cell phone, it becomes MY cell phone. Obviously, he is still pretty mad that Brett Schroeder’s phone went off with this explosion sound in lab yesterday. He must’ve downloaded that crazy ring. Mr. Pyle probably thought it was one of his chemicals blowing up, because he freaked. It was perfect! No problem with me breaking the “cell phone rule” in his class. Blame my parents for that one. It was part of a stupid deal I’d agreed to when I never imagined losing my phone a week after I got it. Well, I actually didn’t lose it. It fell out of my pocket when I was cleaning hooves at the ranch and was immediately stepped on by my horse. Maybe if I’d told the truth to my parents instead of acting like it was stolen, it could’ve been fixed. Doubtful though. It was pretty much shattered.
Mr. Pyle is the perfect name for our science teacher. His first name is Howard, but it really should be “How weird.” Ha! To see him from a distance, he looks like your average, generic, science-type guy. But as you get closer, you begin to smell something extremely foul. And the more he talks, the worse it gets. Bad breath extraordinaire! Maybe he eats fish for breakfast, or doesn’t brush his teeth. Or he brushes his teeth with fish. Who knows? Understandably, no one sits in the front row in Science.
The morning bell is about ten seconds from ringing when Jamie Nancarrow struts in with her designer bag of the day. This time it’s a Marc Jacobs clutch. She pokes her nose up towards the note on the board and makes a public display of removing her leopard-print designer cell phone from her purse and shutting it off. She takes her seat in the back. Shayla, her shadow, follows along like a teacup poodle.
We barely survive the hour listening to Mr. Pyle spit out everything he knows about the reproductive cycle of plants, and how it is similar to the human reproductive cycle. I get a sense that we’re talking sex education here, which is totally inappropriate and disgusting.
The boys are as immature as always, snorking and squirming. All except Josh who sits right behind me.
No one knows how I feel about Josh. Not even Allie has a clue that I wash my hair with extra body volumizing watermelon-scented shampoo, so when I lean back, it brushes across the top of his desk like an irresistibly fragrant velvet curtain. And no one has a clue that I’m always waiting for someone to answer a question behind me, so I’ll have an excuse to look back and meet eyes with him… even if it’s just for a split second. As it is, I totally shrink when Jamie brags about seeing him over the weekend when her parents get together with his parents. I think about how awesome it would be if my parents’ friends had sons like Josh. Very convenient.
Then I think about something that is totally inconvenient: having to head right home after school today instead of going to my vaulting lesson. All because my 10-year- old brother stayed home sick with my dad. Some sore throat thing, and I should know he wasn’t faking it, because he kept me up half the night with his hacking and whooping.
The next thing I know a wadded piece of paper lands on my desk. It’s a note from Allie. “Are you going to the dance?” she’s asking me. The posters on the walls around campus say it’s on May 14th, the same day as my dad’s birthday. And since birthdays are usually a big deal at my house and Dad doesn’t need any more disappointments, I answer her with a shake of my head that tells her, “No way.”
Then, that dark feeling whooshes over me again – the one that reminds me that until Dad gets better, our entire family will be trapped in his web of depression like a couple of helpless moths.
Chapter 2
So here’s the weird thing about my family: A little over a year ago Dad came home from work and he was a different man. He’d always been the one I could depend on; like a strong tree that could never be uprooted. He could handle anything; keep us shaded in the summer and shelter us from the rains of winter. But since that day he’s been like one of the delicate flowers in our garden that could break if the winds got heavy. It was my first day of seventh grade. I ran home with an armload of news to tell Mom. She was in her studio, which was actually a hollowed-out motor home that sits at the top of our driveway. She called it her nest. She’d paint pictures of people’s pets just to earn a little “fun money.” She was pretty good at it. My little bro, Ramsey was in there too, showing off his new karate moves. He was probably annoying her, now that I think about it. What do you expect for an 8-year-old? I mean, really!
When Dad pulled up the driveway, he sat in his car so long that Mom went outside to see what was going on.
“You’re home early,” she said as he slumped out of the car.
The three of us followed him into the house, fearing the worst. Was he hurt? Did he have bad news? Both of my questions were answered with a “yes” when he finally was able to tell us he’d been fired.
“Fired?” Mom sat next to him at the kitchen table. You’re the best stockbroker they have.
Dad clenched his fists together. “The boss said that I cost the firm three of their biggest clients.”
“There must be some kind of mistake.” Mom said.
“There is a mistake, but how can I prove it? They took my files. They even took my computer. I tried to talk some sense into my boss. My God, no one will listen to me!” Mom rubbed her hands across Dad’s shoulders as Ramsey and I melted into the background of a nightmare.
I think they got a lawyer that cost tons of money. Then he went to the doctor for some medicine to help him “get through hard times,” but whatever they prescribed made him so sick, he ended up in the hospital for over a week. When he came home, he was skinny and weak and had these scary attacks where he couldn’t stop thinking of dying. Now, even a year later, he refuses to take anything that could help him.
That’s where I come in. I can remember only a little bit about it, but my mom said that Dad saved my life when I was a baby. Now it’s my turn to try and save him.
* * *
I shove my science notes into my backpack ten seconds before the bell is about to ring. Then, just because I feel like it, I stick my tongue between my lips and blow out really hard, making this whistling noise. It doesn’t sound that much like the bell, but almost everyone is fooled, or pretends to be, and gets up to go. I’m halfway to Spanish before the real bell rings.
Mrs. Vazquez is finally back after having her bambino. We all wondered if she would be coming back at all, but are relieved, since we were getting tired of dealing with the substitute-of-the-day. First, it was Señor Ojo. Ojo means “eye” in Spanish. He said that he was keeping his “ojo’s” on us, which creeped me out at first. The only good thing was that he never quite knew what to teach us, so he went off talking about his bird-watching adventures in Mexico. He’d let us try and guess what a certain bird would sound like, and then turn on a CD with the bird’s chirping sound on it. It was lame, but we were happy that he was willing to entertain us. Then to top it off, he’d forget to give us homework.
Next we got stuck with Mrs. Yamate from Japan who could barely speak English, much less teach Spanish. It was cool though, because we ended up learning origami from her until Principal Duke came in and had to spoil it. I still have the paper giraffe I made in her class because there’s no real such thing as art in our school and I’m sort of artistic. Eventually Principal Duke replaced Mrs. Yamate with “Mr. Short Shorts” who wore cherry-red lip gloss. He only lasted one day, but I swear he came back the next week as Mrs. Sanchez.
I make it through Spanish class, then History without my stomach rumbling too much. Then there’s lunch with the usual scene of kids trying to find their spot in the pecking order of Einslime. With only 6th, 7th and 8th graders at our school, you are either a bottom feeder (a 6th grader), one level above a bottom feeder, like a trout (a 7th grader), or a shark. As an 8th grade shark, I’m kinder than most. Some kids think they are too cool and tease someone just for being younger. But I know there are bigger fish to fry; like when I walk by Madison High after school and feel like a minnow.
Allie and I meet under our tree in the quad and walk together to the lunchroom. Jess and Brianna are already there. Jess is a flier on a cheerleading squad. They throw her around because she only weighs about eighty pounds. I hope to go to one of her competitions someday.
Brianna used to be my best friend until she got into boys. That’s all she ever seems to talk or think about, which is sort of boring in my opinion. I mean, unless there is someone really special, Josh in my case, there are much better things to do than hang out at the mall looking around for hot guys.
Allie takes a seat at our usual table in the cafeteria. I can tell she wants to have a talk.
“So, what’s with you not going to the dance? Look at me.” She pulls down the sunglasses, and points to her puffy purple eye. “I’m still going even though this looks like an over-ripe plum.”
“It’ll look better in a day or two,” I say.
“Not going to the dance?” Brianna nibbles on the bait. “No way. You’ve got to!”
“You’re the life of the party,” Jess says, as if I needed to feel worse. “Remember when you did that worm thing all across the gym floor last year? It was hysterical!”
“That was called the gator, and I’m sort of embarrassed that you brought that up,” I say, remembering the fact that someone had spilled Hawaiian punch on the dance floor and it ended up as a red line across the front of my white pants. Period City. Ewww!
Without a safe place to crawl in to, I tell them a teeny weeny little white lie.
“I can’t, you guys. I’m in charge of throwing this huge party for my dad’s birthday. There is no way I can miss it.” I bite an end off the sandwich mom made me last night. Salami again. Warm and soggy. I wanna hurl.
“So what happened to your eye, Al?” Brianna asks. Glad that the subject has changed, I half-listen as Allie explains to all the others about her crazy vaulting accident, all the while totally wishing that I could snap my fingers and… poof! I’d be up on a warm horse, grasping a handful of mane in my hand, feeling the wind slap across my face, riding away on the one thing that makes me feel totally free.
Chapter 3
Allie and I leave the others and head to the gym. Coach Simon’s on his way too. Allie hands him a note. “You’re excused to go to the library,” he says, folding the paper up and sticking it in the pocket of his shorts. Allie limps away like a wounded bird. I know she’s hurt, but what an actress!
I go on without her, wondering once again… why do they have P.E. after lunch? I mean, who doesn’t feel the need to puke when they’re made to run fifteen laps after eating? You’d think Coach Simon would get it. By the looks of him he is an eater. Instead he just stands there with his stopwatch, making sure we don’t cut corners. The beginning of the year was the worst. It was still so hot in the middle of the day, and we were all in bad shape after a summer of staying indoors out of the blazing desert heat. Then whammo, we are expected to be like these marathon runners, with bulging stomachs. Just thinking about it makes me want to gag. At the very beginning of the year, I tried everything I could think of to prove a point. I pretended to faint. It was pretty cool. I just let my legs go limp and down I went.
Everyone went berserk. Some kids figured it was a joke, because they know me. But there were others, like Danielle Graven, who bit the hook big time.
“Coach Simon! Coach Simon!” she screamed across the scorching hot field. “Portia’s down! Call 911!” I got a referral for that performance, which didn’t make it worth all the effort. Plus, I landed in a goopy pile of rotten peach yogurt from some kid’s lunch.
Then I tried to get a petition signed by all the students so they would change the schedule and not offer P.E. after lunch at all. When the principal called me into his office that morning, I thought he was going to compliment me for trying to make positive changes happen in a fair and civil manner. But instead, he told me to stop brewing up trouble.
Finally, it’s my last period: English with Mrs. Eickelberg. Another Josh class, which is a great way to end any day. Even though I feel grimy from P.E., I manage to undo my pony tail and make some sense of my hair. I am also very happy for the invention of lavender-scented deodorant, which I’ve been known to apply freely to just about every inch of my body as needed.
Mrs. Eickelberg is standing at the door of her class when we file in. At least I think it’s her. She’s dyed her blondish hair black, and she’s wearing an old-fashioned dress. Then I get it. We’re starting The Diary of Anne Frank today and she’s playing the part – of Anne.
“Good afternoon class,” she says as we file in. Mrs. Eickelberg’s always got a fun way of shocking us into learning. Like when she stands on top of an upside-down trash can and recites random quotes from the books we’re reading. One day she wore a huge bowl covered with foil on her head. It was her way of introducing Ray Bradbury’s book, The Martian Chronicles to us. Right from the start, we just clicked. Maybe it’s because of my name: Portia. Some people pronounce it, “Por-tee-a” when they see it written down, and I have to correct them. It’s pronounced; “Por-sha” like the car. Mrs. Eickelberg loves Shakespeare and told me that Portia is the name of a beautiful, wealthy woman who plays the lead role in her favorite Shakespearian play, The Merchant of Venice.
Portia is also the name of a satellite that circles Uranus, but I don’t tell anyone I was named after something that circles Uranus… if you know what I mean.
One of the books I remember the most was called Bleak House. In the story there is this doctor named Mr. Skimpole who spends his life enjoying nature and simple pleasures. Mrs. Eickelberg had me read this page in front of the class one day:
“Ever since the days of Adam and Eve, babies have reached out their plump little arms to try and grab the pale yellow ball in the sky -- the moon. And we all, at some time in our lives, strive for the impossible, the unimaginable, the unthinkable.”
I wish we’d never read that book, because now whenever I stare up into the dark sky I think about the things I want in my life that seem impossible and so out of reach.
And sometimes, just like that baby, I cry for the moon.
Chapter 4
After school I head down the street for home passing Jamie and her crew without saying a thing. Sometimes I act all fake and say “hi” or something, but today I’m just not in the mood to kiss up.
Feeling the heat of their stares as I walk by reminds me of when their words could actually dig into my back. I was the new kid from St. Marks. It was Mom’s idea to switch me to a public school. It probably had a lot to do with their new budget since Dad was out of work. What she didn’t realize was that all through sixth grade, kids at Einstein were forming bonds that were as hard as steel. I found this out firsthand. How was I to know that as I was being hugged in the comfort of a class of twenty kids I’d grown up with since kindergarten, the kids at this school were establishing rank? And when all of my nice little Catholic friends changed playgrounds in seventh grade, I marched off to a war zone. Dad said it would be good for me to get a feel for what the real world was like.
It felt more like hell to me.
Everyone went by the rules at my old school. We were expected to sit up straight in class with our hands folded neatly on our desks. But at Einslime, the kids are in charge. Teachers spend more time telling everyone to be quiet or to stop throwing things than they do actually teaching.
I eventually adjusted to this new way of life and became a totally different person. It was a matter of sink or swim. It was kinda cool not having to wear a uniform anymore, until I realized that dressing was a competitive event. The first few days of school I showed up looking like one of those “Fashion Don’t” pictures in Glamour magazine; without a clue. So I tried to update my wardrobe, but Mom and Dad had no intention of letting me join the “Where Did You Get Your Outfit?” club, especially since Dad wasn’t bringing in a paycheck. This put me at a definite disadvantage among the girls I chose to hang out with, who were considered the popular girls. Between Jamie Nancarrow and Shayla Francis, I liked Shayla the most, and Jamie took that as a threat because she sort of owned Shayla. So she eventually turned Shayla against me. They were nice to my face, but as soon as I walked away, they’d say things like, “Oh my God, look at her cheap shoes,” or “She must’ve dressed in the dark this morning.” At first I thought I was imagining it, but one look over my shoulder was proof that I was right. That’s just about when I met Allie. She came over to my locker one day and invited me to hang out with her and her friends at lunch. She basically rescued me, which I will forever be grateful for.
It took all the way until about Spring break last year, before I figured out my rank. It was during English and I was in front of the class doing some dumb report. I was referring to our school, when I accidentally called it “Einslime” Middle School. The class exploded in laughter. I guess nobody had ever called it that before. From then on the name stuck, and so did my bright, shiny new label: Class Clown.
I’m not saying I’m the funniest person alive, but I do know that when I make people laugh, any sadness I have inside fades away for a while.
* * *
On the walk home, I’m tempted to take a few wrong turns that would lead me to the ranch. At least I could see Sadie, give her two handfuls of grass, and tell Mona, my coach, that I can’t be there. I’m sure Mom never remembered to call her.
Not to sound conceited or anything, but vaulting is the one thing I am pretty good at. And even though I’ve only been vaulting for eight months, (since September to be exact) it’s my secret hope to someday become the best vaulted in Arizona.
Everyone needs a dream, and that is mine.
Chapter 5
Turning onto our street, it feels as if I’ve left one world and entered another. From a distance I can see that the living room shutters are open. Dad is in his usual spot, sitting like that huge statue in Washington D.C. of Abraham Lincoln, perched on his white marble chair. Dad’s chair is Naugahyde, which is some kind of fake leather. I know that because once he blew up at me for spilling a can of Coke on it. Mom had to remind him that it wasn’t real leather, so I got off the hook. He didn’t freak out very often back then. Maybe that’s why I remember it so well.
I walk in.
“Hey, Dad.” He jerks, as if I’ve woken him up from a dream.
“Hi, there Punkin.” He gets up and starts straightening all the newspapers on the coffee table. Then he goes over to the fireplace and rearranges a couple of pictures on the mantle, trying to look busy.
“How was your day?” I ask him.
“Fine, Portia. Just fine.” I head to the kitchen where his bottle of pills still sits on the counter by the phone exactly where Mom put it months ago. Untouched.
I grab a handful of chips from a bag in the pantry, and head for something to wash them down with. And there it is; that dreaded yellow sticky note on the fridge informing me that Mom won’t be home for dinner.
Portia, I’m working late tonight.
Maybe French toast and bacon for you and Ramsey?
Don’t worry about Dad. He had a big lunch.
LUV XOXO, Mom
Don’t worry about Dad. Yeah, right. When I go upstairs to check on my little brother he’s got his back to me, sitting on his bed.
“Hey, Rams,” I say.
He looks guilty as he snaps his head towards me, so I get around the front of him to see what he’s hiding. He’s got the pocket knife Grandpa Madden gave him in his left hand, and a piece of wood in the other.
“What are you doing with that knife? You aren’t supposed to use it without an adult around, remember?” Ramsey looks up. His eyes have these brown shadows below them that prove to me that he still doesn’t feel well.
“I’m making a surprise,” he tells me, “for Dad’s birthday.” I look beyond his curled fingers at the piece of wood he’s been carving.
“What is it?” I ask him. He puts out his hand.
“It’s a penguin.”
“A penguin?” I try to contain myself.
“Yeah, cuz daddy likes penguins. I remember he told me that someday he wanted to go to Artica to see them after we watched Animal Planet.”
“Antarctica” I correct him. But I don’t tell him that his so-called penguin looks like a shriveled up pickle to me.
“It’s not done yet. It still needs a head.” He turns back and starts chipping away.
“I guess you’re feeling better then. Okay, you be really careful with that thing.” I leave the room as Ramsey performs a cough.
My back-breaking backpack knocks a water glass off my nightstand as I fling it across my bed. I’m really not in the mood to start my homework just yet.
After all, how could anyone think of doing Math, or Science or Spanish, or babysitting when they’re supposed to be vaulting?
UGH!
Chapter 6
It’s 7:30 a.m.? No. It can’t be! I fly out of bed a half hour after the alarm should have gone off. I throw myself into whatever hasn’t found its way into my laundry pile and race downstairs. Mom’s all dressed up, and has my cereal out and my lunch packed up on the counter. She must have an early meeting again.
“I was just about ready to come up and get you,” Mom says. “You shouldn’t have stayed up so late doing your homework.” She hands me a cold piece of buttered toast while I pour milk into my bowl so fast it sloshes onto the table. If only she knew the truth: that after she came in and said goodnight at ten, I stayed up until almost midnight perfecting my vaulting routine in front of my closet door mirror. Then I practiced a series of model poses, which is a joke for someone who will definitely never be a model. Not to be braggy or anything, but I am sorta pretty in my own way. If you look at those models in Teen Vogue magazine, I don’t come close, though. My eyes are too small, maybe even crooked, and my wavy brown hair is annoying. But who knows if those girls are for real? And they definitely lack some athletic ability with those skinny arms! Good thing horses don’t care how you look.
I glance across the table at Ramsey who is buried behind his box of Fruity Loops.
“Going to school today, Punk?” He still goes to St. Mark’s. From behind his cardboard fortress his hand shoots out a “thumbs up” to me.
Mom scoots us both out the door with the usual “Have a good day.” Ramsey’s friend Rachael from across the street is waiting out front. Ramsey bounces down the driveway to meet his little friend. Her pigtails do a little bounce as she sees him coming toward her. Cute! I go the opposite direction with a quick pace.
I manage to get to school early. Allie’s waiting for me outside the 8th grade bathroom. She’s got that look in her eye that spells trouble. I can only imagine what she has planned.
“Hey,” she says.
I “hey” her back.
“I’ve got an idea.” Her eyes widen, like when someone is silently daring you to do something. I’ve seen that look before. And we both know I won’t be able to resist.
Ok, so here’s how it rolls. You have to be tough to survive the 8th grade bathroom. If you can’t hack it, you’d better hold it, or go somewhere else. I found out the hard way last year when I accidentally walked in as a seventh grader. A gang of older girls body-slammed me against the wall screaming, “Invader!” until I ducked down and ran out. I was so traumatized that I ended up holding it all day.
“I dare you,” Allie says to me. No surprise there. She hands me a limp balloon, and of course I know what that means. Yeah, we learned that trick at Jessie’s slumber party last summer. I sneak into a stall and wait for a group to enter as I blow up the balloon and pinch the opening closed between my fingers. Allie pretends she’s washing her hands.
Someone enters. The stall door slams on my left. Another girl goes in on my right.
“Ugh, we need to get manicures. My nails are disgusting!” It’s Shayla’s voice on my right. I impulsively check my own nails out, but it’s not me who she’s talking to. I recognize the shoes on my left. Tory Burch flats. It’s Jamie.
“Mine are beyond gross.” Jamie moans.
Figuring this is the only shot I’ve got, I ease up on the balloon just enough to begin the flapping, farting sound until I’m interrupted by: “Have you asked Josh to the dance yet?”
I pinch.
“I better do that soon,” Jamie answers.
“Well, don’t wait too long. If we’re going to go out for dinner first, we need to make reservations. Mindy’s taking Matt, and…”
The rest of what she says is a blur flushing through my brain. Jamie likes Josh? My Josh? He’s the first guy I’ve ever even considered having a crush on. He’s one of the only reasons worth going to school. I hold on to the balloon and instead, I begin to deflate.
Two flushes, then water running and a few annoying giggles and finally the coast is clear.
“You wimped out,” Allie says as I slump out of my stall.
“I didn’t want to waste it on those guys.” Yep, I think to myself. I did wimp out. I should have come out of my stall and told Jamie that Josh was mine. But he’s not. Yet. And what do they think this is, Senior Prom? Nobody goes out to dinner before the eighth grade dance.
The rest of the day is a blur until I get to History class. With only half of my homework done, I try to finish it while Mrs. Kravitz is showing us these boring overhead slides about the U.S. Constitution. I’m scribbling down some facts about the Senate on my homework sheet, when a shadow comes over me. Mrs. Kravitz pulls the history book off my desk, scattering my papers across the floor.
“What on heaven’s earth are you doing, Miss Madden?”
“I’m picking up my papers,” I say as I bend down to retrieve them. A couple of kids start cracking up behind me.
She looks at my book where someone (not me) has written the “F word” across the top of page 107.
“And what’s this?”
“Freedom of speech, I guess.” Whew, at least it seems like I’ve been paying attention with that response. Or maybe she gets that I’m being sarcastic. Whatevs.
Mrs. Kravitz grunts and waddles back to the projector as I get the rest of my homework done.
In English, Mrs. Eickelberg has us doing some independent reading while she creates an enormous maze on the board for her seventh grade class. I scan through fifty or sixty pages of The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, before realizing that my mind is what’s traveling. I’m frozen, concentrating on the tip of Josh’s knee that is brushing across the lower part of my back. Eeeek!
I drift out of class. Allie’s sitting on the curb where we usually meet her mom when she drives us to vaulting.
“Hey Al, scoot over. What are you reading?” She shows me the mangled Surfer Magazine on her lap.
“Think I could do that on a horse?” She points to this picture of a guy riding a board down the face of a wave on one foot.
“I guess,” I say. “But you better not try anything crazy for a while after your last fall.”
Allie’s mom pulls up in her minivan and we jump in the back seat as she hands over a plate covered with aluminum foil. I can smell what awaits inside.
“Here you go, girls.” I peel back the foil and pick up a homemade brownie square that has been dusted with powdered sugar. That first chewy bite brings back warm memories of when Mom had time to stay home and bake.
Allie and I get our vaulting slippers and leotards out of our backpacks and begin to change in the back seat to save time. I throw my favorite polka- dotted tee-shirt over mine. Such a fashionista! We like to get out to the ranch before the rest of our team, to have plenty of time to get our horses ready.
I’m holding another brownie between my teeth, trying to cram my legs down into my tights. Allie’s got her shirt up over her head. A big truck pulls next to us at a stoplight. The driver looks down and I swear he can see us through the tinted windows.
“Hide!” I dive on top of Allie to shelter her from exposing her in her AAA trainer bra. At the same time, my brownie slams into her back, flies up over our heads and bounces onto the carpet. We’re in one big ball, huddled down on the floor like two timid shrieking mice.
“The coast is clear,” Allie’s mom calls out as the creepy trucker guy gives up and zooms past us.
Heading east, we leave the tan and white housing developments that surround our school, passing my neighborhood. I’m still picking sticky crumbs out of my hair when we turn left onto Apaho Road, which draws a line between Sundale and miles and miles of Indian reservation. On my left is the life I know: neatly landscaped homes and shopping malls. And on the right is open desert, peppered with scattered shacks, grey laundry hanging from sagging clotheslines, broken down trucks and wandering dogs.
We make a left up a long dirt driveway and pass under the rusty metal banner of Flying M Ranch. Bandit and Sadie’s heads rise up from their hay when they see us. Together they look like night and day. Sadie is a golden palomino and Bandit is as black as a moonless country sky.
I breathe in the earthy scent of alfalfa mixed with desert sage and horse. And every cell in my body begins to quiver like an amped-up stallion.
Chapter 7
Allie’s mom drives away, chased by a spinning funnel of dust. We walk up to the corrals, duck our bodies between the rails and stroke our horses down the center of their soft noses. Their heads bob up and down against our hands, wanting more. Then I see Bandit stomp his front hoof, barely missing Allie’s foot. Maybe he’s not in a good mood today, I’m thinking.
“Let’s ride Sadie today,” I suggest. We only really need one horse anyway.
Vaulting is done like this: You start by clipping a long rope, or a lunge line it’s called, to the side of a horse’s halter right by the side of their mouth and making the horse run around you in a big circle. The trainer usually gets this job. She uses a long whip to encourage the horse to keep moving at a walk, trot, or as fast as a canter. Everybody who is going to be vaulting stands in the center with the person who is “lunging” the horse. The horse is wearing a rig, which is sort of like a narrow band where a saddle is supposed to go, with two handles to hold onto when doing tricks. Everyone takes turns running out to the horse as he’s moving, jumping on by holding onto the rig and doing their routine. When we are done, we dismount in a variety of different ways to the back of the horse, or toward the outside of the circle. It is great fun and takes some skill and a lot of balance.
We get Sadie out, brush her soft coat and hoof-pick her feet. Allie places the wide-strapped, rig around Sadie’s belly.
“Suck it in, baby,”Allie says as she cinches Sadie’s buckle.
One by one, the rest of our team shows up until all six of us are ready to go. Chelsea, the only other eighth grader, leads the younger girls into the arena alongside us like a mother duckling and her chicks.
Mona is waiting for us.
“Hey, Portia, where were you yesterday?” Her sandpaper hands rub against mine as she takes Sadie’s lunge line from me.
“Family obligations” I say, using the same lame excuse that Mom suggested.
Mona gets Sadie trotting in a large circle around us. “If you’re ever going to go to California for Nationals, ya gotta start showin’ up,” she says to the entire group, although I feel that her comment is directed at me. I’m relieved that she’s only taking her cantering team. At least I’ve got a year before I have to plan for a big show like that.
Before Mona has a chance to make any more suggestive remarks, I move away from her and wait for my turn. Since Allie and I are the oldest, we always go last. I run up to Sadie, grab her rig by the handles and jump up to mount her as she continues to trot in even rhythm.
“Let’s work on the same routine we practiced last week, if you can remember it.” Mona shouts to me from the center of the circle. I catch her sarcasm, still wishing she knew the truth about why I no-showed. I throw my legs forward, then backward in a swinging motion, and then bring them up into a kneeling position in the center of Sadie’s back. Next, I let go of my hands, raising them at my sides and work with her movements to balance myself. The warm wind threads its way through my hair as I fly along the top of Sadie’s back. Heaven!
“Get them up higher,” Mona corrects me.
“Straighten your back.” She cracks her whip to keep Sadie going. I’m glad she’s not cracking that thing at me!
I hold myself steady for a while, then do a move called The Scissors by swinging my legs high behind me, forward, then back again, crossing them behind me each time until I’m facing backwards. I do it again until I’m facing forward. Next, it’s The Flag. I kneel on my hands and knees across her bouncy back and slowly raise one arm straight out in front of me and point the opposite leg behind. Sadie still trots along as I steady my extended arm. I’m concentrating on keeping my body loose to stay in perfect rhythm with her. That’s the trick to staying on. It’s like a dance between us. Perfecto! By now my knees are moving in rhythm with Sadie. It’s like we both are one body, moving through space. Like it must feel when you fly on the wings of a bird. Weaving through clouds. Ducking under rainbows. I shake myself normal again, out of my daydream, before coming back to a Basic Seat.
“Do it again, and this time watch your form.” Mona wants more. She’s being tough on me, but I don’t care. I’d stay up on Sadie all day if I could. I repeat my basic exercises. This time, I get my balance much sooner in my routine. Arms stretched extra high. Legs straight. Ok, I nail it.
My routine ends with a perfect dismount, if I should say so myself. I kick my legs back behind me, let go and flutter to the soft ground.
“Woo-hoo!” Allie chants.
Next is her turn. I move back to the center of the circle. Allie trots up to Sadie with the intensity of a moving train. She leaps up like she’s got springs on her shoes or something. You’d never guess that she’d taken a fall just two days ago.
“Beautiful!” Mona repeats, over and over. I love it because I love Allie, but after a while I have to admit, it gets annoying. She’s playing favorites, it’s obvious. But Allie deserves it. She’s a natural. Allie ends her session with the same flip off Sadie’s back that she told me she’d messed up on Sunday. Today it’s perfect.
“Beautiful!”
An hour later we’re done with our workout and I’m hosing Sadie down. I grab a towel and wipe the droplets off her ears and she nudges me with her nose. “I bet that feels good, girl,” I say to her. Just then, Mona comes over to us.
“Hey ladies, I was talking to you out there. The competition is June 18th. That’s only six weeks away. If you girls want to qualify, we’ve got a lot of work to do.”
What? Did we hear her right? A tingle travels straight down my legs. Allie whips her head in Mona’s direction.
“California? You mean this year?” Her voice is quivering, like she’s cold or something, but I realize that it’s just pure shock.
“I thought you were only taking your cantering team.” I say.
“I’d like to take our trot team too, if they open up some more slots. We’ll know next week. You are my two newest vaulters, but if you work real hard, and show up for every practice (she looks at me), I think you guys could make it.”
Allie and I stare at each other, and time stops for just a moment. Then it hits me like a bolt out of the clear blue Arizona sky. I’m going to compete in California on June 18th! I’m going to represent the Flying M Ranch Vaulting Team Trot Division! No way!
Right in front of me on this day, May 3rd to be exact, my dream is taking shape. And nothing, absolutely nothing, is going to stand in my way.
Chapter 8
I get a ride home with Lucy, another girl on our team after practice. She lives real close and her mom is always available. Lucy is the tiniest girl on our team - so cute and a great little vaulter, too. She plops down in the front seat of her mom’s Mercedes. I scrunch in the back next to a pile of carpet samples on the leather seat next to me. She barely gets her seatbelt on before blurting out the news.
“Guess what, mom?” Lucy pulls a wilted piece of red licorice out of her backpack. “We might get to go to California with our team. Mona told us today.”
Her mom is backing up, and just as casually as she would be if Lucy had told her that she was going to stay late after school to do a class project her mom replies.
“Oh great, when?’
“On June 18th I think, but nothing’s for sure yet. We find out next week.”
“Just let us know. That’s exciting, Luce!” Her mom peers at me through the rearview mirror.
“Is that true? You guys might get to go to California?”
Just the sound of it makes my fingers tingle with excitement. California. Allie was going ballistic over the idea. I could hardly get a word in, because she was going on and on about the trip, or should I say, the potential trip. She was even talking about getting surf racks for her parent’s car so that she could bring the board she practices on at our fake wave park.
All I could do was think of vaulting with the cool ocean breeze washing over me. Sadie would love it. I even thought of maybe asking Mona if we could take the horses to the beach. Could anything be cooler than riding or vaulting at the beach?
“Well, I hope you guys get to go!” Lucy’s mom says. And I think to myself, so that’s how it’s done. You just hit your parents head-on with the idea and they love it. Well, that may be how it is in Lucy’s house. But things are definitely different where I live.
Mom’s home when I come back from the ranch. Inside I’m bursting, but I decide to hold off from blurting out my good news until the time is right. I open the fridge and throw a grape in my mouth to shut me up. I’m buzzing so much with excitement I barely notice the In-N-Out burgers she’s laid out for us on the kitchen table. My fave!
The four of us sit down to eat our French fries and cheeseburgers in silence, as too much noise sometimes gets Dad upset and I really don’t want him to be unhappy… especially tonight. But then when Ramsey sneezes, spraying his mouthful of French fries across the table, I can’t help it. I push back from the table, put my hands over my mouth and try to muffle a laugh. Ramsey’s got a blob of ketchup hanging from his chin. He starts to crack up so hard that his eyes get teary. Dad takes one look at us and stands up. Then, without notice, he lays his hands over his dinner and flings his cheeseburger and fries across the room where they hit the wall and fall to the floor. Then he heads upstairs to his room as we sit in silence, staring at the mess.
Ramsey looks at Mom and shrugs his shoulders.
Mom doesn’t say a word. She stands up and brings the trash can over, and we help her clean up.
And then, when the last piece of soggy lettuce is picked up and all of the evidence of Dad’s problems are wiped away, without thinking, without waiting for the perfect time, or maybe just to have something to say to break the seriousness of the situation, I blurt it out.
“I might get to go to California!”
Silence.
Another try, since it seems like no one heard my exciting announcement the first time around.
“My vaulting coach said that if they open up another division and Allie and I work really, really hard and don’t miss any more workouts, we could qualify to go to California!”
“Cool! Can I come, too?” Ramsey scoots up in his chair. “They have awesome skate parks in California. I saw ‘em on my Tony Hawk video.”
Mom squints the way she does when she’s got a whopper of a headache. Not exactly the reaction I’d hoped for.
“When is this competition?” she asks, as she avoids eye contact with me.
“In June. June 18th. So I won’t miss any school. You’ll let me go, won’t you?” I’m trying to stay calm, pace myself, but it’s no use. The volcano has erupted in my mouth.
So mom just gets up and starts clearing the table and I’m thinking, Hello? Didn’t you just hear me?
And then, without a moment’s hesitation, she drives a dagger into the heart of my dreams. Just like that, before I have a chance to emotionally prepare myself.
“We’ll just have to see how Dad’s doing,” she says. “It might not be a good time to be away.”
“What?” I snap back. A good time to be away? We don’t have time to wait and see how Dad’s doing.
“So just because of Dad, I’m expected to be here like a prisoner for the rest of my life?” Maybe that’s a little dramatic sounding, but I really don’t care at this point.
Mom gives me one look that says it all: end of conversation.
“RRRRrr!” The frustration inside of me is building like ten tons of dynamite in my stomach. I finish the dishes and run upstairs. I have a private temper tantrum, mostly mad at myself for my bad timing. I should’ve waited until things calmed down. But inside I wonder if they ever will.
With no better idea in mind, I take a shower to and wash the tears away from my cheeks.
Maybe that is the end of it for now, I think to myself as I try to scrub away a very frustrating dinner experience. But for me, this trip – this dream – is only just beginning.
Chapter 9
My earliest memory of Dad is on the day that he saved my life. He is holding me, and across the top of his shoulder where my cheek is resting, his tee shirt is damp with my tears.
I don’t remember actually choking on the unlucky half of the wishbone that Thanksgiving day. After all, I was only four and probably blanked it all out of my mind. Mom says my big cousin Johnny gave it to me to keep me quiet. I didn’t like green beans and some uninformed relative had plopped a heaping pile of them on my plastic Beauty And The Beast plate. I still remember how I use to get very upset if any food covered Beauty’s face and that’s probably where they put the beans, which would’ve
made me double-crazy. NO ONE messed with Beauty’s face.
Dad tells me that he noticed I’d suddenly gotten very quiet. I guess that was an unusual event. Everyone was talking and laughing and passing the turkey around when Dad saw me trying to get air and flew across the table, apparently knocking a big bowl of sweet potatoes over onto my Aunt Susie’s lap. He picked me up and jammed his finger into my mouth, pulling the bone from my throat so I could breathe again. I still remember the feeling of that first gasp. It was from a place where I never knew fear could run so deep.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/16136 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!