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  The old blue afternoon air sticks to the roof of my mouth. My cousin, Jewel, dogs me all the way through the Florida heat to the back of the church. Our feet stir a breeze, but it stings. I’ve been pointing out new sights to Jewel all day. My hands feel too tired for a piano lesson.


  “I don’t want to go in the back door of any church,” she tells me. Jewel is on her vacation from up in Georgia. She pulls her skirt so tight I can see the split between her legs. She does not trust me as a long-term friend. Only two days here and she feels that I am already wearing thin. But she will sit through my church piano lessons with me because she doesn’t want to get lost in Florida. So she stays close, walking in rhythm with the jingle of my bracelet collection on my arm.


  Jewel complains, “You can’t play piano good at all.”


  I tell her, “It’s my mother that wants to learn to play piano. But she won’t take lessons. I have to take and then teach her.”


  “You are going to bore me,” Jewel confides.


  At the church door, slick dark birds come from nowhere, settle and argue in a tree. Jewel is fighting to get in the church first. “Gia! Gia! I’m afraid of birds.”


  “Birds?”


  “Wild birds!”


  I don’t like to touch my cousin. Jewel’s thin hair has gone sticky with Florida humidity, and her hands feel as hard as weapons. To make her calm down, I pull at her blue clothes; she’s wearing something old of mine. She wears it but says it’s not too pretty. She tells me I’m not too pretty either because I have too much dark hair and my mouth is mean. I tell her my mouth only looks mean because I’m shy. She tells me I look like the foreigners that work on the Boardwalk. I tell her it’s just that I tan too easily, that I’m not a foreigner because I’m her real cousin. She makes a face.


  I get her into the back hall where it’s as cool and dark as the inside of the minister’s nose. I have seen up the minister’s nose. I dare to take communion, but I watch out for the minister. He looks down at me kneeling with my friends. All my friends are baptized. I go with them to the rail. I’m the only one who takes the Body and the Blood and then can’t swallow. And cries because I’m not supposed to have it. And the minister knows.


  When I’m in the living room begging to be baptized, my mother and father turn their smooth faces together, then look at me and say, “Gia cannot be baptized because she doesn’t yet know what she’s doing.” So I punish us all by playing my piano sideways, pecking into its face until it slips and scratches the white off the living room wall.


  With a clatter like rings dropped to the bottom of a bottle, here come the minister’s sons. Sometimes I think the two of them came out of his nose. In this cool, cool corridor, the minister’s twins are coming toward us with sweat under their arms.


  Immediately Jewel sits on her legs on a yellowed corridor bench. She looks awed, but she isn’t. She has tea-colored hair, but it’s her albino eyelashes that give her that peculiar stare. She sits on her legs because they are her best feature.


  Jewel says, “What are they carrying? Teeth?” Long, whitish things are in their hands. Of course, they live for tricks.


  Really, it’s the ivory tops of piano keys. Miraculously, they have pulled them off in whole pieces. Who knows what rooms they have been in.


  Close, the boys smell as strong as onions. One shows us that he’s all muscle, but all his muscle is in his stomach. He shoves his stomach out and it makes his pants snap open.


  “You’re in for trouble with those piano keys,” I say.


  “Oh no we’re not,” one says. “It’s as good as never doing it, cause we never get caught.”


  The minister’s sons get bad grades, but they are very bright. “We are looking for your legs. Do you have any?” they ask Jewel.


  I tell them to stop. “Jewel doesn’t take jokes.”


  The only sound comes from Jewel, her teeth tapping together like tiny feet running away. Her legs are good from playing hard-ball with boys in her back-yard dust. I love boys in secret. She does things with them, she says, and then she cusses them out loud to their faces. But now she won’t talk to boys, not in hot Florida. She opens her mouth and breathes humidity.


  I try to stay still, but I only get a cramp in my leg.


  When nothing is said, one swells his lip and says, “You better leave us alone or our father will damn you to hell.”


  “He can’t hurt me,” I say quite certain. “I’ve not been baptized, so he can’t do anything to me yet.”


  The doors in the church won’t stay closed. The piano teacher opens the door to the practice room and creates a suction. So another door down the hall gasps open, and another slams shut.


  We go in watching out for our fingers. Jewel is introduced while she’s heading for a chair against the far wall. She sits and presses her skirt into her lap. It’s hard for her to be still if she’s not asleep. Jewel has lots of energy. She eats too much sugar. She’s allowed because her mother has no patience to teach her differently. She puts her head back, trying to fall asleep. She will not listen to me play because she has perfect pitch.


  The blue cotton top that yesterday was mine overpowers the thin blue in her eyes till they look as empty as her drained glass at lunch. She never leaves anything of hers behind. In fact, though she’s here for a stay, she won’t unpack and merely nods her head into the old hard suitcase each morning, chooses for one day only, and slams it shut. That’s why a mistake was made—I have on short shorts and she has on a skirt; once done, Jewel does not reverse.


  The piano teacher says, “Pleased to meet you,” but warns her, “Learn something by staying awake right in this room. Have you ever been taught piano?”


  “I won’t play anything,” Jewel says, “except by ear.”


  She and I have tried: “Blue Moon,” “Chopsticks,” and “Detour, There’s a Muddy Road Ahead,” which I told Jewel was a Methodist hymn and she slapped me.


  My teacher has on her perfume today. It gives her a deep smell and makes me feel tipsy.


  At first I sit at a paper keyboard laid out on a table. Using my ears as my barrettes, I hook my long hair back to rest my neck. My mother wants to cut it. My father won’t let her. “Whores have long hair.” My mother’s words, hardly heard, have played across the cords in her neck. “His whores.” She capitalized His and let the words drain back down her throat so my father couldn’t be sure he’d heard. I love the word whore and wrote it down immediately; it will be my favorite word one day.


  As of late, my mother has let her short hair grow. She has tried to stretch it with her fingers.


  The piano teacher asks me to remove my bracelet collection for the lesson. I push them high up my arm till they stick. I hear my teacher suck her tongue, so I let them off my arm and they ring down beside me on the table. I play finger exercises on the tabletop to no music at all.


  The real piano is under a Jesus-on-the-Cross. The practice room’s electric light runs down his wooden legs. Whether truth or a trick, it makes his legs look broken. Teacher sits in a chair beside me. She strokes the backs of her hands, loving to be the example. She doesn’t look down. By habit, she watches Jesus on his cross and plays by feel.


  One chord; unexpectedly she sings. “AAAAAh,” the world’s longest vowel, pitches out of her throat. “I’ve touched Jesus’s wounds!” She sticks her fingers in the air. So the ivory keys were lifted from here, too. “The minister’s twins,” I tell immediately and taste my lips. But no one likes tattletales.


  “You play, Gia.” Her hands dangle in her way and she paws her own breasts with embarrassment.


  The sounds of my playing on old glue and spoiled wood seem to stain the room brown. My tune is too simple and plodding. Plus I’m playing it wrong. I will have to hide this from my mother. I’m supposed to be teaching her, but she couldn’t resist showing me how to do it wrong.


  My teacher is confused by my inabilities. Her breasts point at me sharply through her full dress. I hate breasts. I’m afraid my mother won’t ever let me have any. She tells me I don’t need them now. But I think, secretly, that boys like them very much. She tells me out loud she will be happy if I never let anyone love me like “this and that.”


  The piano squeaks and I’m tired of my lazy little talent. I catch my teacher pushing the bar up higher on the metronome, making me faster. She watches her watch and cleans her shoulders. The teacher’s nervousness must be what keeps Cousin Jewel awake.


  “Over,” says the teacher, and she pulls her pocketbook out of hiding. I count my bracelet collection on the table and string them back up my arm. Jewel and I can’t stand to walk out beside a teacher. We hurry, but the teacher succeeds in leaving with us.


  Outside is too green and blue after the pale church and its bottled-up air. My eyelashes try to sweep the sun away.


  The piano teacher hurries for her bike, she has laid it against the shade on the church wall.


  Jewel calls, “Why is she running beside that bike?”


  “Because,” I say, “she has to jump over the boy’s bar.”


  “She shouldn’t do that. She could hurt herself.” Jewel is a tomboy, my mother says. Then why does she get so sick at accidents?


  My piano teacher grips the handlebars and her old pocketbook, which is so flat as to be uninteresting.


  “That’s a man’s bike,” calls Jewel again.


  “Well, I’m off to see a man,” the teacher announces and mounts her bike on a fast trot.


  A boy comes out of nowhere, covered by the blast of sunlight. The piano teacher’s bike wobbles and hits him. It’s a lone twin. For a moment he dances on air, screaming, “Okay, okay, okay!” before he lands catching his balance on two feet. The piano teacher is down, gear grit on her dress. She pushes herself up, saying, “I’m sorry. I apologize.” The twin seals his lips, but the spit in his smile crests at the corners. She kneels to the twin’s bare summer skin and checks it over. “Thank God I didn’t leave any marks on you,” she says.


  The teacher knocks the sand off her bike. She loves to talk so much to me, I’ve noticed, so she even talks to the silent twin. “Today I have man things to do. First I’m going to visit my old father, but he’s disoriented. If I’m not on time I’ll disorient him more. He thinks things happen that don’t. We often spend our time together talking about things that don’t really happen.”


  “Boy, is she rattled,” says Jewel.


  The piano teacher coughs and runs and jumps the man’s bar again. I gasp but she makes it. Her pocketbook caught underarm, she sets off determinedly on her bike. She bumps up off the seat to pull at her skirt and make sure it has not been eaten.


  Jewel says, “Jesus, she’s sure got looks from behind.”


  “I hate behinds,” I say. “Let’s go. I want to go home and play with my wild birds.”


  “I’m sure you do.” She wags her head.


  Passing through downtown, Jewel struts among strangers, wearing my clothes. Rows of dull heat waves stretch down the street. We pass stubs of stores and go into a short street where my father’s business is. It’s really where my father works for someone else, but my mother calls it his business anyway.


  The back door to the offices opens. “Let’s go look,” says Jewel. She pulls up her underpants through her skirt. But Myrna, the woman who works with my father, steps into the flickering blue shadow of the doorway and gets in our way. In the heat, her hair has run into one long, thin tail which she lifts, then lays against her shoulder.


  She has two cigarettes with her, she feeds one from the other. The short one falls at her shoe. She looks skinny and childlike. She pulls at the cigarette twice, and twice again.


  When we get too close, Myrna laughs. “Don’t you come in here, cause he’s already gone,” she says.


  “She means he left for home,” I say. We retreat to the sharp edge of the building. “She doesn’t talk to me this way when my father’s around.”


  Jewel stares at her over the albino rims of her eyes and says loudly, “I’ll just bet she doesn’t.”


  The air wrinkles Myrna’s dress. But it’s not air, it’s heat waves because Myrna’s body ripples, too. “Hey, you with no hair on your head—aw, forget it.” She doesn’t finish, but slings her cigarette onto the street with a hard crack of her thumbnail.


  Jewel grunts. Myrna’s gone. I go put out both of her cigarettes with my hot sandal.


  Now the heat waves are as fine as the mesh on my bedroom window screen. Heat splashes over my open shoes onto my feet. Jewel won’t walk. But I won’t wait. So Jewel says, “Oh,” and adds a funny, starchy twist to her walk. The white sidewalk looks closer than it is; it looks like it’s jumping.


  The thin wall of Jewel’s face draws tight. .“Oh, I don’t feel too good,” she says. “I have to go.” She laughs with a tiny terror, and speaks to me in thumps like her heart has popped into her cheeks. “I have to go to the bathroom. If only your father had been where he was supposed to be. Because I have to go right now!”


  “I don’t,” I say cruelly.


  “It burns,” she says, agitated. “It burns.”


  “I’m not sure what you mean.”


  “Don’t say ‘lemonade’ to me.” She is desperate now. She twists like a mad dog with fleas everywhere.


  “Lemonade, lemonade, lemonade,” I sing into the glare that ricochets off the storefronts. The glare is running all over everything, the color of lemonade; it runs down me, both my legs. I giggle from shock. It is I who have peed. I pee right down into my footprints.


  “I told you not to say it,” says Jewel, so relieved that my clothes on her quiver.


  “I don’t feel like I have to go anymore,” says Jewel minutes later and flatly.


  Lucky for me, my footprints steam quickly and dry up behind me. Not so lucky with my outfit—the center of my cool summer shorts feels like wool.


  “Don’t look up,” cautions Jewel. “Some things you do are just too disgusting.”


  She pulls out an albino eyelash to measure it against the color all around us. The eyelash is a used-looking white. Trying to throw it away is hard. Her eyelash sticks to any finger that touches it. Finally she leaves it on the side of the bank.


  There is only one bridge in town, a steel spiderweb. Crossing it makes Jewel uneasy. The creosote and fish smell of the river’s edge rises under us and Jewel holds the sides of the bridge like she’s on a melting ice staircase.


  On level road again, she zigzags, feels her face, and says she’s overheated. She wants to hurry to my house and sit down. “Then let’s go have a Brown Cow. You ask for it,” she says.


  The sprinkler is out on our lawn, throwing stitches of water. We stay out of the water, afraid the colors of our clothes will run. But the white car has broken the stitches of spray, and my father has left his fresh, wet tracks through the shade to the front door.


  The porch of our house is made of glass slats. They are called jalousies. We can see out through them, but the neighbors can’t see us inside. I really call them jealousies because when my mother is jealous of my father he walks and talks her out to the porch. Then she has to stop accusing him, otherwise the neighbors will hear what she thinks my father has done. He keeps her from taking their arguments too far.


  Jewel likes the yellow chaise behind the jalousies. She wants an ice cube for her temperature. She would like for me to get it for her. At the same time, she doesn’t want me to touch it. She gets it herself, sits in the chaise, and holds it to her face.


  My father’s smooth voice glides through the house, calling to my mother. I hear the bedroom door close and I go to it. Lightly, I knock. He opens the door just enough to not let me fit through. He smiles my name, “Gia, you’re home.” He’s the one who named me. He says teasingly but meaning it, “No, Gia, don’t disturb your mother, she’s going to rest.” In the dark hall, where I feel I am turning into a shadow, his eyes stay a pale blue. He closes the door easily so as not to let the sound hurt my feelings.


  Now I can’t get the pee-pee off because their door is next to the bathroom and I’m not supposed to stay that near. I do wait to hear what they’re doing—and it turns out they are making little sounds of surprise to each other.


  After a while my mother comes out, wearing her hair up.


  “May we have a Brown Cow?” I say. Then I hurry to get fresh, while my mother shouts, “Gia, don’t you dare take another bath. Too many baths make you skinny.” She doesn’t stop talking, but dry sniffs in the middle. “I thought I smelled cat pee.”


  She is digging at the hard vanilla ice cream with a big spoon when I come out with my skin and clothes freshened. My mother pours the Coke over the vanilla ice cream for a Brown Cow. She looks pretty. “That’s Daddy’s shirt,” I say sarcastically. No one answers me. “Why are you wearing it?” I persist. Why must she wear my father’s clothes with nothing under it?


  Jewel and I sit across from each other at the dinette. Jewel eats the foam off her Brown Cow with her front teeth. I hold the foam with my top lip and swallow the strong Coke quickly.


  My father roams in and out of the kitchen. Though this is the end of the day, he’s put on another clean shirt. How broad his arms are. He tells me he only thinks at work. So why does he have those long, smooth muscles?


  He wanders when he’s home early—dropping sounds through the house, clinking keys, tapping his teeth, ruffling for things in a drawer. He doesn’t seem to know where things are at home.


  The birds in the outside cage are talking nonsense; I listen to them mixing up all the words we’ve taught them. Jewel watches me. “When I’m here you’re not supposed to bother with pets,” she says. She scratches her face hard. She may be getting ready to tell on me. My peeing is a joke she can make to get my mother’s attention. A swallow of Coke backs up my throat.


  It’s then that I remember the dirty words list I’ve been working on. “I can tell you the meaning of things now. They’re in my room,” I whisper when my mother turns on the water to rinse. I lead Jewel back to where we both sleep on matching cherry wood beds. Because Jewel is here, my parents have taken down my sleeping rope and hidden it. It’s used to rope up the sides of my bed so I won’t go to sleep and fall right out of bed. I’ve always done that. My cousin knows it, but we don’t want to remind her. I’m trying to sleep without it, but my mother is nervous.


  I open my dresser drawer. “These are all the words you said last time you were here. Now I have the meanings for you.” I take out my chocolate box. On the first layer are unwanted candies with fallen fillings.


  Jewel looks at them. “Let’s eat some,” she says.


  “Don’t touch them. I bit all the bottoms off and put them back. I only taste each one once, I don’t eat candy.”


  “But your mother says you can have all the candy you want.”


  “She gives me candy cause she never has to worry about me eating it. She says it proves how nice I am,” I say.


  Under the false floor of the chocolate box are the pieces of paper with dirty words on them. I begin to read what all these dirty words mean. I’m the one who wants to know exactly.


  Jewel paces and then shouts at me, “Where did you get those answers? They are not definitions. Those are daffynitions. Did you get them out of a dictionary?”


  I say, “I tried to.” Air stops in my throat; a bubble lodges. I speak through a tiny pinprick hole. “I had to make them up. They weren’t in the dictionary.”


  “You mean you’re reading me what you think those filthy words mean?”


  “Then what do they mean?” I ask.


  “You will never mature if you make up definitions.” She strains her patience with me till I think her eyelids will tear in two. “Now listen and remember. I’m not telling you again,” she says.


  “I thought you didn’t know the definitions,” I wail.


  “What I know is not to say everything I know out loud.”


  She slaps my wall and leaves my room. I bend over my dirty words.


  Night comes with a slow moon. Because Florida is flat, sunset takes forever. On the jalousied porch, I try to play gently with my cockatoo. Jewel braces her hands to screen the bird off if it flies at her face. She says, “Birds in the house mean bad luck. Something dies.”


  “They’re pets,” I say.


  “Nobody’s tamed them.” She scuffs her voice at me.


  With his hooked beak, the cockatoo bites me in the quick of my cuticle. I return him to the outside cage. I put my fresh water offering on the cage bottom. The birds perch near the roof. Their mouths are closed, no song or imitation human words come out.


  With the birds falling asleep, the air seems so still. I play “March Militaire” for Jewel. My fingers touch the keys but seem to clang at the roof of my mouth.


  The phone rings and rings. Someone is not giving up. My parents don’t want to talk to anyone on the phone tonight. My father kisses my mother’s neck because she has left her hair up. “Ouch,” she says about his kiss, “that’s hot.”


  The phone rests. Then it starts ringing again.


  The moon looks breakable. I ask Jewel not to point her finger at it.


  My father joins us and sits on the small of his back. His legs are getting longer; he is stretching out. We have him on the porch with us. He doesn’t read; he holds the paper on top of him.


  Caught at the phone, my mother looks at the wall and listens.


  A mosquito sings. Jewel kills it. For this summer, she’s calling my father Uncle Daddy. We giggle. Mother’s voice on the phone has gone tart. We press our fingernails to our mouths and our knuckles stop-up our noses. My hands smell very good. Jewel says she’s making fun of me, the way I sound when I call him Daddy. “You get too sweet when you try to talk to your daa-dee. It’s enough to make me heave hot vomit.” We talk about my father as if he were deaf, but he’s only bored. We are hysterical with this exchange.


  “Shut up,” calls my mother. The phone has made her irritable. And my father has to go inside; my mother tells him to.


  In the kitchen, my mother and father mumble to each other and make coffee. “It will keep them awake and nervous all night,” promises Jewel.


  They bring their cups to the porch. “Have some coffee, darling,” my father says to me. I love him so much but I won’t drink after him. I’m afraid I’d be able to taste my father.


  He tells my mother to sit with him on the rattan settee and make him comfortable. She puts her leg over his. My cousin sees this and quickly she cleans out the corners of both of her eyes.


  “Something has happened,” says my mother. “The phone. Your piano teacher has had a terrible accident.”


  “Did she hit a car or a truck?” asks Jewel.


  “No. Not a wreck. Someone.”


  I remember the twin frantically running in the air. “Did she hurt someone?”


  Jewel has reached for one of her eyelashes. She may pull it any minute.


  My mother says, “You must practice very hard and make her feel better. She’s been raped.”


  My father slides his leg from under Mother’s and now he rests his right ankle on his left knee.


  “It’s already happened to her. Don’t cry.”


  I laugh. Ha, ha, ha, chopping it into three bites. Rape was one of the words on my list.


  “They haven’t caught him yet. We don’t know who he is.”


  “Then how do they know it was a man?” I say. My stomach laughs now, in and out like it is riding a horse.


  My father pets the leather of his new shoes.


  “For some reason,” she says to my father, “she’s just not getting it. Growing up. She’ll never know how to take care of herself.”


  My father says, “You don’t have to worry about her. She’s so young that she’s a little knock-kneed and still swaybacked. Men won’t be after her yet.” They laugh with their joke and they seem so happy that I make the mistake of laughing with them.


  My laugh cools my mother off. She pulls out the pins in her hair and watches me, but I don’t jump.


  Jewel and I go to bed, because we feel like it. She is wearing see-through pajamas and I can see the lamp through the side of her pajamas. My mother has set my rubber baby doll at the extreme foot of the bed, hoping I will wake when I roll onto it instead of fall. “You still like to sleep with dolls?” asks Jewel.


  “No.” I force my toe into the doll’s mouth. It is not quite a lie, but I have told my doll she will be mine forever.


  Instead of prayers, Jewel croons, “So-o-o, your teacher was raped, w-e-1-1, we don’t really care.” She flips off my light. I find my rubber doll by feel and stroke her stiff, hard-rubber face.


  It has been raining. The ground takes it and then gives it back up, standing water. Our shoes have been wet for two days and have sand specks dried into the white polish. We are all over inside into everything. What we do not know is that on this day my mother is hiding her birthday. Then at dinner she tells us she’s had her 35th birthday. “I didn’t want it anyway,” she says to my father, “but you did forget it.”


  “When did I forget it?” my father asks.


  “Today,” my mother says. She needs to blow her nose. But no one has a Kleenex. Except Jewel, who uses them to fill her first training bra. Jewel stretches the neck of her T-shirt and pulls out a Kleenex from what she calls her right cup. My mother laughs and tells Jewel, “You look like you’ve collapsed a lung.” She doesn’t want to use Jewel’s Kleenex. Jewel refuses to wear it again. No one wants it on the table. My mother looks angrily and then sickly at it. She has no choice but to blow. Her nose now sounds empty. Then she stretches the napkin longways and wrings its little neck. Jewel has to be the one to get up and carry it out of the dinette.


  We decide to finish fast and go play in the black grass of the back yard where the moon isn’t. My father follows us. “Tomorrow early, get flowers for your mother,” he says. He gives me the exact name of the arrangement. In the moist back yard, he makes me turn my chin up at him to read his lips. He’s not sure of my memory. He gives me money between a paper clip. I promise not to forget.


  When he steps out of our dark, Jewel asks me, “Don’t you get it yet? He still doesn’t want to give your mother flowers, he’s making you give them to her.” When she slits her eyes to laugh, I slip away.


  The next day Jewel and I take the hot spidery bridge to downtown and I hand the florist my father’s words and money. I remember my mother’s nose when she doesn’t want to blow it. When we get home, my mother takes the flowers in their paper lace collar. She doesn’t inhale the flowers, but she blows on our bridge windburns to cool us. Then my father comes home and says, “A nosegay for you,” to my mother. “No,” she says, “Gia called it a nose gauge.” They laugh together, but when it dies my father tiptoes out of the room. He smiles around the house but he is staying too careful.


  In a few days we are up in the tiny raw wood attic investigating for something forbidden. The wood we are on is a rough fur of splinters. Jewel and I are too excited to be careful because we have to sneak fast. I breathe hot air out of my mouth and the same air back into my nose. We want to find the box of dresses my mother wore when they danced together before I was born. She won’t even let me touch those dresses. We want to put them on and play house in rhinestone straps and black eyelet and black sheers.


  The dresses are gone. The box is gone. Jewel doesn’t care because she’s hurt her fingers. I’ve hurt my fingers, too.


  Mother finds us on our beds with needles trying to work out our fine splinters. “What are you two sewing? Your own skin?” I blurt out, “Where are the dresses I’m not supposed to play in?” She tells. She has given them to that skinny Myrna who works with my father.


  After dark, when the breeze reverses and Florida cools off, she surprises my father with what she’s done. “You made me eat and get fat.” I can see that my mother is not fat—merely grown-up.


  One-sided conversations excite Jewel, who has been painting her toenails in the living room; some of her toes are stuck together. She whispers to me, her voice thin as a stem, harsh as a broom, “Don’t you know that Myrna is your father’s girlfriend?”


  Dark drops in front of my eye. I brush at my hair, thinking it has fallen in my face. “How could you know that?” I ask as I bend over her toes. “You only saw her one day last week.”


  “You shut your eyes and sleep at night. I stay awake and listen. You ought to be more nervous.”


  My father’s breath saws across me to Jewel. “What did you say, Jewel?” She grunts. But I think my father has heard because he leaves the room in his beautifully clean and pressed clothes, his pants flicking at his legs.


  We pull Jewel’s polished toes apart. Jewel crosses her legs and counts her naked toes. I don’t hear how many. A funny soft cloth seems to be wiping my eardrums clean.


  Our house can’t get to sleep tonight. Jewel and I are in bed in the dark. The attic fan kicks on. The refrigerator makes ice, pushes it, drops it. The tap drips hot water, I know. A night bird, not a singer, shrieks.


  Then sound is in our house that gets behind my eyes and claws. It sits Jewel up in bed. “My God! Who screamed?”


  My mother has screamed, “Let Myrna wear them.”


  “She and I work together.” My father’s voice. “You be careful!”


  Don’t they know where I am? That I’m here, listening. Jewel’s shadow lies against the wall, a dry paper doll.


  Now the house doesn’t make a sound. “Why—why don’t you leave me?” he asks.


  “Because you love me,” she answers.


  My heart runs on high, thin toes. The dark has another sound now. It’s a pair of bird wings folding, stretching, and being preened. I say to Jewel, “Sometimes I’m afraid my father will get hurt.”


  “Don’t you know,” she says, “it’s your mother that you should worry about?”


  All day, something hurts my stomach like I have taken in what my body cannot handle. My mother and father won’t look at each other, and when he nears her she jumps a little, and for his part, he will not eat her special banana pudding. A pain climbs and scratches and swings inside me all day. I practice piano standing up because it feels awful to sit. I am getting ready for my first lesson with my teacher since her rape.


  Late afternoon, I am wet between my legs. Cousin Jewel is busy stretched out on a chaise wearing my jewelry. In the bathroom I pick up my summer skirt and look. I don’t have to turn on a light; I am bright red. I rush to tell Jewel. I need to give her this news. “Look, I’m wet as paint.” I lift my skirt.


  She springs up, the chaise webbing snaps its fingers under her.


  Then I say, “Have I lost my virginity?”


  “Who told you that one?” says Jewel, and then she runs from me.


  I give chase. “I got it first. I can explain it to you.”


  She tells me abruptly to shut up.


  “It feels like a baby already inside,” I shout to her, but I can’t catch her. I chase her into the back yard. I run her into the flowers. Though the yard isn’t fenced, Jewel runs only so far and then back, never leaving the privacy of our yard.


  My mother stops me because she says you shouldn’t chase a guest. “What could make you two not get along?” she asks. There is wet laundry on the line and I stand near it. My mother likes for the breeze to whip it dry.


  “Look.” I lift my skirt.


  “That’s ugly, put down your skirt.” My mother speaks softly. Still her voice makes the back yard air ring. “Damn Jesus. Goddamn Jesus to hell,” my mother says. “The damn piano teacher gets raped on a bicycle and scares the period out of you.” She leaves on the heels of her thought with me. She half turns, remembering, and says into her shoulder, “Jewel, stop whirling like a dervish. What an idiot my sister’s child is. Always thought so; never could take her for long or short.”


  Inside the house she gives me the white thing. “Do you know about this?”


  I try to rhyme “administration, ministration, minister, menustration.”


  “My God, Gia.” She tells me, to make herself feel better, “I would be so happy if you never get married.”


  Outside, when I’m together again, I can see Jewel has put on socks to protect her legs. I call to her because she won’t get near, and I tell her I’m wearing a sanitary pad like the one I tried to look up in the dictionary. “Now I’m not making up the answers. It fits and feels like I’m wearing my bicycle seat.” I laugh, but it’s hard to do.


  Jewel says, “You’re terrible. But I don’t want to go back home and leave you. I’m sorry you were snooping in dirty words and got your period. I don’t want to go, but they’ll make me go now.” She adjusts her socks.


  My mother and father say, “We must make her feel welcome and then get rid of her.” They hurry into the back yard to play with her. She plays ball with them in her dress and socks. She holds out the lap of her skirt and they throw the ball into it. That night, after I get used to my period being with me, I feel better; I put my hands against my face and my heart pounds only in the heels of my hands.


  The inevitable phone call is made. My mother makes herself do it and holds onto me for support, she says, and rubs the hair on my arm the wrong way. She says, “We think Jewel should be out of this. Gia’s piano teacher has been raped and what with Gia starting her period, there’s been so much.” I take my arm away and excuse myself to go ease up the extension in the next room.


  My mother’s sister is saying, “Well, that’s why I sent her. You know how much Jewel’s been through. And me, too, so much, what with my foul divorce and my foul life with him and him being her lousy father. Me, too. I was just, well, beating her every day. You know? Put her back on the bus. I don’t want the poor thing in it. She’s practically pulled out her eyelashes over my divorce; she sheds them in the ashtray and you know I smoke. And did she do this there, did you hear her grunt—little grunts? She grunts because she says she can’t think of what to say anymore.”


  The house feels busy now. We go for a ride when we are supposed to be asleep in bed. My father, my mother in front with him, takes us to a place where I don’t think he can get us and our big white car through. The sides of the road are high with hard, full mounds of saw palmettos. Sand blows like clean smoke along the road. Jewel asks to stop ahead at the Silver Palomino Motel. In the roadside sand and ragged grass is a concrete horse outlined in neon. Jewel is very attracted. Since she is strong-willed, my father lets her have her way. The car gives sideways into the soft side of the road, and I hope my father can get us out. He lights his cigarette on the orange ring of the car lighter and laughs, “Careful, that’s a big horse.”


  Jewel and I go alone to approach the palomino. We check back toward the car. My mother and father have their hair together under the white cap of the top.


  “Well yes,” says Jewel, at the big concrete hindquarters. “It’s a male, a stallion.” There’s a reflecting pool, too, and water lilies and the reflections of our faces float on it. I put my hand deep down into the water and through my face.


  I’ve left a puddle of lily water on the concrete and Jewel stands in it to reach as high as she can for the staff of neon over the horse’s huge haunches. She gets it and moans, a quiet sound only I can hear. Then she does a funny thing with her pelvis. Kick, kick, kick, Jewel punches her pelvis forward. My high-pitched laughter does not break her concentration. Her body turns into a tongue that shouts without sound. I am jealous of her doing this. My mother is rushing toward us, each step sounding like she is stripping grass. Then Jewel breaks her hands up into the air; I clap wildly to celebrate.


  My mother rushes at Jewel. “What do you think you’re doing?”


  “Being electrocuted—don’t you know?” says Jewel.


  “Don’t give me that. Bump, bump, bump,” says my mother. “You were making fun of what we do.”


  “What do you do?” asks Jewel politely.


  My mother rattles breath around in her mouth.


  “It hurt me,” Jewel says. “I stuck to electricity and it ran all through my private places.” Her face has clear sweat on it like spit.


  “Let’s not ever tell how I looked being electrocuted,” says Jewel.


  My mother’s eyelid ticks like a pulse, and she agrees.


  When we get back in the car, we sit still. Small bugs fly in the car dome light. My father spins and rocks the car onto the weathered road. The bugs fly out with the breeze. My mother sits sideways, maybe so Jewel can’t stare at the back of her head.


  “Thank you for tonight,” Jewel says to herself. Her words fall down the front of her dress. Her teeth smile at me; they are moist.


  It is the morning that I’m losing my cousin and I’m in the dressing room with its perfume stains on the carpet. “Hurry,” my mother says. “Brush your teeth and blow your nose.” I find I can’t do both at the same time. She combs my hair. Jewel darts behind us and her smirk leaves a streak across the mirror. She says, “She cuts your meat at the table; you can’t tell time or comb your hair. And there are things you don’t know!” My mother catches her, waters down her head, and takes a spare to scrape at Jewel’s tea-colored hair. When she finishes, Jewel’s hair looks like it has been sewn on. “You made my hairdo hurt,” complains Jewel, and my mother sticks the teeth of the comb into the back of Jewel’s hair and lets her walk away with it riding on her.


  Finally Jewel shakes it off and my mother flings one hip out in an ugly way she has and leaves us. Jewel says, “I pretend that your mother is pretend.”


  On the way to the bus, Jewel insists on hanging her elbow out her window. My father puts on the air-conditioning anyway, so it is noisy in the car, a loud baffle under which I can talk. I’m in a hurry. I need to tell Jewel all the ugly things about me that I hide because I’m afraid to be so ugly alone. I try to tell her so she can take it away in her head. But my cousin won’t listen. “I can’t,” she says. “Listening is a waste of time.” She lets the wind blow in her ear.


  At the bus station, both of us grab at her old hard suitcase. Neither of us will let go, so we run raggedly, bumping it between us, to the waiting spot where the bus will come in, drip oil, and leave.


  When we settle, she thumps me on my head to make me think hard. “I don’t remember what my father looks like,” she says.


  “I do. I remember.”


  “Do I look like him?” she asks.


  “No,” I lie. Because I know her mother hates her father and so Jewel doesn’t want to be his image, she has to look like her mother.


  The bus comes, blowing its warning horn. Jewel is stuck on calling it a trumpet. She is the only one leaving town today.


  Without me, she is climbing up the steep bus steps. It sounds like she is walking in rubber shoes, but it’s the steps that are padded. I don’t take my eyes off of her; she stands sideways to me and I can see through the clear cornea of my cousin’s eyes. I never could hold her attention.


  Jewel is busy choosing a seat. The bus backfires a vivid metal blue cloud. My mother says, “Close your mouth, Gia, you’ll get cancer.” I keep waving good-bye, I can’t find Jewel. Finally, the bus driver waves good-bye to me.


  At night, my father and I take two fat parakeets from their outside cage and bring them in. We put them in my dollhouse and they go upstairs and downstairs and room to room for us. “Are you two playing house, dears?” my mother laughs at us. My father goes to the bathroom to get ready for bed, and I’ve got a rough sore throat from trying not to cry for somebody I see every half a year. I start to the kitchen for milk and meet my father again in the hall. He is in his stiff undershorts. “Night,” he says, oblivious that his fly is gaping open. I am as transfixed as if I’d sniffed pepper. I have something new to tell my cousin already. What I saw has shocked me more than what I had imagined. I saw hair.


  Next day, I stop talking so much and start thinking.


  The weather is dry; the grass sounds like a rug to walk on, the sky and the clouds are almost no color, and the air smells like Clorox. The dry heat gives my mother a temper. She listens to weather reports and taps the barometer till it breaks; she has lost her willpower to be nice.


  Alone I hunt the breeze, standing on the bridge and sitting on shaded benches. When I go home, my mother is ironing my father’s khaki pants. I begin to talk about the boys playing in the park. My mother says I’m boy crazy. She punishes me for looking at boys. She tells me to take off my top because it’s too hot. I tell her I’m too big now and she says I’m flat as an iron. She makes me take off my pretty top. I won’t walk around now, so I sit and my flat boy’s chest tingles with all that attention. Because she’s mad at me, my mother works the steam iron over the legs of my father’s pants and nails them so tight with the iron I doubt that he’ll ever get back in them.


  Next, she has an argument with my father. I mean he stands and takes it, looking out the same direction she is, on the porch. I knew it was about him and his sorry ways.


  She corners her eyes at me when I take up for him. “Your father is unmanageable.” She gets mad and wears her wedding ring on the wrong finger. She calls my father’s boss and gets my father fired. Myrna, the woman she’d given her clothes to, is accused of adultery with my father, but her husband stands by her anyway. Only my father lost.


  “I’ve broken your wings,” she tells my father. “Now you won’t fly.” My father receives his punishment and it’s true he doesn’t seem so good-looking. She has brought down my father. The problem is that we are a family, so we are all attached.


  Today, the air conditioner shivers like the nervous system of the church, cooling with used air. I am in the practice room. My piano teacher comes to me. I hand her what my mother has made me bring—cut flowers and a Hallmark occasion card, for her rape. She rubs the flowers against her face and twirls them into what had been her drinking water for when she went dry listening to me play. “I want to hear your fingers,” she says. I play on the table for control, then the piano. She holds the card while I play with muscles that hurt inside my hands. “You try too hard,” she says. I want to wring my hands, but I wring my dress instead.


  The church’s air-conditioning shuts down. “Let’s just stop the lesson,” says my teacher.


  “We’re moving away,” I say, making sure I don’t tell her where.


  She reads the card. I see now that she needs glasses because she has to move her lips to read silently. She polishes the slick surface of the card along her dress. “Tell your mother they never caught him. Tell her your piano teacher’s father thinks your piano teacher got raped. But he tells your piano teacher that he knows he’s so old he makes up things.”


  The air conditioner does not come back on. She takes up my sheet music, and this time she keeps it. She slides her pocketbook out of hiding. “No!” I say. “My mother said he took all you had, every old thing, and you’ve still got your pocketbook.” Her hand hangs onto her neck. Under it is a blush spot, I think. Then I see it might be a gouge mark.


  “This time I won’t leave with you,” she says, and puts her pocket-book back in hiding. She helps me from the bench for good-bye. Where she’s touched my dress, it stays stuck to my skin. I try to smile ahead of myself.


  The halls are humid. The minister’s twins are exploring the church with a screwdriver that has a long yellow handle. They snicker air up through the hairs in their noses.


  “The church stinks,” they tell me.


  “Well, what do you expect? The air conditioner is on the blink.”


  The skin around their eyes stretches with laughter, and I know what they’re up to—they have shut the air-conditioning off. They love to break things.


  So we throw away, give away what can’t come with us, and sell, and move to Jax. My father sets out like it’s a Sunday drive for the town he only calls by its nickname. In Jax, we start over.


  My mother chooses the new empty house; it’s on the oceanside. In its rooms you can hear the waves rolling toward us. Even when she tells me that the tide is going out, it is rolling toward us. My mother gets too close to my father. Her eyelashes brush into his; I don’t know if she tickles. They are both really very beautiful, I realize.


  I sit with a whole box of stationery. I will send letters to Jewel. This is my first one. “We are in Jax now with the birds, but my mother won’t let them live outside. She’s put them in little cages inside with us. The piano came, too, so I will have to take lessons. But I don’t have to teach my mother. She found out she can’t learn.”


  Next thing I say is “Uncle Daddy,” to make Jewel laugh. (She has smiled at me, but laughing, of course, is something very different.) I underline and try. “Uncle Daddy has a night job loading trucks, so he’s tired all the time. I don’t like the looks of my father asleep in daylight. My mother says the words that scare me: his wings are broken. I will also tell you that my father has hair—only I bet you can’t guess where. We don’t go to church anymore. Instead, I go to the library. I don’t have to wonder about being baptized. Remember my rubber baby doll? She’s gone. Do you know where she might be? I told my father that in my prayers I wanted to ask God where she was. You know what? He said why don’t I shortcut it and just ask you. You may not even smile at my letter. But I always knew, Jewel, that you don’t take jokes. I don’t take jokes either.”


  What I can’t say yet—maybe next letter—is I’m afraid now. Under my blouse are “you know whats,” soft little marshmallows that will worry my mother if she finds out about them. I can’t say the word for it from my dirty list because now I know the meaning.




End of sample
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