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Sometimes life
throws you wicked curveballs. In the second half of my senior year
in high school, just when I think I have the world figured out, it
hurls a couple of doozies. I never even see them coming.

Or maybe I do
… but, like a fool, I choose to ignore them and hope they don’t
take my head off.

<>

It all starts
simple enough on my birthday. I wake for school like I do every
morning, only this time right at the end of a sex dream.

If you’re a
guy, you know how these dreams usually end. If you’re a girl …
well, let’s just say that I need to rinse the front of my underwear
in the bathroom sink.

Of course, I
then have to hang it on the edge of the trash can in my room to dry
so my mom won’t see it and I can avoid any embarrassment.

I know; it’s
gross. But most things that involve sex kind of are, aren’t
they?

So begins the
eighteenth year of my life.

Once my
underwear situation’s taken care of, I take my morning shower and
eat a couple bowls of sugar-coated kids’ cereal, like I usually do.
The only difference in my ritual is that today my mom’s left a
birthday card on the table in front of me. “BRIAN,” it says in big
letters on the baby blue envelope – as if it could be for anyone
else.

I know what’s
inside – other than the greeting card, that is: a hundred dollar
bill. Working two jobs and all, she doesn’t have much time to shop
for birthday gifts. So she gives me cash, which is fine by me. I
can always use it.

Most days my
mom’s gone by the time I wake up, but today I think she’s stayed to
wish me a happy birthday. When she walks into the kitchen, dressed
in her work blazer and slacks, her hair tied up to look more office
professional, I lift the envelope and say, “Thanks.”

She nods.
“You’re welcome.”

We don’t kiss
or hug or anything corny like that. We’ve never done the whole PDA
thing – y’know, Public Displays of Affection. At least she hasn’t.
So I haven’t, either.

I think she
gets that from my grandparents – her parents, the Fitzgeralds; not
my dad’s, the Hartmans. But we haven’t talked to that side of the
family since my dad died, so there’s no way I could know for
sure.

“You’re not
going to open your card?” she says, looking disappointed.

So I do. And inside there
are two hundred
dollar bills this time.

“Mom … it’s too
much.”

“No, it’s not. I wish it
could be more. You’ll need it next year.”

I will, too. College isn’t going to be
cheap, especially where I’m going – or where I want to go, I should
say … if I can afford it. The University of the Arts. In
Philadelphia. It’s a forty-five minute drive from where I live in
Pennsylvania – just far enough from home for me to be on my own,
but close enough to check in on my mom when I need to. If I didn’t,
I don’t know who would. It’s not like she has a steady boyfriend or
anything. She’s been seeing a lot of this guy Gary lately, but I’m
sure it’ll end soon, like all the others.

She’s never seemed all that interested in
dating. Well, she’s dated a little; it’s a full-on relationship I
don’t think she’s interested in. I’m not sure why.

“Okay, I’m off,” she says
after filling her travel mug with coffee. “You’re home for dinner,
right?” I shrug. “C’mon. You only turn eighteen once.”

“You only turn every age
once.”

“I know some women who’ve
been turning twenty-nine for years,” she says with a wink and
stares at me until I relent.

“All right. Yeah, I’ll be
here for dinner.”

“Good.” She heads toward
the door, stops, stares at me, and smiles. “Happy
Birthday.”

I smile back. “Thanks, Mom.”

She stares another few seconds, as if
there’s something else she wants to say, but leaves without saying
it.

When I hear the front door close, I return
to my breakfast, shovel in a few spoonfuls of my magically
delicious cereal, and examine my card. On the front is a bright,
multi-colored “HAPPY BIRTHDAY” that looks like it’s made of
Play-Doh or something.

It’s strange because it seems like a card
made for a child, but it can’t be, since there’s also a big “18”
below it in the same lettering, only larger. I guess it’s kind of
fitting, though.

Happy Birthday to me.

<>

As long as I can remember, my best friend in
the world has been Mike Welch. He was born a couple months after I
was and has always lived three houses down, so all throughout our
childhood we went fishing or rode bikes or played baseball together
almost every day. Sometimes we even just hung out and talked about
stuff. We sort of became like brothers, which was nice – especially
since neither of us had one of our own.

Like most mornings, on my birthday I walk to
Mike’s house to hitch a ride to North Penn High School. It’s either
that or take the bus – and riding shotgun with Mike in the BMW his
dad bought him sure beats dealing with a bunch of rowdy kids
trapped in a ratty, yellow school bus.

We leave early
on Fridays because Mike swings by his dad’s business, Adult World,
to get his allowance.

If the name
doesn’t give it away, Adult World is a porn store. It’s been around
for like thirty years or something, but Mr. Welch has only owned it
for the last ten or so.

You can
apparently purchase all sorts of X-rated items there. I say
“apparently” because I’ve never been inside and don’t know exactly
what’s there. I’ve only seen it from the outside, while Mike runs
in to get his money, because I’ve never been old enough to
enter.

I suppose it
wouldn’t have been a big deal to sneak a peek, but Mike’s dad is
kind of firm about the “under eighteen years old” restriction.
Mike’s only an exception because he’s the boss’s son. And even
then, Mr. Welch doesn’t like him to be there very long, in case
some police officer or town official tries to get him for
“corrupting the morals of a minor” – or whatever.

Of course, now that I’m eighteen and
technically an adult, I can go in. So after Mike parks and gets out
of the car, he eggs me on to follow him. “C’mon. You’re old enough
now.”

Still, I don’t think I’m quite ready to see
what’s inside, which is probably the real reason I didn’t go in
before. I figure some things are probably better left a mystery for
now. “That’s okay. I’ll pass.”

“Oh, don’t be such a
puss,” Mike says.

His peer pressure makes me
consider following him in and I glance at the store while I decide.
It’s strange how it resembles a typical, suburban brick ranch
house, only painted a dull gray. And I mean, all of it’s painted gray – even the
boards placed over the windows. The shingles on the roof are the
same shade, so that the whole thing looks like a square rain cloud
fallen to the ground.

The sign on the roof reads
the name of the store in an out-of-date font with rounded letters.
The A looks sort
of like a penis, the W a pair of breasts. Below it, in normal black letters, it
says, “For Everything In-Store.”

“Bro, this is the way of
the world,” Mike lectures me. “The sooner you face it, the better
off you’ll be.” He closes his car door and heads toward the store,
clearly assuming I’ll follow.

I look around to make sure
there’s no one who could see me and decide, Eh, what the hell. I am
old enough. I should be able to handle whatever I
see. Hell, I’ve probably seen it all before, anyway. 

Right?

I shrug, take a deep breath, and follow
Mike.

<>

The inside of
the store, if it was once a house, no longer looks like one in any
way that I can see. It’s divided into two main sections, with the
register on a raised platform that overlooks and separates the
two.

As I enter I
can see that on one side, to the left, there’s merchandise, videos,
that kind of thing. On the other side, to the right, is a dark area
with rows of what look like those photo booths you see in arcades –
only instead of curtains to hide the people inside, there are
public restroom-style stall doors. To add to the bathroom effect, I
can see men’s feet below the doors of some of the booths. Judging
from the flickering light and the occasional sound of voices – some
talking, some squealing with what sounds like pleasure – and bad
music, I can tell they’re watching sex videos.

I remember
Mike mentioning the booths, but I guess I never put two and two
together – or if I did, maybe I blocked it out. And at first I
don’t think too much of it … that is, until I remember what it is
people usually do when they watch porn videos.

“Is that … ? Are they
actually … ?” I ask Mike. He nods and laughs when he sees the
disgusted look on my face. It’s kind of hard to believe anybody
would do that in a public place, even behind a closed stall door.
Horrifying, actually. But they do. And there’s the
proof.

I try to put it out of my mind as we
approach the cash register.

“Hey Tommy,” Mike says to
a skinny, unshaven man in his late twenties, maybe early thirties,
who sits behind the counter. He looks bored – really
bored.

Tommy barely nods back a greeting. I’m not
sure if he doesn’t like Mike or just doesn’t care about his
presence … or is just jaded in general. “He around?”

“On his way …” Tommy says,
then looks at me. “He allowed in here? You know how pissed he gets
– unless he’s gonna spend money. You gonna spend money?”

I shrug. I have no intention of spending any
money, but figure it’s safer not to answer one way or the
other.

“Oh, don’t worry,” Mike
says. “He’s eighteen.”

Tommy squints at me. “You sure? He doesn’t
look it.”

I nod in agreement as Mike says, “Yeah.”

Tommy shrugs okay and goes back to work –
although he’s not really doing anything at the moment. Still, he
seems bothered by Mike’s attempts to engage him in small talk and
shrugs each time Mike asks how business has been – if it’s been
busy, if there’ve been a lot of sales, stuff like that. I don’t see
how it’s any of Mike’s business, but I guess at one point, when
he’s old enough to work here or maybe eventually take over, it will
be.

I decide to tune them both out and take a
couple minutes to survey the merchandise area now that I have the
official all-clear to be here.

I must say, I’m completely thrown by what I
see.

Of course, there are shelves and shelves of
videos with crude photos of naked men and women – mostly women –
all over them; that I expected. What I didn’t expect was the wide
variety of bizarre non-video items. There are vibrators and blowup
dolls, which you’d expect, but there are also a lot of other things
… strange things: rubber masturbators in mouth and vagina shapes,
electric cock rings, English cock and ball cages, anal speculums,
and vibrating anal plugs, to name a few.

Even after the years of Mike talking about
the store since his dad bought it, I’ve never heard of half the
stuff – let alone guessed what most of it’s for. But there they all
are, out in the open, for sale, like it’s normal. And it is, I
guess … at least in Adult World.

I’m so blown away by what I see that I
nearly trip over a chubby employee stocking videos. “Sorry,” I
say.

“No problem,” he responds
with a slight smile. He can no doubt read the shock – horror, even
– on my face.

At that moment, Mr. Welch walks through the
front door, looks around, and heads straight for the two of us. He
seems to be angry and at first I fear he’s coming right at me,
maybe because I’m in here and he thinks I’m too young to be.

Before he gets to me, though, Mike calls to
him. He stops and turns to see him. “Yeah. I’ll be right with
you.”

Mr. Welch turns back and only then seems to
notice that it’s me in the store. “Brian? Hey. What’re you doing in
here?”

“It’s okay, Dad. He turned
eighteen today.”

Mr. Welch’s face softens. “Really?” he says,
then smiles. “Heh. How ’bout that. Look at you, all grown up.” He
rubs my head and messes my hair. “Seems like only yesterday they
brought you home from the hospital.”

I smile. It’s strange to think that I’ve
known him all my life. In fact, because of Mike, I probably spent
more time with him than any other adult besides my mom – especially
after my dad died. He even taught me how to hold a bat and catch a
baseball when he coached Mike and me in Little League, which was
nice; he didn’t have to do that.

He’s the closest thing I had to a father
when I was little. But I haven’t seen him much in the past few
years, not since he moved out of the house on my street – where
Mike and his mom, the former Mrs. Welch, still live.

“How’s your mother,
anyway?” Mr. Welch says.

“Good. Busy as
ever.”

“Terrific. Fantastic
woman, your mom. Really fantastic.” He nods as the employee who was
near me stands and heads toward the register. His movement draws
Mr. Welch’s attention. His eyes follow the employee, then he
glances back at me, says, “Excuse me,” and walks after him. “What
happened Wednesday night?” I hear him whisper.

The employee doesn’t seem to know what he’s
talking about. “What?”

Mr. Welch leads him behind the register and
through a door to the back room of the store. It seems like
something strange is going on and I wonder what it might be until
Mike waves a large, black, rubber penis in my face.

“Here ya go,” he says.
“For Jenny.”

“Jenny”
is Jennifer Kinney, the girl I’ve been seeing for a couple weeks
now. I haven’t even gotten to second base with her yet, so I
certainly can’t use a sex toy like that. I doubt I’ll ever get
to that point
with her, anyway.

I grab Mike’s arm and shove it away, which
is my normal reaction to anybody waving anything in my face, let
alone a huge rubber dick. I push it back in his face and I guess I
grab him harder than I expected because he makes a face and says,
“Damn, Bro. You been working out …”

It’s true; I have been working out. I bought
a cheap weight set and lift a few times a week. It’s definitely
made me stronger.

“Or maybe it’s all that …”
Mike makes a palm-up fist and jerks it toward and away from his
crotch.

I groan at the joke.

“When you gonna stop bein’
a bat boy with that girl, anyway?” he says.

I don’t answer. There’s no point. It only
encourages him.

“You must be hornier than
a marching band on Ecstasy.”

“A what?” I
say.

“You heard me.”

I laugh – and continue to in the hope that
it’ll make him forget his original question. But it doesn’t
work.

“Seriously,” he says. “How
long’s it been since you got any, anyway? Two years?”

“I’ve done all right.”
I’ve actually dated a few girls and gotten pretty far. I had my
fingers in a few of them, they got me off with their hand, that
kind of thing. Not all the way, but I was clearly rounding second
and heading for third, which isn’t bad, considering how little
effort I’ve always put into base-running.

“That other shit ain’t
sex,” Mike says.

“Oh, like you’re swimming
in it.”

“I hold my
own.”

“Two, three times a day,
I’m sure,” I say.

“Boys will be boys …” he
says and flicks his eyebrows up and down. “Sometimes you just gotta
bunt … but look who I’m telling.” He laughs at me as his dad
returns from the back with the employee who’s no longer wearing his
staff shirt. He’s now carrying his coat and a duffel bag as Mr.
Welch leads him toward the front door.

“What about the money you
owe me?” he says to Mr. Welch, who continues to usher him out of
the store.

“Tell ya
what, I’ll deduct what you owe me
and mail the check to you. You should be happy
you’re getting anything.”

Mr. Welch closes the door
behind the now apparent ex-employee and turns back to Tommy.
“You believe that? After all I did for him?”

Tommy shrugs. “We coulda used him tomorrow,
Boss.”

Mr. Welch makes a face. “Oh. Right. Well,
who do I have to take his place?”

“You
already got everybody scheduled. And I’m sure Charlie’ll come in –
not that he’s worth that much, especially once she shows up.” Tommy tilts his head
toward a poster of a beautiful woman’s face. Below the poster is
the caption, “Meet Rita Hanson. Saturday, February 26th.”
Tomorrow’s the twenty-sixth.

Mr. Welch sighs, thinks a second, then looks
at me and smiles. I’m not sure why at first. He moves closer and
puts his arm around my shoulder. “Brian, my boy …”

I quickly realize that he wants me to work
for him. “Sorry,” I say, “I, uh, already have to work tomorrow … at
Truman’s.” Truman’s is the grocery store where I’ve worked since I
was sixteen. It’s a pretty good job, as jobs go. It beats scrubbing
pots in a hot kitchen, which is what I did before I turned sixteen
and could apply to Truman’s. Plus, they pay more than minimum
wage.

“So?” Mr. Welch says.
“Call in sick. I’ll make it worth your while.”

I scrunch my face with doubt. I don’t want
to lie to my boss at Truman’s. I don’t like to lie at all, in fact.
And, frankly, I’m not sure I want to work in this place, with the
booths in the back and the weird sexual things and all that.

Mr. Welch looks disappointed. He takes his
arm off my shoulder and stares at me. “What time do you have to go
in?”

“Um, four.”

“Perfect,” he says and
holds his hands out to show me the problem’s solved. “I’ll only
need you for a few hours. Eleven to three or so.”

I’m still doubtful.

“How’s ten bucks an hour
sound?” he adds. “Cash.”

It sounds pretty good.

“Plus an extra ten. That’s
fifty bucks.” He says it like it’s a fortune … and it is a lot of
money compared to what I make at Truman’s, especially since there
won’t be any taxes taken out.

I look at Mike, who has this weird look on
his face. I wonder if he’s jealous or something. It might bother
him if I work for his dad.

I search for some kind of sign on his face
to show me he’s okay with it.

“Don’t look at him,” Mr.
Welch says. “You can answer for yourself. You’re a man
now.”

As I continue to think about it, Mr. Welch
wears me down with a stare. I hate to let him down. I hate to
disappoint anyone … especially an adult. And it’s only for a day,
so …

“Um, well, I guess I can
–” I say.

“There ya go, Tommy,” Mr.
Welch says. “Problem solved.”

Tommy nods. I don’t think he cares either
way.

Mr. Welch starts to walk away, but Mike
stops him. “Uh, Dad …”

“Oh, right.” Mr. Welch
opens the register and hands some money to Mike. As he does, he
seems to make sure I see it, then says, “Brian, my boy, see you
tomorrow, eleven sharp.”

I nod.

“And happy birthday.” He
winks and continues through the door to the back of the
store.

And just like that I have another job – if
only for a day.

<>

We still have some time to kill before
school, so Mike and I go to North Penn’s baseball field, where Mike
likes to sit in the dugout and smoke his last full cigarette of the
school day. He’ll probably smoke at least three more in puffs here
and there before the end of school, but that’s beside the
point.

Mike’s funny
that way; if there’s a vice out there, he’s only too happy to
partake in it. And not halfway; he dives right in.

Like sex. If, based on my
dream, it looks like I have sex on my mind, that’s nothing compared to Mike. I might
only think about it or dream about it, but he actually does it – or
so he says. I think it’s more important to him than just about
anything.

Even while we’re sitting there he’s paging
through an amateur pornography magazine he picked up from the
out-of-date stack at Adult World.

“Ya gotta love this
stuff,” he says, turning the magazine this way and that as he looks
at the images.

“Um, no … I
don’t.”

“No, seriously. It’s
amazing. Guys sending in pictures of their girlfriends, wives,
whatever …” He laughs and pushes the magazine in my face. “Look at
this broad.” It’s funny the way he says words like “broad.” Like
he’s fifty or something.

He points to a photo of this bleach-blonde
woman spread eagle on a cheap mattress, using her fingertips to
help the photographer get a better view. It’s kind of gross – and
frankly a little too crude to be sexy. Well, to me, anyway. I’m
sure a lot of guys go for that – and maybe I should, or will one
day. But right now I’m more into beauty. Like, I look at the
woman’s face, the angle of her body, more than anything. How would
I change the image to make it look better, more beautiful? I know …
weird, right?

Mike’s not
like me, though. He totally gets turned on by the graphic,
in-your-face stuff, like this woman on the bed. The more graphic,
the better. But if I grew up the way he did, with his dad and the
porn business and all, I’d probably be the same way.

“These people
crack me up,” he says.

I glance at the photo and fake like I’m
impressed so he won’t bother me about it anymore.

“‘Look
honey, we made it into Beaver
Hunt,” he says and laughs. “Probly shows
this to his buddies, maybe frames it. So proud …” He shakes his
head, pages through a few more photos, then stops. “Hey, speakin’ a
beaver hunt, I put the deposit down on the shore place for Senior
Week. I’m gonna need that three-hundred beans, plus another three
when we go down.”

“Aw, man, I don’t know …”
I say. It’s a lot of money – to me, anyway.

He stares. “Bro, you
better not puss out. It’s Senior
Week. You gotta go.”

Here on the
east coast, or at least in Pennsylvania – and I guess New Jersey,
too – almost everybody who graduates from high school goes down to
the Jersey Shore for the week after graduation. Thus, “Senior Week”
– although technically it should be called “Graduate Week.”

Most people go
to places like Wildwood or Sea Isle City because, from what I hear,
those are the biggest party towns and the cops are more forgiving
of the shenanigans kids get into – especially kids with their first
taste of freedom. So there’s a lot of drinking, sex, and who knows
what else.

Mike wants to go to Wildwood, the name of
which couldn’t be more perfect for kids trying to get laid. He’s
talked about it for months. He can hardly wait.

I told him I’d go, but really I don’t think
I can afford it – and even if I could, I’m not sure I want to spend
my money that way. So I tell Mike I don’t think I’ll be able to dip
into my college fund to swing it.

“Dude, you gotta stop
stressin’ so much about money.”

Of course he would say that. He’s never had
to worry about money in his life. He has it. Well, his dad does –
and I suppose his mom does, too, ever since the divorce from Mr.
Welch when Mike was a kid.

“Who’s paying for your
college?” I ask him.

He rolls his eyes. He knows what I mean.

“Just take a girl with
you,” I say.

“Bro, you don’t bring sand
to the beach.”

“The
Jersey Shore’s been eroding for years. Even they’re bringing sand to the beach
these days.”

“Yeah, whatever, Smart
Guy,” he says and tosses his cigarette on the ground. “You’re
comin’ with me – even if I have to give you the dough, myself. I’ll
hire ya as my wing man or something.”

I laugh as I stamp out the cigarette, pick
the butt up, and put it in the trash can before we head to school
for the day.

<>

As Mike and I walk the hallways before
homeroom, he’s still trying to talk me into Senior Week. “I’m
tellin’ ya, you’re gonna want that last crack at these girls before
you’re stuck at art school with all those dyke-y broads,” he says.
“Probly don’t even shave their armpits … to say nothing of what’s
down south. Yeesh!”

I can’t help laughing
whenever he says something like that. I would never do it, of course. I
might occasionally think
it, but I’d never say it. Mike does. And it
cracks me up every time.

I don’t laugh in front of Jennifer, though.
I don’t want her to believe I think it’s funny or even remotely
acceptable, especially with how things have been going for the past
couple of weeks since we started dating.

I know that’s not a lot of time, but the
time we’ve had has been good. I kinda knew her before then, too.
Last semester we had sixth period classes near each other and I saw
her in the hallway almost every day.

I can’t say it was love at first sight,
because I’m not sure what that is, but I definitely saw something
in her … something I still see … something beyond the blonde hair,
blue eyes, and hard but flexible cheerleader body. I’m not sure
what that “something” is, but it was, and is, enough to make me
want to know her better.

She says she felt the same way about me from
the start and now, after a few dates and a couple long, deep
conversations – along with a little kissing – I guess we could be
called boyfriend and girlfriend, even though we’ve never actually
said it.

“Easy, Mikey,” I say so
he’ll tone down the sex talk as we approach Jennifer at her locker,
where I meet her every morning. Today, as if just for my birthday,
she’s as adorable as ever in her cheerleader uniform, which she’s
required to wear on game days.

Although I couldn’t care less about some
stupid basketball game or wrestling match, I’m always glad for
them, if only to see the short skirt and tight, sleeveless jersey
she and all the other girls on the squad wear.

She smiles when she sees me and we kiss
hello, as usual. It’s only a peck, though. I wish it could be more,
but I’m just getting used to PDA’s at this point.

“Hey, Jenny,” Mike
says.

She nods kind of a cold hello back to
him.

“Awright, I’m outta here,”
he says. “Remember, Bro, don’t make plans for tonight. We gotta
celebrate.”

Ever since we were kids, Mike and I have
spent each other’s birthdays together. It’s a pretty cool
tradition. So far we haven’t missed one.

“Not
sure where it’s gonna be, though. I’ll let ya know.” He starts to
walk away, then stops and turns. “Oh, and don’t forget your skin
mag.” He tosses his copy of Beaver
Hunt at me.

Great. This is just what Jennifer needs to see. 

I let the magazine fall to the ground like
it’s plutonium or something and say, “That’s not mine.”

Mike laughs and continues on.

“Seriously,” I say to
Jennifer.

But she doesn’t seem to care. I think – I
hope – she knows it’s not mine. Still, she has a hurt look on her
face.



“What’s the
matter?”

“Nothing,” she says. “It’s
okay. I just … I didn’t know you were going out with Mike
tonight.”

“Oh,
well, yeah, we kinda always hang out together on our birthdays.
It’s kind of a thing.”

She nods.

“I figured you probably
didn’t want to hang out with him and –” The school bell rings to
call everybody to homeroom as I backpedal. “I mean, I figured we
were going out tomorrow … but if you want to come out tonight … I’d
like that. Really. I just thought –”

“That’s okay. I don’t want
you to feel obligated,” Jennifer says as she gathers the last of
her books and closes her locker without looking at me. She appears
to be okay, but I can tell she’s not. “I can just see you tomorrow
… maybe.”

Uh-oh. 

I think I’m in trouble. “Will I see you
after school?”

She shrugs.

I’m definitely in trouble. I get
confirmation when I move in for a kiss and she’s already walking
away.

It may not seem like a big deal, but I feel
terrible. I’m not sure why. I just do.

I normally don’t think too
much about stuff like this, but with her it’s different. I really
like her. I mean really
like her. I wish I could explain why, but I can’t
totally. She just makes me feel better when I’m with her – less
awkward or something. I feel more secure … yet more insecure at the
same time; afraid, but not afraid. I’ve never felt like this about
anybody before.

Damn, relationships are
hard. 

<>

So the rest of the day I walk around with
this hollow feeling in my gut about my relationship with Jennifer.
It really gets to me in Social Studies, while Mr. McCoy lectures us
on the human need to be social.

He shows us this totally sad, old
black-and-white movie of a baby monkey separated from its mother at
birth. It’s clinging more to a soft piece of carpet shaped like a
mother monkey than a wire one with a food bottle attached to it.
According to the film, bonding is such a biological imperative
that, in the absence of another living being, we’ll bond to
anything that provides comfort – even over food, it seems.

Why anybody would want to separate a baby
monkey from its mother is beyond me. And did they really need to do
that just to figure out all that stuff about bonding? Couldn’t they
just look around?

I realize that I need to do something to get
back on the right track with Jennifer or I’m gonna go crazy. I’ve
been doodling, like I always do when I’m distracted, and as Mr.
McCoy blathers on, I decide to do a portrait of her.

I pull out my sketchbook from my school bag,
but can’t find any of my good sketch pencils, so I’m forced to use
a regular writing one instead.

I don’t usually draw people. The only time I
have is when I’ve gotten an assignment in art class – and usually
then there’s a model in front of me. But when I draw Jennifer, for
some reason, I’m able to recall by heart almost every line, angle,
and shade of skin on her face.

I’m so involved in the drawing that I don’t
even hear the bell ring to end the period. I only realize the class
is over when I lift my head and see that everyone’s gone from the
room. Mr. McCoy looks at me like I’m an idiot.

But the portrait’s done. And when I finally
step back and take a look at it, I’m impressed with my work. Using
nothing but a Dixon Ticonderoga #2, I’ve managed to give Jennifer’s
face a glow that may or may not exist in the eyes of most people,
but definitely does in mine.

I can’t wait to show it to her, so I go
right to her next class – Algebra – and wait for her outside the
door.

“What are you doing?” she
asks when she sees me.

She sounds kind of cold and for a moment I
consider not telling her. But I fight my urge to chicken out and
say, “Uh, I wanted to see you … and give you this.” I hand her the
sketch.

She looks at it and I can’t quite tell what
she’s thinking, but hope they’re good thoughts. In case she’s still
upset, I add, “I’m sorry. If you’re not doing anything tonight, I
really want you to come out with –”

She looks up from the sketch and interrupts
me. “It’s okay. You don’t have to do that.”

“No, really. I want to.
It’s just that –”

“You don’t have to
explain. You said you’re sorry.” She has this glow on her face that
makes me turn to jelly. It has the completely opposite effect on
one specific part of my anatomy, though. “That’s
enough.”

“So you’ll come out
tonight?”

She nods and that’s the
end of it. She’s back. Better yet, we’re back.

It’s amazing; she’s so much more grown-up
than any other girl I’ve gone out with. Definitely more than me –
even though she’s a junior and I’m a senior. They say girls mature
faster than boys. I believe it.

She smiles and I think I see her face
scrunch, like she’s about to cry. She looks back at the sketch.
“Nobody’s ever drawn me before,” she says. “It’s beautiful. I love
it. Thank you.”

It’s a great feeling when someone responds
so positively to something you created. That’s probably why I do it
all in the first place. But nobody’s ever responded this well, in
this way. I like it.

She looks back up at me and again the old
beams of light shoot from her face.

The school bell rings, which is probably
just as well, before I screw it up somehow. “See you after school?”
I ask.

This time she nods, steps forward, and gives
me a kiss. It’s more than the usual peck this time; this is a major
PDA, right in the hallway. Tongue and everything. If I wasn’t so
relieved about things being back to normal, I’d be totally aroused
– well, more aroused than I am, anyway.

She goes into her class,
staring at the sketch. I adjust the crotch of my jeans to give me
– it – room and
smile. Jennifer and I are back – and better than ever.

<>

As usual, at the end of the school day I
meet Mike in the lobby, where everybody who drives to school
gathers. Mostly it’s full of student athletes getting ready for
practice.

I used to be on the soccer team and run
track, but that was in junior high and only for a year. It didn’t
take long for me to see that there wasn’t much point in it,
especially once I realized I wanted to go to art school. I knew I
was better off with a part time job. Plus, I doubt The University
of the Arts cares how fast I can run the hundred meters.

The first thing Mike says when I see him is,
“There’s a party at Karen Lutz’s house tonight.”

“Really? Karen Lutz?”
Karen’s the last person you’d think would throw a party. I mean,
she plays saxophone in the marching band and is a catcher on the
softball team. Not that there’s anything wrong with those things;
they just don’t scream “partier.”

“Well, she told me her
parents are away, so …” Mike says.

“Ah. And
does Karen know
about this party?”

Mike smiles. “She will soon enough.”

I laugh, then see Jennifer. She’s talking to
Rick Schmidt. Rick’s older than I am, richer, taller, more athletic
… basically, everything that makes you popular in high school, he’s
got more of. And I have to confess that I’m a little jealous of him
– not so much because of all those things, but because he went out
with Jennifer for a few weeks before I did. So it bothers me when I
see them together, talking like they’re old friends.

Mike doesn’t help matters by tilting his
head toward them and saying, “What’s goin’ on there?”

“What?” I say, like I have
no idea what he’s talking about.

“Jennifer and Captain
Beefcake over there.”

“They’re friends,” I say.
“Whatever.”

“Didn’t they used to go
out?”

“That doesn’t mean
anything.”

Mike nods with fake agreement. He can
probably read the fear on my face.

Man, it sucks how the littlest thing like
her talking to her ex can make me doubt the whole enterprise, if
only for an instant – which is, thankfully, as long as it lasts,
because as soon as she sees me, she runs over, all excited.

“Oh, good.
You’re here. I wanted to do this this morning, but …” she says and
looks at me with a slightly sad face, I guess for the earlier
difficulty, then smiles again. “Close your eyes; hold out your
hands.”

“Huh?”

“Just do it.”

So I do.

Still, it’s weird standing there with my
eyes closed in the middle of a lobby full of people. But I trust
her.

I can hear Jennifer walk away from me. I’m
not sure where she’s going, or why, but I try hard to keep my eyes
closed. I don’t want her to catch me opening them and get mad at me
again. I doubt she would, but why risk it?

“What’s she doing?” I ask
Mike.

“I don’t know.”

Thankfully, within a minute she returns.

She puts something in my hands. “Okay.
Open.” Her voice is cheerful. I can hear her smiling before I open
my eyes and see her face.

In my hands is a Tastykake Coconut Junior, a
small, pre-packaged cake with white icing and pieces of coconut
sprinkled on top. It’s my favorite. I don’t know how she remembered
that. I love that she did, though.

There’s a lit candle stuck in the middle of
the cake and as it burns she sings the “Happy Birthday” song.

At first I’m embarrassed and can feel my
face redden as the people around me stare. But as I look at
Jennifer I can see that she’s not self-conscious at all. She just
sings away, without a care in the world for what anybody
thinks.

I don’t know how she does it – maybe it’s
from all the cheerleading – but the fact that she’s willing to risk
embarrassment for me makes me less self-conscious. I want to kiss
and hug her right there. And I would if there wasn’t a burning
candle between us.

“Make a wish,” she says
after she completes the song and accepts the smattering of applause
from several onlookers.

I look at her for one more moment, make my
wish – which involves her, of course – and blow out the candle.
Then I give her a long hug and a kiss. Fear of PDA’s be damned!
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As I drive home with Mike, I get a chance to
finish my Coconut Junior birthday cake. It’s got to be the most
delicious thing I’ve ever eaten.

“Awww.
Now wasn’t that sweet,” Mike says of the whole episode.

I detect a note of jealousy in his voice –
or maybe I just want to. He’s always had better luck than me when
it comes to women … girls … whatever. They’ve all been under
eighteen, so I guess they were girls. Just like I was a boy,
supposedly, until I turned eighteen.

“Yes. As a matter of fact,
it was sweet,” I say proudly through the wad of cake in my
mouth.

“Fuck sweet,” he says.
“Sour’s way more fun.”

<>

Like Jennifer, my mom gets me a cake for my
birthday. It’s white with elaborate blue trim and lettering, much
larger than the Coconut Junior, and my name’s written on this one,
inside a ring of eighteen candles.

After dinner she lights the candles and
sings me a much less cheery version of “Happy Birthday” than
Jennifer’s. She kind of talks her way through it.

As she finishes, the doorbell rings. I
figure it’s Mike, ready to get the evening started, so I blow out
the candles and stand to get the door.

My mom looks at me, disappointed. “Did you
even make a wish?”

I shrug. I hadn’t thought about it. But I go
ahead and make the same wish I had before, the one that involves
Jennifer, then head to the front door to greet Mike.

It’s not Mike, though. It’s Gary, my mom’s
“boyfriend.” She hasn’t been seeing him very long, but it’s enough
for me to know that I don’t like him all that much. Not that he’s a
bad person or anything; he just always strikes me as kind of rough.
Dirty, even. He’s not particularly classy, either.

At the moment, he’s wearing worn jeans and a
faded black T-shirt under a heavy, green army jacket. I don’t think
he was ever in the army – or any other branch of the service, for
that matter. But I don’t know.

His hands are blackened from his job as a
lineman for the phone company. I think that’s what he does … or
maybe it’s the power company … something like that. He hasn’t even
shaved.

This is how you come to see my mom? 

Really, though, the thing that bothers me
most about him is that he tries too hard to get me to like him. I
hate when guys do that … like it’s gonna make me okay with the idea
of them doing my mom – which I can only assume is happening.

“Hey, Bri,” he says, all
enthusiastic. “How ya doin’?”

“All right,” I mumble and
walk back to the kitchen, him on my tail the whole way. “It’s only
Gary.”

My mom seems surprised. “Oh, hi. You’re
early.” He kisses her and she downplays it, probably because it’s
in front of me.

He must read her discomfort, because he
says, “I’m sorry. Am I interrupting? I can leave if you want.”

“Don’t be silly. Sit. Are
you hungry?” She grabs a plate and sets it in front of him before
he can answer.

The doorbell rings again. This time it has
to be Mike.

I jump right up, eager to get away from
being forced to watch Gary eat. It’s not a pretty sight. I can’t
believe my mom can even stand it. She used to tear my head off when
I opened my mouth with food in it. Now she’s dating a guy who chews
like a horse eating an apple covered with peanut butter.

“I’ll get it,” my mom
says. “Sit. Eat. Cut your cake.”

I do as I’m told, but before my mom can
leave the room to greet him, Mike invites himself in like he has
since he was a little kid and strolls into the kitchen.

He sees me cutting the cake. “Hey! What is
this?! A party?! And I wasn’t invited? Mrs. H, I’m hurt.”

“Come in, Mike,” my mom
says with a laugh and shake of her head. “Have some
cake.”

“No time, Mrs. H. Gotta
roll.”

“Oh, you have time for
some cake. Now sit.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Mike says
with forced humility and sits.

He looks at Gary, as if
he’s just now noticed something different in the picture. There
are never other
people in the house with my mom and me – let alone an adult
male.

Once I see the look on Mike’s face, I also
realize how strange Gary’s presence is. I wonder why that is – and
why I hadn’t noticed before.

“Mike, this is Gary,” my
mom says.

The two nod hello. Mike looks back and forth
between Gary and my mom. I can see him doing the math. He shoots me
a funny look as my mom puts a piece of cake in front of him.

“So … Gary,” Mike says
with a big smile, “how do you know Mrs. Hartman?”

Gary looks at him a moment, then at my mom.
He seems unsure how to answer. “We’re … dating,” he says, although
it sounds kind of like a question. My mom nods to confirm it.

“I see. And are your
intentions … honorable?”

“Now don’t be a smart ass,
Mike,” my mom says.

I laugh. “Yeah. Don’t be a smart ass.”

“What?” Mike says and
tries to look like he didn’t mean anything by it. “I’m just
talking.”

With a knowing look on her face, my mom
turns Mike’s chin back toward his plate. “Eat your cake.”

He shrugs, gulps down his cake in two bites,
stands, and turns to me. “Awright, Bro, let’s rock and roll.”

I jump at the chance to get out of the
house.

“Sure you don’t want to
take my car tonight?” my mom says. She’d probably prefer it if I
drove. I think she trusts me more than she does Mike. I suppose she
should – and not just because she’s my mom.

“Now what kind of friend
would I be if I made him drive on his birthday?” Mike says and
pulls me out of the room.

“Be careful!” my mom yells
after us.

<>

As we get into his car, Mike says, “So …
Gary, eh?”

I don’t feel like explaining, so I just
shrug.

“They, uh …?” Mike makes a
fist and pushes the air a few times with it.

“I don’t know. Just
drive,” I say. I don’t want to think about it. “Oh, and we gotta
pick up Jennifer.”

“What?! You
serious?”

I nod.

“Yer such a puss …” Mike
shakes his head in disgust and reaches for a bottle of soda from
his cup holder.

Before he can get it to his lips, I stop him
and sniff the bottle. It’s definitely not straight Mountain Dew.
Smells like vodka, too.

“Just pre-gamin’ a
little,” he says.

I grab the bottle from him, put the cap back
on, and return it to the cup holder. I then look at him to make
sure he’s sober enough to drive. He looks okay and the bottle’s
still full, so I figure he’s fine.

He shakes his head. “You’re getting pussier
and pussier every day, you know that?”

I wave for him to forget it and start
driving, which he does, but not without a smirk and a sigh.

<>

Mike and I pick up Jennifer and go straight
to Karen Lutz’s house. There are already a few people there when we
arrive, which is surprising because usually when it comes to these
things Mike is like the Marines: first one in, last one out.

Since it’s usually his party, no matter
where it’s held, he feels a special responsibility to keep the
nervous host distracted while her parents’ house swells with
people. Then once the ball begins to roll and will continue on its
own, he can sit back and enjoy the ride. At Karen’s house, it isn’t
long before he grabs a bottle of vodka from her parents’ liquor
cabinet, pours some into a shaker with other things he’s found, and
plays bartender.

Meanwhile, Karen roams the house trying to
keep things under control. She sees what Mike’s up to and says,
“Hey. That’s my dad’s.”

“Relax, Karen. Here, have
a drink.” Mike pours four shots and hands three of them to Karen,
me, and Jennifer.

Jennifer waves hers off.
She’s not much of a drinker. Neither am I, really. If anything, I’m
a one-and-done kind of drinker. Or maybe two-and-I’m-through, at best. I
guess that’s because it’s never been a forbidden fruit to me the
way it is to some people.

My mother knew that if I wanted to drink
alcohol, I would – and there was nothing she could do about it with
how little she was around. Plus, on the rare occasions that she
actually had a drink, she’d let me taste it, so I never thought it
was anything special.

“Oh, loosen up, Jenny,”
Mike says. “It’s Brian’s birthday.”

I step in. “Mike, she doesn’t want it.”

Mike smirks, shakes his head, and holds up
his glass. “Here’s to the crack that never heals,” he begins to
toast. “The more you rub it the better –”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I look
at Mike and shake my head. It’s pretty crude what he’s saying … and
it only gets worse from there.

I know Mike likes to say things like that to
prove he’s mature or to shock people or something. And I don’t
really care because I’m used to it. But Jennifer’s not and like
with the magazine, I don’t want her to think that’s the kind of
person I am.

“All right. Whatever,”
Mike mumbles with disgust. “To my Brother from another mother.
Happy Birthday, Buddy.” He puts his arm around me and downs the
drink. Karen cringes as she drinks hers. I sip half of mine, pour
the rest in the sink when Mike’s not looking, and wink at
Jennifer.

Mike drinks the fourth shot, puts his other
arm around Karen, and says, “There ya go. See? I’m putting the
booze away. Your dad’ll never notice.”

Just then, Tracy Bowman passes and catches
Mike’s eye. Tracy’s a senior. Very good looking. Homecoming Queen
material. She was actually in the court, but didn’t win.

I have to fight not to look at her, myself.
Not that I think she’s prettier than Jennifer, but like Mike says,
boys will be boys.

The music playing in the other room gets
louder. Karen frowns and leaves to deal with it. When she’s gone,
Mike pulls the bottle of vodka out again, smiles, and follows
Tracy.

I turn to Jennifer and shake my head at Mike
the same way my mom does when he misbehaves. His hijinks are
harmless.

She smiles at me. “I have something for
you.”

“Really?”

She nods, takes my hand, and leads me out.
You can guess what I think she might have for me. Well, I’m not
sure … but I hope it’s something pretty good.
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Jennifer leads me upstairs and into one of
the empty bedrooms of Karen’s house. It’s clearly a child’s room –
a younger brother of Karen’s, probably – because there’s a baseball
mural on the wall, baseball-themed bedspread, and a small chair in
the shape of a baseball glove.

We sit on the bed and I’m
not sure what’s going to happen, but I have a few ideas of what
I want to happen.
I didn’t make those two birthday wishes for nothing.

Maybe it’s the décor, but I’m thinking Home
Run. I doubt that would happen here in a strange room, in a strange
house, especially for the first time, but a double or stand-up
triple would be nice. Better than nice.

Excited by the prospect, I lean in to kiss
her, but as I do she turns, pulls out a gift-wrapped box from her
purse, and hands it to me.

“Oh,” I say.

“What?”

“Nothing. I just … Um, you
didn’t have to do this.”

“I know. But I wanted
to.”

I hide my disappointment and see this for
what it is: a very nice gesture. My body releases any remaining
expectation of physical contact and I force myself to focus on the
gift. It’s not easy.

I rip off the gift wrap to reveal a long,
wooden case. Inside is a set of very fine Winsor & Newton Sable
paintbrushes. They’re really good artist’s brushes. She had to have
done some research to know. And spent some serious cash.

“Wow.”

“Are they okay?” she asks.
“The guy at the store said they were the best they had.”

“Um, yeah … they’re,
they’re … great … thank you.”

It’s a very considerate and generous gift.
The mere thought of it brings back the warm feeling in my body. I
can’t control my impulse to kiss her.

So I do.

Mmmm, does she taste good. I’ve never tasted any other girl like
her before. It’s fantastic.

We make out for a little
and slowly become more turned on – at least I know
I do.

At one point I rub her chest, unbutton her
top, pull her bra aside, and even manage to put my mouth on her
breast. She seems to like it, but after a minute pulls away.

I may have overreached,
trying to steal second like that – with my mouth, no less – but
what can I say? So I got lost in the moment … not such a bad thing,
right? Hopefully she understands that it’s because I like being
with her. I really like being with her. But I said that already.

After that, we
go back to kissing. I don’t push the physical stuff anymore, and
it’s okay. The last thing I want to do is risk losing her by moving
too fast.

But, boy, I’d like to keep going.
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We eventually return to the party and mingle
with the others, who are all wearing hats now. Not the same kind,
like party hats or something, though; each is different. It turns
out Mr. Bowman has a hat collection and there’s one kid with a
stack of them who’s handing them out to people.

I feel bad for Karen, who didn’t sign up for
this much chaos in her parents’ house. Still, it’s hysterical to
see, especially since everybody seems to take on the character of
their respective headgear. Like, one girl in a cowboy hat is waving
her arm and yelling, “Yee-hah!” while a guy in a beret makes a
snooty face and speaks with a bad French accent and yet another guy
in a Viking helmet struts around with his chest out, grunting.
There’s a kid in a coonskin cap, another in a priest hat, and
another in a puffy chef toque – which I know the proper name for
from my job working in a kitchen.

Just about every hat you can think of is
represented in some form and when the kid who’s handing out the
collection sees that Jennifer and I aren’t wearing any, he puts an
astronaut helmet on me and a red velvet fez on her. We look at each
other and laugh. I put my hands on my hips, turn my head, and look
off and up, as if to the sky. There’s not much she can do to model
her hat for me but just look cute. And she does – totally.

For a while we interact with everybody, but
mostly stay close to each other and even dance a little. She’s a
really good dancer and just watching her makes me ache to be closer
to her. And I’m not just talking about sex – although I’m sure
that’s part of it; I am eighteen, after all.

There’s definitely something else at work,
though, and I steal every possible kiss I can, wherever I can,
without regard for who’s watching. In fact, I barely even notice
anyone else, I’m so lost in her company. I think she’s lost in
mine, too – at least until she checks the time and panics when she
realizes it’s almost midnight. That’s her curfew.

We search the house like crazy to find Mike,
so he can drive her home – that is, if he’s in any shape to drive.
I’m pretty sure he’s been drinking, so most likely I’ll be doing
the driving.

“Anybody seen Mike Welch?”
I ask a bunch of people. Nobody has, not for a while.

Jennifer looks more and more nervous as it
approaches midnight. Even if we find Mike right away, at this point
there’s no way she’s not going to be late getting home.

“Wait here,” I say in the
kitchen. “I’ll find him.” I run upstairs and search the bedrooms. I
think maybe Mike is with someone – probably Tracy – and I don’t
want Jennifer to see … for the same reason I didn’t want her to
hear the toast earlier … or see the porn magazine Mike brought to
school.

“Mike! Hey Mike!” I yell
inside each room.

At the last of the bedrooms, I open the
door, turn on the light, and there he is, with Tracy, on the bed.
They’re making out, but their clothes are still on – thankfully. In
fact, it looks like they just started kissing.

Mike squints at me. “Dude. What’re you
doing?”

“We gotta go.”

“What? No.
Why?”

“Jennifer was supposed to
be home by midnight.”

“So? Take her
home.”

“Okay. Gimme your
keys.”

He fumbles in his pockets for his car keys.
I can tell he’s drunk.

Tracy looks embarrassed – probably for being
caught making out. “I should be going, too,” she says and peels
herself away from Mike.

He tugs at her arm. “Aw, you don’t have to
leave yet.”

She laughs and shakes her arm loose.

“At least give me your
number.” She stops and gives him her phone number, which he repeats
out loud as he takes out his phone and programs it in. She smiles
coyly as she walks past me, out the door.

After Mike finishes putting Tracy’s number
in his phone, he stares at me. “Bro … what the hell … ?”

I can only shrug apologetically and say,
“Hey, at least you got her digits,” as I lead him downstairs to
Jennifer and the car outside.

He continues to complain all the way,
despite my attempts to keep him quiet. “You’re killin’ me over
here. Y’know I’m gonna have to sleep on my back tonight … and it’s
all your fault.”

“Just get in the car,” I
say and hold out my hand for the keys.

“I’ll drive.”

“No you won’t.”

“What? I’m fine. Look.” He
touches his nose and walks what he thinks is a straight line.
“See?”

I smirk and say, “Okay,” but when he takes
out his keys I snatch them from him and push him in the back seat.
I let Jennifer in the passenger side and drive her home as quickly
as I can.
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As soon as the car screeches to a halt in
front of Jennifer’s house, she kisses me and hops out. “Call me
tomorrow.”

I nod and say, “Thanks for the brushes … I
love them,” after her.

She looks back and smiles, just as her
father – at least I assume he’s her father; I’ve never met him –
appears out of nowhere next to the car. It’s like he just returned
from another dimension or something.

He’s not at all what I expected. He’s kind
of short, with this geeky, slicked-back haircut and stern look on
his face that’s probably there even when he’s happy – which he
definitely is not at the moment.

Mike practically jumps through the roof of
the car. “Jesus Christ! Where the hell did he come from?!”

I shoot Mike a “shut the hell up” look and
get out of the car.

“Dad, I’m sorry. I –”
Jennifer starts to say before I interrupt.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Kinney. I
know it’s late. It’s all my fault. See, it was my birthday and we
went –”

He doesn’t want to hear it. “Go inside,
Jennifer.”

She takes one last sad look at me and drags
her feet toward the house.

Mr. Kinney stares at me until she’s inside.
The second the door closes, he says, “What’s your name?”

“Brian.”

“Right. Brian,” he says as
if writing my name down in a police report. He looks at Mike, sizes
him up, and smirks before turning back to me.
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