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DEENIE
Judy Blume


For Janie Horowitz, who's been there
One
My mother named me Deenie because right before I was born she saw a movie about a beautiful girl named Wilmadeene, who everybody called Deenie for short. Ma says the first time she held me she knew right away that if she named me Deenie I would turn out the same way—beautiful, that is. I was only four hours old then. And it took me almost thirteen years to find out what really happened to the Deenie in the movie. She went crazy and wound up on the funny farm. Ma says I should just forget about that part of the story.
The reason I know about it is the movie was on TV last night and I saw it. Even Helen, who is my older sister, who never watches anything on TV, stayed up late to see the original Deenie. It was a great movie. I really liked it, especially the scenes between Deenie and Bud. He was this guy who was madly in love with her. It was all very romantic, even when she went crazy.
There's a boy named Buddy Brader in eighth grade and I think he's kind of nice. So it is possible that there might be a real-life Deenie and Bud some day, right here in Elizabeth, New Jersey.
This morning I wanted to sleep late. Everybody I know sleeps late on Saturdays but I couldn't because me and Ma had an appointment in New York.
My father drove us downtown in plenty of time to catch the nine-thirty bus. Before we got out of the car Ma said, "Wish us luck, Frank. This could be the big day."
"Just be yourself, Deenie," Daddy told me. "No matter what happens."
"I'll try," I said.
Daddy touched my cheek. Then he turned to Ma. "Do you need any money?" he asked her.
"I've got enough," she said. "We're not doing any shopping."
"Well then … have a good time."
Ma leaned over and kissed him.
The bus stops on the corner by Old Lady Murray's newsstand. Ma bought a magazine and a pack of gum from her. I try not to look at Old Lady Murray because she's so ugly she makes me want to vomit. She has a big bump on her back and she can't stand up straight. You can see the bump right through her clothes. Even in winter, when she wears an old black coat, you can see it. That's a fact. But today it was warm and sunny, just the way it always is in September when you're wishing it would hurry and get cold. And Old Lady Murray was wearing a plain cotton dress. I pretended to be window shopping so I wouldn't have to look her way.
I was happy when the New York bus finally came down the street. "Hey Ma … " I called. "Here's the bus."
As we got on, the bus driver greeted me with, "Hi Beautiful!"
Ma gave him a big smile and said, "Deenie's the beauty, Helen's the brain."
The bus driver didn't say anything else because what does he know about our family? He was probably sorry he bothered with us in the first place. I hate it when Ma brags about me and Helen. One time Midge and Janet were over and Ma started in about Helen's brain and my face and I almost died! Later, I told her, "Please don't do that again, Ma. You embarrassed me in front of my friends." But Ma just laughed and said, "I was only telling the truth, Deenie."
Ma took our tickets from the bus driver and sat down in the second row of seats, next to the window. She dusted off the seat next to her with a tissue before she'd let me sit in it. Then she settled back and pretty soon she was dozing off. I looked out the window for a while but the view from the New Jersey Turnpike's not so hot, so I started thinking instead.
My mother wants me to be a model, with my face on all the magazine covers. Ma says I'll make a lot of money and maybe get discovered for the movies too. A teenage model has to make it by the time she's seventeen if she's ever going to make it big. So the next four years will be very important to me. The thing that really scares me is I'm not sure I want to be a model. I would never tell that to Ma, but I've told Daddy. He says I don't have to be unless I want to.
Today is the third time this month that we're going to a modeling agency. The first one Aunt Rae read about in TV Guide. It was an ad that said, "Be a model or look just like one." When we got to that agency the lady in charge told my mother that I had a lot of potential and wouldn't Ma like to enroll me in a modeling course for only $250? They'd be able to teach me how to walk the right way and everything.
But Ma told the lady, "My daughter already knows how to walk and with her face we don't need to pay anybody. She's the one who's going to get paid."
After that Ma and Aunt Rae found out about some real modeling agencies. The kind that gets you paying jobs. We went to one two Saturdays ago. The lady there told Ma they were very interested in me, except for my posture, which wasn't great. Since then I've been walking around with books on my head. I hope that's helped, so Ma will leave me alone.
The bus stopped at the Port Authority building on Eighth Avenue. We rode the escalator down to the main level and walked outside to the corner, where we took the crosstown bus. "Once you get started modeling we'll be able to afford taxies," Ma said.
"That'll be nice," I told her. My feet were already hurting. Ma says I should stop wearing sneakers. They make your feet spread so your regular shoes don't fit right anymore.
When we got to the modeling agency there were two girls waiting to be interviewed ahead of me. I sat down next to one of them. She was by herself. I guess she was at least sixteen and very pretty.
She had her portfolio on her lap. My mother carries mine. It's like a loose-leaf notebook filled with photographs of me. Ma hired this guy to take a whole mess of pictures over the summer. In some of them I'm wearing wigs. I think I look kind of funny and much older than I really am.
"Are you a model?" I asked the girl.
"Yes," she said. "Are you?"
"I'm just getting started. Is it fun?"
"It's okay," she said. "It's a lot harder than most people think. You have to sit under hot lights for hours. Sometimes I get so bored I practically fall asleep."
"I thought it would be more exciting than that," I said.
"The money's pretty good," she told me. "That's why I do it. I hope I get this job. It could lead to a commercial."
The receptionist called, "Rachel Conrad … " and the girl next to me stood up.
"Good luck," I said.
"Thanks. You too."
When Rachel came out the receptionist called, "Linda Levin … " and this very tall girl got up and went in.
"We're next, Deenie," Ma said.
"I have to go to the bathroom," I whispered.
"Now? You should have thought of that before."
"I didn't have to go before."
"Well, hurry up."
When I get nervous I don't sweat or shake or anything but I always feel like I've got to go to the bathroom. I asked the receptionist where to go and when I came out Ma said, "It's our turn … I better put some drops in your eyes before we go in. They're a little bloodshot." She opened her bag.
"Not now, Ma!" I told her, glancing at the receptionist.
"Deenie Fenner … " she called.
Me and Ma stood up and the receptionist showed us into a small office. The walls were covered with pictures of beautiful girls. A lady was sitting behind a big glass-topped desk. "Are you Deenie?" she asked.
"Yes, " I answered.
She held out her hand. "I'm Mrs. Allison."
My mother reached over and shook hands with her. "I'm Thelma Fenner, Deenie's mother."
Mrs. Allison smiled at me. She had a space between her two front teeth. "So you want to be a model … " she said.
"Yes."
Ma said, "I have her portfolio right here, Mrs. Allison." She handed it to her.
Mrs. Allison opened it up to the first page. "What a sweet baby," she said.
I felt my face turn red. I wish Ma would get rid of that picture.
"That's Deenie when she was sixteen months old," Ma said. "She won a national contest and had her picture in all the magazines, advertising baby food."
"Have you worked as a model since then, Deenie?" Mrs. Allison asked.
"No," I told her. "My father didn't want me to at least until I started junior high. I'm in seventh grade now."
"Modeling is hard work," Mrs. Allison said. "I don't blame your father." She flipped through my portfolio.
I wiggled my toes around inside my shoes. The big toe on my left foot hurt bad. I think I cut my toe-nails wrong again. They're always getting ingrown and infected.
When Mrs. Allison was through looking at my pictures she zipped up my portfolio and said, "You're a pretty girl, Deenie."
"Thank you," I said.
"Let's see you walk around the room."
I glanced at Ma but she just smiled at me. I got up and walked across the room. The worst part of these interviews is having people stare at you while you walk around. I feel like a real klunk. When I finished crossing the room I stood in front of Mrs. Allison's desk and turned around in a slow circle, the way Ma taught me.
Mrs. Allison stood up and walked around her desk. She put her hands on my shoulders. "Relax Deenie," she said. "You're too stiff." She moved my head back and forth and kind of rearranged my shoulders. "Now, try walking this way. You'll be more comfortable."
I crossed the room again. I saw Mrs. Allison make some notes on her pad. Then I stood in front of her and waited.
Mrs. Allison looked at me without saying anything, and I was sure if I stood there for one more minute I would have to go to the bathroom again. I shifted from one foot to the other while I waited for her to say something.
Finally she said, "I don't know, Deenie. There's something about the way you move that's not quite right. But your face is very lovely and you do photograph well. Let me think about you for a while. I'll be in touch."
Mrs. Allison stood up then and held her hand out to me. I shook it this time while Ma grabbed my portfolio off her desk.
"Thank you for coming, Mrs. Fenner," Mrs. Allison told Ma. "And for bringing Deenie."
My mother nodded and took my arm, leading me out of the office. All the way down in the elevator Ma held onto my arm and she didn't say anything, not one word. When we were on the street she steered me into a lunchroom. We sat opposite each other, in a booth. Ma ordered a cheeseburger for each of us and when the waitress was gone I said, "I'm sorry, Ma."
"It looked like you slouched on purpose, Deenie."
"I didn't, Ma. Honest. Why would I do that? I tried as hard as I could." Tears came to my eyes.
"Don't give me that, Deenie. You heard Mrs. Allison say there's something funny about the way you move."
"Please Ma … please believe me … I didn't do it on purpose."
My mother didn't say anything for a minute. I took a sip of water. Finally, Ma said, "Deenie, God gave you a beautiful face. Now he wouldn't have done that if he hadn't intended for you to put it to good use."
"I know it, Ma."
"I hope so. Because I'm not going through this again. Next time we have an appointment you'll have to try harder."
"But Mrs. Allison didn't say no to us, Ma. She said she'd think about me, remember?"
"That means no, Deenie. So we'll have to try another agency."
"Can't we wait a little while? Maybe until next year?"
"Don't be silly," Ma said. "We don't want to waste time when you're ready now." She reached out and patted my hand. "I know this is hard for you, Deenie, but some day you'll thank me. You'll see."
When the waitress brought our lunch I didn't feel like eating anything, but one thing that makes Ma really mad is seeing good food go to waste.
Two
That night I soaked my foot for an hour. My big toe was killing me. Midge called to ask how I made out at the modeling agency.
"It was okay," I said.
"Me and Janet went to Woolworth's. She tried on orange lipstick and brown eyeshadow."
"Did she get caught? "
"Of course not."
When we go to Woolworth's Janet's the best at trying on junk without buying. You're not supposed to do that but Janet always gets away with it. The one time I tried on some nail polish the saleslady caught me and I had to buy the whole bottle.
"And we saw Harvey Grabowsky," Midge said.
"You did?"
"Yes. We followed him all around the store."
"Did he say anything?"
"He never even noticed."
"Oh."
Harvey is the best looking guy in ninth grade. He's also on the football team and President of his class. Harvey has never said one word to me. I guess he doesn't talk to seventh-grade girls at all.
As soon as I hung up the phone rang again. It was Janet.
"We followed Harvey Grabowsky in Woolworth's," she said.
"I know. I just talked to Midge."
"Did she tell you what he bought?"
"No … what?"
"Three ballpoint pens and a roll of Scotch tape. And once I stood right next to him and touched his shirt sleeve!"
I just knew I'd miss out on something great by going to New York.
Monday morning I got up early so I wouldn't have to rush. I wanted to make sure I looked my best because of cheerleading tryouts that afternoon. Most times I don't even think about the way I look but on special occasions, like today, being good looking really comes in handy. Not that a person has any choice about it. I'm just lucky.
The only girl I know who's not trying out for cheerleading is Midge. She would rather be on the football team. No kidding, she's tough! And she's the biggest kid in seventh grade, boys and girls included. When she gets to ninth grade if they don't let her try out for football she's going to court to sue the school Jfor sexual discrimination. I used to think that meant something else but now I know the truth. In fifth grade we had a gym teacher who never gave the girls a chance to shoot baskets. I wish I had known about sexual discrimination then.
Me and Janet have been practicing our cheers in her garage for two weeks. My mother doesn't know anything about it. She'd kill me. A lot of the games are on Saturdays and if I make the squad she won't be able to drag me around to any more modeling agencies. I'm counting on Daddy to make Ma understand … I'd really like to be a cheerleader and a famous model. If only getting to be a model wasn't so much trouble. It would be fun to see my face in some magazine, if it could get there without my going through all those dumb interviews!
By the time I got down to the kitchen Ma had my orange juice ready and an egg in to boil. Daddy is never around in the morning. He leaves the house before the rest of us get up. He's got a gas station on Rahway Avenue and he opens for business at six-thirty.
"You look special this morning," Ma told me.
"I do?"
"Yes, you do."
"Thanks, Ma."
"Drink all your juice. Vitamin C is very important."
"I'm drinking it."
My mother makes sure I have breakfast every single day. She's really fussy about what I eat. She leaves Helen alone but watches me like a hawk. She thinks if she's in charge of my diet I'll never get pimples or oily hair. I hope she's right. Helen has a little of both and so does her best friend, Myra Woodruff. Aunt Rae says they're in the awkward stage.
As soon as I cracked my egg Helen walked into the kitchen. She doesn't talk in the morning. And she doesn't eat breakfast either. She just sucks on an orange and drinks coffee.
A car horn tooted outside. It was Myra's father who gives Helen a ride to the high school. She took one gulp of coffee and ran out the front door.
I meet Midge at her corner every morning. We catch the bus together. Her father's our family dentist but he didn't put Helen's braces on. He sent her to an orthodontist for that. She's through with her braces now and Daddy's glad because braces are very expensive. He used up his whole savings account paying for them. I know because I heard Ma tell that to Aunt Rae. Helen's teeth look pretty good. They're very straight and she's always brushing them.
Our town doesn't have school buses, except for the one that picks up the handicapped kids. They come to our school from all over because we have a Special Class. Gena Courtney, who lives on my street, takes that bus. We were in first grade together until her accident. She was hit by a delivery truck. Now she wears braces on her legs and she's blind in one eye. I always feel funny when I pass her house—like I should stop and say hello—but then I think I better not, because I wouldn't know how to act or anything.
We get student discount tickets to use on the public bus. Janet gets on a few stops after me and Midge, so we always save her a seat. When she got on this morning she came running back to where we were and as soon as she sat down she opened her purse and pulled out a raw chicken's foot. She poked me and Midge with it—so naturally we screamed because who'd want to be touched by that! So the old grouch bus driver yelled, "Shut up back there or I'll put you off! " Janet put her chicken's foot away.
"Why are you carrying that thing around with you, anyway?" Midge asked her.
"For good luck," Janet said.
"A rabbit's foot means good luck, stupid," I told her.
"I can't carry one of those around," Janet said. "Rabbits aren't kosher. And I need something to bring me good luck this afternoon. I'm so nervous about tryouts I'm sick to my stomach."
"Does your father know you swiped a chicken's foot?" Midge asked.
"I didn't swipe it. He gave it to me."
Janet's father is a butcher and his store is right near Daddy's gas station. There are Hebrew letters on the window. Janet says they're just to let people know that he's a kosher butcher. One time me and Midge called for Janet at her father's store. Mr. Kayser had just gotten in a whole batch of dead turkeys. They were the ugliest things I'd ever seen. They weren't packaged nice like in the supermarket. They just looked like dead birds with feathers and everything. But the worst part was when Mr. Kayser reached inside one and pulled out this disgusting mess of gutsy stuff and some of it was purple! Me and Midge thought we'd vomit right on the sawdust but Janet just laughed and laughed.
We got to school just as the last bell rang. We said goodbye until lunchtime and headed for our homerooms. Mine's on the second floor. Susan Minton was waiting at my desk. She's always hanging around me. She says a lot of people think we look alike. I can't see it at all but whatever way I wear my hair Susan wears hers. And today she had her shirt buttoned up the back, the way I wore mine last Friday.
"I can't wait for this afternoon, Deenie," Susan said, while I put my books in my desk. "Aren't you excited about tryouts?"
"Not especially," I said. I would never tell her the truth.
"Everybody thinks you're going to make the squad."
"That's silly," I said.
"But everybody thinks so anyway."
I can't stand Susan and the way she talks. One time I complained about her at home and Ma said it's just that Susan looks up to me and I should feel flattered. But I don't. She's such a pain! And I don't think it's a compliment that she's always copying me either. I wish she wasn't in my homeroom.
All morning I thought about cheerleading tryouts and I went over my cheers and jumps a thousand times in my mind, so I didn't hear Mr. Fabrini when he called on me in English and he said I should stop dreaming about what I was going to eat for lunch and start paying attention.
Some days I bring my lunch from home and other days I buy it. It all depends on what Ma's got in the refrigerator. Today there wasn't anything good so I stood on line to buy the school lunch.
Midge usually gets to the cafeteria before me and Janet so she saves us a place. She brings the same lunch every day—two hard-boiled eggs. But all she eats is the white part—the yolks wind up in the garbage.
Harvey Grabowsky always sits at one special table over in the corner. Nobody would dare sit there unless Harvey said it was okay. And he never waits on line for his lunch either. He's got a bunch of girls who do everything for him. Those girls are really stupid! I would never stand on line for the privilege of bringing Harvey Grabowsky his lunch. I wouldn't even do it for Buddy Brader, unless he asked me very nicely and had a good reason, like a broken leg or something.
When I carried my lunch over to where Midge and Janet were sitting I saw that Buddy and two of his friends were at the next table. As I sat down he called, "Hey Deenie … "
I said, "Oh, hi Buddy," and I shook my hair the way Deenie in the movie did when she talked to her Bud. Then I felt my face get hot so I looked away and started to eat. But it's hard to swallow when there's somebody staring at you and I'm pretty sure Buddy Brader was staring at me all through lunch.
Three
At three o'clock I ran for the Girls' Room and so did everybody else. It was mobbed with all the kids who were going to tryouts. I didn't bother forcing my way close to the mirror. I went downstairs and when I passed the Special Class they were lining up to leave so I looked the other way. They give me a creepy feeling. I'm always scared Gena Courtney will see me and say something and I won't know what to say back.
I met Janet outside the auditorium. We waited a few minutes to make sure we wouldn't be the first ones going in. Then we walked down the aisle and found two seats in the middle of the fourth row.
The three judges were already there: Mrs. Rappoport, Mr. Delfone and Mrs. Anderson. Mrs. Rappoport is the girls' gym teacher. She really likes us—you can tell by the way she talks—she never raises her voice. And she doesn't make a big thing out of how clean our sneakers are either.
Mr. Delfone is the boys' gym teacher and Mrs. Anderson is the vice-principal of our school. As far as I know her only job is deciding what to do with kids who are discipline problems because if you make trouble you get sent to Mrs. Anderson's office and sometimes you have to sit on the bench outside for a long time.
At three-fifteen Mrs. Rappoport stood up and said, "We're ready to begin now. Remember, girls, we'd love to choose every one of you but we can only pick one seventh grader, two eighth graders and three girls from ninth grade, so if you don't make it, don't feel too badly. There are so many other activities at Adams Junior High."
Me and Janet squeezed hands. Hers felt cold and clammy. I pressed my legs tight together hoping I wouldn't get so nervous that I'd have to leave to go to the bathroom.
Mrs. Rappoport said, "We're going to call on you alphabetically and you can each do one cheer. After this round we'll decide on fifteen finalists."
I looked around the auditorium. That mean most of us wouldn't even make the finals.
The first girl called was Alice Applebaum, a ninth grader. She went up onto the stage and did the same cheer I was going to do, spelling out the school name, first very slow, then faster, and finally very fast, with a big jump and a Yea Team at the end. She was really good and I was sure she would make it.
Four other girls went before Mrs. Rappoport called, "Wilmadeene Fenner." I stood up thinking this was almost as bad as at the modeling agency. Janet whispered, "Good luck, Deenie," and we squeezed hands again.
I ran to the front of the auditorium because that's what Alice Applebaum did and I figured she knew the ropes. I went up the stairs and out onto the stage. I didn't look at the judges or the other girls because I knew if I did I'd never be able to go through with it. I just stood there clearing my throat like an idiot and then I began.
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I jumped as high as I could but my head didn't come close to touching my feet like Alice Applebaum's did. Still, I thought I'd done okay and when I passed Susan Minton on the way back to my seat she whispered, "You were great, Deenie." For once I was glad she thought so.
About forty minutes later Mrs. Rappoport announced the fifteen finalists and Janet made it but I didn't. I pretended I was really happy for her. We hugged and everything before she said, "I was sure it would be you, Deenie."
I couldn't even answer her because I knew if I did I'd start crying so I just shook my head and tried to smile. I sat there all through the finals, not wanting to, but what would Janet think if I walked out on her?
I was hoping that Janet wouldn't make it. I wanted the other seventh grader who made the finals to win. Then me and Janet could be unhappy together.
But when Mrs. Rappoport announced the judges' decision Janet was the seventh grader they picked and I had to act like I was really happy for her all over again.
She said, "I have to call my mother right away. Oh Deenie … I'm so excited! I wish we both could have made it."
I managed to say, "Sure."
Janet went to the phone booth outside the auditorium and while she was telling her mother the good news I knocked on the door and said I couldn't wait because I had to meet Helen at my father's gas station which was a big lie, but I couldn't face riding home on the bus with Janet.
Four
I took the bus to Daddy's gas station, knowing that Helen wouldn't be there because on Mondays and Wednesdays she works at the library after school. Daddy wasn't out front so I dumped my books on the counter inside and looked in the garage. He was working away underneath a station wagon. The second I saw him I started to cry. I knew I would. I'd been holding it in so long it felt good. I ran to him sobbing, "Oh Daddy … "
He slid out from under the wagon and said, "Deenie … what is it?" When he stood up I grabbed hold of him and buried my face in his uniform. It smelled nice, like gasoline. I cried hard.
After a minute Daddy held me away. "Deenie, what's wrong?"
"I didn't make the cheerleading squad." I could hardly get the words out.
Daddy sighed and said, "Is that why you're so upset?"
I nodded. "They chose Janet instead of me."
Daddy smoothed my hair. "Well, there'll be other times for you to try."
"No there won't. This is it!"
"So you'll find another activity."
He sounded like Mrs. Rappoport. When I was all cried out Daddy gave me the key to the Ladies' Room and told me to wash my face and he'd drive me home.
"Please don't tell Ma I was trying out. She'd probably kill me."
"I won't say a word to anyone," Daddy said. "Now go and fix yourself up."
I walked outside and around the back to the Ladies' Room. I splashed some water on my face.
"That's much better," Daddy said, when I came back. I hung the key on the wall and grabbed my books off the counter. Daddy and I walked outside together.
"I have to tell Joe to close up for me," Daddy said, unlocking our car.
"I'll wait here. " I got in and slouched way down in my seat. I didn't want Joe to see that I'd been crying. Joe Roscow has worked for Daddy since June when he finished high school, and from the first day Helen met him she's been hanging around the gas station. He's only going to be here for one year because he's saving his money to go to Forest Ranger School in Oregon. I don't know what Helen sees in him except that he's friendly and he wipes everybody's windshield without them having to ask, which Daddy says makes for good business.
When we got home Ma and Aunt Rae were in the kitchen. Aunt Rae's not my real aunt. We just call her that because she and Ma have been best friends for years. Her kids are all grown and married and it makes me feel funny to think that Daddy and Ma could have kids that old too. Ma says she and Daddy wanted babies in the worst way but it took fourteen years for God to bless them.
Ma was surprised to see Daddy home so early. She said, "Frank … what's the matter?"
My father told her, "Deenie dropped by so I decided I might as well drive her home and let Joe close up."
"I'd better get supper started then. As soon as Helen comes home we can eat. Why don't you stay, Rae?"
Aunt Rae said, "Thanks Thelma, I think I will."
Aunt Rae's face reminds me of an owl. Even when I was a little kid I thought so, but I never told her. Not that there's anything wrong with looking like an owl. It's just that Aunt Rae might not think that's a compliment.
"How come you're so quiet today, Deenie?" Aunt Rae asked.
"I don't know."
"You look like you've been crying," she said. "Thelma, doesn't she look like she's been crying?"
Ma squinted at me. "Deenie, what's wrong with your eyes? They're all bloodshot."
"Nothing, Ma."
"You're sure?"
"Yes, Ma."
"You better let me put some drops in them."
"I don't want drops, Ma!"
"Thelma … " Daddy put his hand on Ma's shoulder. "She's okay. Just let her be."
Aunt Rae said, "Well … we've got some news to cheer you up, Deenie. You have an appointment to see the head of one of the top modeling agencies in New York."
"I do?" I asked Ma.
"Thanks to Aunt Rae," Ma said. "She sent your picture in without telling us. Today they called to say they want to see you."
"They do?"
"A week from Friday, at two o'clock," Aunt Rae said.
"But that's when I have French."
"So you'll take the afternoon off," Ma said.
"I can't. I can't miss French. I'll never be able to make it up."
"Deenie … " Ma said. "I don't think you understand. This is a very important interview."
"I don't care," I said. "I'm not going to miss French."
Aunt Rae stood up. "I just remembered I have leftover chicken in the refrigerator. I think I'll go home for supper after all."
When she was gone Ma said, "That wasn't a very nice way to act in front of Aunt Rae."
"I'm sorry."
"I hope so," Ma told me. "Because Aunt Rae is very good to you."
"I said I'm sorry!"
"I heard Janet made cheerleading," Helen said at supper.
"Yes," I told her.
"Well … don't feel too bad … I didn't make it either and I tried out all three years I was at Adams."
"Who says I care one way or the other?" I took a sip of milk.
"Deenie has more important things to think about than cheerleading," Ma said.
"But she tried out," Helen told Ma.
Ma put her pork chop down. "That was a waste of time, Deenie. Suppose you had been picked? You would have had to tell them you couldn't do it. You can't give up all that time. You'll be working soon." She reached for the salt.
"I didn't try hard, Ma. I just did it to keep Janet company." I glanced over at Daddy but he kept on eating.
"Cheerleading's a big thing at Adams," Helen told Ma. "Practically all the seventh grade girls try out. Don't you remember how much I wanted to make it then?"
"With your brain you don't need to jump around yelling cheers!" Ma said.
Daddy finished his applesauce. "I can understand why the girls try out," he said. "It makes them feel important to be on the cheerleading team."
"Squad," Helen said. "They don't call it team. They call it squad."
"Same difference," Daddy said.
"As if Deenie needed to be a cheerleader to feel important. Just wait until her picture's on the cover of some magazine." Ma waved her fork at me. "I want you in bed by eight every night this week, Deenie."
"But Ma … "
"You heard me. I don't want to take you on this interview with circles under your eyes. And you've got to practice walking an hour a day. Remember the last time … what that woman said?"
"Okay … okay … "
"Did you hear about Janet?" I asked Midge the next morning.
"Naturally. She called as soon as she got home. She was really excited."
"She did just great," I said. "I knew the second she finished her cheer she'd make it. Did she tell you how I messed up?"
"No, what happened?" Midge asked.
"Oh, I flubbed my words and practically fell over backwards doing my jump. It was a riot! I almost cracked up right on the stage." I laughed as hard as I could.
"Janet didn't tell me that."
"I guess she didn't notice because she was nervous herself. But it was so funny. Anyway, I couldn't have accepted even if they'd picked me. You know I have all these interviews coming up. I really just tried out to keep Janet company."
Midge didn't answer that because the bus came along then. We saved Janet a seat as usual, but when we got to her stop she wasn't waiting and we made it to school just as the first bell rang so we had to go straight to our homerooms. I wondered if Janet was sick. She seemed fine yesterday. Or maybe she was so excited she couldn't sleep last night and missed the bus.
Susan Minton was waiting by my desk in homeroom. "I looked for you yesterday, after tryouts."
"I had to go somewhere," I said.
"Oh. I wanted to tell you what an awful mistake the judges made. They should have picked you. I just can't understand it."
"Forget about it, will you, Susan!"
"Sure Deenie … if you want me to. It's just that everybody thinks you should have made it. I mean, Janet's okay and all, but she isn't anything special."
"I said, just forget about it! Janet's one of my best friends."
"I know it," Susan said. "And you must be really happy for her."
"That's a fact." I took a book out of my desk and pretended to read.
I didn't see Janet until lunchtime. She was waiting for me in the cafeteria. I said, "Hi … I thought you were sick or something."
"Oh no. Alice Applebaum called last night to say her mother drives her to school three days a week and since she lives near me she offered me a ride. Especially since we'll be practicing together and all that."
"Oh."
"We're getting our sweaters and skirts this afternoon."
"That's nice."
"Deenie … I wish we both could have made the squad."
"Look," I told her, "even if I had made it I'd have to quit because my mother's lined up a lot of interviews for me and I just wouldn't have time for modeling and cheerleading too."
"You know something? I think I made the squad because I had that chicken's foot in my pocketbook. It really brought me good luck!" Janet opened her purse and pulled it out.
"You still have it?"
"Yes … but now I'm giving it to you. If you carry it on your next interview it'll bring you good luck!"
Janet handed it to me. I didn't want to touch it but I didn't want to insult her either. So I took some napkins, wrapped it up, and stuck it in my pocketbook.
Five
I have gym on Tuesdays and Thursdays right after lunch. I like having it then because it makes the afternoon go fast since there's only one period left after gym and that's when I have French.
Our French teacher, Madame Hoffman, won't let us speak one word of English while we're in her room. And that means not one! On the first day of school I had to go to the Girls' Room and Madame Hoffman wouldn't let me out of her class until I could say, "May I please be excused," in French. I almost died because by the time I learned to say it I wasn't sure I would make it to the Girls' Room in time. And the boys were all laughing at me too. I'm taking Spanish next year.
Midge and Janet aren't in my gym class but Susan Minton is. Whenever we have to take a partner she's always right there grabbing for my hand. This semester we have modern dance. Starting in February we'll have sports. Then we won't have to take partners so often.
I was so busy thinking about how to get out of being Susan's partner that I didn't even care that the
Creeping Crud was getting changed next to me. Her real name is Barbara Curtis but I named her the Creeping Crud because she's got this disgusting rash all over her. It's supposed to be some kind of allergy but who wants to take the chance of finding out by touching her? It could be leprosy or something like that! When we have to take partners in gym she's always the one who's left over and Mrs. Rappoport says, "Barbara, would you like to be my partner?"
I guess that's what would have happened today if I hadn't been so pokey getting dressed. But by the time I made it to the gym everyone had a partner, even Susan Minton. And since somebody was absent there was an even number of us today. So I wound up with Barbara Curtis and I had to do my warmup exercises next to her, which wouldn't have been all that bad except when we were through Mrs. Rappoport said, "Okay, girls … now join hands with your partner and we'll practice our polka-step around the gym."
I kept my hands behind my back until the music began.
"It's not catching," Barbara said. "It's just eczema."
"I know that," I told her.
"You act like you're scared to touch me."
"Don't be silly," I said and I grabbed her hand. It felt very rough, like sandpaper.
"And hop, step together, close … " Mrs. Rappoport repeated as she clapped to the music. "That's it … one, two, three … and hop, two, three … now spin your partner … very nice … "
When the bell rang I let go of Barbara's hand and ran for the row of sinks where I washed myself all over and lathered my hands at least six times.
At the end of the day, right before dismissal, Miss Greenleaf, my homeroom teacher, called me up to her desk and handed me a note. It said:

Please send Deenie Fenner to see me in the gym after school. Thank you.



Eileen Rappoport




It must be about cheerleading, I thought. Somebody must have quit and I'm going to be her replacement. Janet was right—her chicken's foot did bring me good luck!
Midge was waiting for me in the hall downstairs but I told her I had to see Mrs. Rappoport.
"What do you have to see her about?" Midge asked.
"I'm not sure," I said. I didn't want to tell her the good news yet.
"Should I wait?"
"If you want … and if I'm going to be long then I'll come tell you and you can go home without me."
I ran down to the gym and said, "Hi, Mrs. Rappoport. You wanted to see me?"
"Oh, yes Deenie. I'd like to talk to you about something."
I smiled.
Mrs. Rappoport ran her hand through her hair which is bright reddish-orange. She said, "I noticed it yesterday, when you were trying out for cheerleading, and again today, during gym class."
What was she talking about? Maybe it didn't have anything to do with cheerleading after all.
"What is it?" I asked, thinking it might have something to do with Susan Minton—about her wanting to be my friend and me not being very nice to her. Or did Mrs. Rappoport notice that I didn't want to hold hands with the Creeping Crud? Maybe I was going to get a lecture about that.
"I want you to bend over and touch your hands to your toes, Deenie."
I did what Mrs. Rappoport told me, all the time trying to figure out what touching my hands to my toes had to do with Susan Minton or the Creeping Crud unless this was how Mrs. Rappoport punished kids who weren't nice to other people instead of sending them to Mrs. Anderson's office to sit on the bench.
Mrs. Rappoport circled around me a few times. Then she said, "Okay Deenie … you can stand up again. This time I'd like you to walk across the room slowly."
As soon as she said that I knew it wasn't Susan Minton or Barbara Curtis that Mrs. Rappoport wanted to see me about. And it didn't have anything to do with cheerleading either. Which is why I suddenly shouted, "It's my posture, isn't it? That's why I didn't make cheerleading. That's why I didn't even make the finals!"
"That has something to do with it, Deenie," Mrs. Rappoport said. "Do you know your skirt is longer on one side than the other … and it was the same way yesterday, during try outs."
"I told my mother about that but she says it's because I slouch. What should I do … walk with books on my head forever?"
"No, nothing like that. There could be some exercises that might help, though. I'll be in touch with your parents about it. We'll talk more another time. You run along now … and thanks for stopping by."
Midge was waiting for me outside. "That didn't take very long," she said. "What'd Mrs. Rappoport want?"
"Something about my posture," I told her.
"What about it?"
"I'm not sure. Do you think I have bad posture?"
"I never noticed. Let me see you walk."
I walked a few feet and turned around. "Well … did you notice anything?"
"Nope. You look just the same as always."
"My mother's going to kill me. She'll say I'm slouching on purpose."
"So don't tell her."
"Don't worry … I won't. But Mrs. Rappoport's going to call. She said she'd be in touch with my parents."
"Maybe she'll write them a letter."
"Maybe … but either way my mother's going to be plenty sore. You can't be a model if you don't have good posture."
"So you can be something else."
"Try and tell that to my mother!" I opened my purse, pulled out the chicken's foot and dumped it into the trash can on the corner.
Six
Every night after supper Helen takes off for Myra Woodruff's house. They do their homework together. I can't believe my sister has that much studying to do. Nobody expects much from my schoolwork so I get by with hardly ever cracking a book as long as I don't bring home any D's or F's.
Ma says Helen is excused from helping with the dishes because she works at the library twice a week and she baby sits every weekend, so she needs all the studying time she can get. I'm never excused from helping in the kitchen. Ma usually does the washing and I dry everything and if, God forbid, I put something away that's just a teensy bit wet I never hear the end of it. My mother's very fussy about the kitchen. Well, she's fussy about the whole house. She spends hours and hours cleaning the place. She says our floors are so clean you could eat off them, not that anybody is thinking about doing that, but you could. One thing I'm sure of is I don't want to spend my life cleaning some house like Ma. Sometimes I think Helen's lucky. She'll be a doctor or lawyer or engineer and she'll never have to do those things. But if I don't make it as a model, then what?
The phone rang just as I was putting away the last pot. I hollered, "I'll get it," and ran to the front hall.
It was Mrs. Rappoport. I recognized her voice right away and she knew mine too because she said, "Hello Deenie. May I speak to your mother or your father please."
I thought about which one I should call to the phone and decided on Daddy. If Mrs. Rappoport was going to discuss my posture Ma might get upset.
"Who is it?" Daddy asked, when I told him there was a phone call.
"It's Mrs. Rappoport, my gym teacher," I said, covering the mouthpiece with my hand.
I stood right next to my father while he said, "Hello, this is Frank Fenner."
After that he didn't say anything except a couple of "uh huhs" and one "yes, I see." He motioned for me to go away so I went back into the kitchen, wondering exactly what Mrs. Rappoport was telling him.
"Who was on the phone?" Ma asked.
"Mrs. Rappoport, my gym teacher."
"What does she want?"
"I'm not sure," I said.
Ma sprinkled some cleanser into the sink. "Did you do something wrong?"
"No Ma … nothing like that."
She rinsed the sink clean and polished the faucet with the dish towel. "Then why is she calling here?"
"I don't know."
"Well," Ma said, putting down the dish towel, "I better find out."
Daddy was hanging up when we got to the hall.
"What was that all about?" Ma asked him.
"When was the last time Deenie had a check-up at Dr. Moravia's office?" Daddy said.
"In April," Ma told him. "She had to have one before junior high. Why?"
Daddy looked at me. I don't think he wanted to say anything else but he did. "It seems that Mrs. Rappoport thinks we should take her for another one."
"What for?" Ma asked, turning toward me. "Deenie, do you feel sick? Is there something you haven't told me?"
"No, Ma," I said. "I think it's my posture. That's all."
"That's right," Daddy said. "Mrs. Rappoport noticed it and thinks we should look into the situation. There might be some exercises that Dr. Moravia could recommend."
"You're talking in circles," Ma said.
Daddy gave her a sharp look which meant he wasn't going to discuss it in front of me.
Ma said, "Deenie, you promised to practice standing very straight and tall."
"I tried," I said.
"I don't think so," Ma told me. "I think you've got other things on your mind so you forget what's really important!"
"Thelma … " Daddy began.
"Frank, that girl has got to learn … "
"I don't want to talk about it anymore," I called, racing up the stairs.
I got undressed and stood in front of my mirror. Helen doesn't have a full-length mirror in her room but I let her use mine whenever she wants to see her whole self, which is practically never. I turned around and around, trying to see myself from all angles. There wasn't anything wrong with my posture! I wasn't round-shouldered and my stomach didn't stick out either. So what was Mrs. Rappoport so excited about that she had to call my parents?
The next afternoon, when I got home from school, Ma said, "We have to be at Dr. Moravia's office by four. Aunt Rae's coming to pick us up in a few minutes. Go and wash your hands and face and make sure your underwear's clean with no rips."
"Oh Ma! Who cares about my underwear?"
"I do," Ma said. "So get going."
"Okay," I told her, heading upstairs.
I don't mind Dr. Moravia as long as I don't need a shot or that tine test which he always says will feel like a little mosquito bite, when it really feels more like a big bee sting. But I had that in April. So probably he'll give Ma a prescription for some vitamins and tell her to stop worrying because I'm just going through the awkward stage. Or maybe I'm going to get my period again. I had it once, last June. The booklet I sent for says when you start out it might be a long time before you get regular, like Helen. So maybe that's why my posture's funny. Except I never heard of bad posture as a symptom of getting your period. But if that's what it is then Ma can't be mad at me, so I hope it is.
My mother doesn't drive. Aunt Rae takes her every place she has to go. Or else she goes by bus. But since Aunt Rae has nothing better to do she doesn't mind driving Ma around. Especially since she has a new car. It's bright blue and Aunt Rae takes such good care of it I wouldn't dare spit my gum in the ashtray like I do when I ride with Daddy.
When we got to Dr. Moravia's office there were three kids ahead of me. Ma's always saying the best place to pick up germs is waiting at the doctor's office. By now I know better than to sit near anybody who's coughing or looking sick.
At my last check-up Dr. Moravia filled in a bunch of forms for junior high. I got weighed, measured and had my blood pressure taken first. Then Dr. Moravia looked into my eyes, up my nose and down my throat. He also listened to my heart.
This time when he called me into his office he told Ma to wait outside with Aunt Rae, instead of coming in with me.
"How's everything, Deenie?" Dr. Moravia asked.
"Just fine," I told him.
"Good … good … let's see how much you've grown. Step onto the scale please."
"You've gained a half pound since last April and you're an inch taller," Dr. Moravia said, when he was done weighing and measuring me.
"Do you think I'm going to be huge?" I asked.
He laughed a little. "You're going to be just right."
"My mother wants me to be a model so it won't hurt if I get really tall."
Dr. Moravia smiled. "Now Deenie … I'd like you to bend over and touch your hands to your toes."
"My gym teacher made me do the same thing."
Dr. Moravia pressed his hand against my side.
"I really try to stand up straight," I said.
"It has nothing to do with that," he told me. "You can come up now, Deenie."
"It's not my posture?" I asked, straightening my clothes.
"No. It's your spine, I think. But I'm going to send you over to see a friend of mine just to make sure. His name is Dr. Griffith."
"What's he going to do?"
"Oh, just take some X-rays and look you over."
"You think something's broken?" I asked.
"No. But something might be growing the wrong way."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, I can't say for sure, but Dr. Griffith is a specialist—an orthopedist—and he'll be able to find out exactly what the trouble is."
"Do you think it's something bad?"
"Nothing that can't be fixed," Dr. Moravia said, opening the door to his office and calling my mother. "Deenie, you can sit in the waiting room now. Your mother will be out in a minute."
I sat down next to Aunt Rae. She was reading a magazine called Today's Health. She closed it as soon as she saw me and asked, "What did he say?"
"I'm not sure," I told her. "Something about my spine."
"Your spine?" Aunt Rae said.
"Yes … why … is that bad?"
"I don't know," Aunt Rae told me. "You're sure he said your spine?"
"Yes … I think so." He did, didn't he? Now I was getting all mixed up. Or did he say my tine? Maybe my tine test came out wrong. But if that was so why didn't he give me another one back in April?
In a few minutes Ma came out of Dr. Moravia's office, clutching a piece of paper. "What's that?" I asked. "Is it a prescription? Did you remind him I can't swallow pills?"
"It's nothing," Ma said. "It's just a doctor's name and address."
"Oh … Dr. Griffith … right? He's a friend of Dr. Moravia's. Did you know that?"
Ma didn't answer me. She just said, "Let's go."
When we were in the car I asked, "Well … what'd he tell you?"
"Nothing definite," Ma said. "We have to see Dr. Griffith first."
"But it's not my fault. He told you that, didn't he?"
Ma acted like she didn't hear me.
Aunt Rae said, "Who wants to stop for a soda?"
Ma heard that because she said, "Let's go home. We'll have something there."
I said, "Ma, didn't Dr. Moravia tell you that it's not my fault?" I wanted to get that straight right away.
"Yes," Ma said. "Yes, he did tell me that."
"Good! Now you can't be mad at me."
"But I don't believe him," Ma said.
"Then you do think it's my fault?"
"I didn't say that."
"Then what?"
"I mean … doctors make mistakes all the time."
Seven
Dr. Griffith's nurse called Wednesday night, saying that someone had cancelled an appointment for Thursday morning and that Ma should bring me in at nine-thirty.
I phoned Midge to tell her I wouldn't be at the bus stop because of an important appointment.
"Another interview?" she asked.
"No, a doctor's appointment."
"Why? What's wrong?"
"I don't know … remember that business about my posture?"
"Yes."
"Well … this doctor I have to see is an orthopedist."
"That's a bone specialist."
"How do you know?"
"Because last year, when I broke my arm, I had to go to an orthopedist."
"Dr. Griffith?" I asked.
"No, Dr. Littel. He was nice."
"I wish I was going to him. At least you could tell me what he's like."
"Don't worry. It probably won't even hurt."
"I hope not. I'll let you know on Friday."
"Okay. Bye."
What really surprised me on Thursday morning was that Daddy didn't go to the gas station. Instead of Aunt Rae driving us to Dr. Griffith's office, Daddy was going to take us himself, which is what gave me the idea that there was something really bad wrong with me because why else did Helen actually talk to me at breakfast? For somebody who was so sick I felt fine. I felt just like always. So I decided I must have one of those weird diseases where you never know anything's wrong with you until the end.
Dr. Griffith's office is in the Medical Arts Building on West Jersey Street. We parked in the lot behind the building and took the elevator up to the third floor. The waiting room was full of people and most of them had some kind of cast on their arms or legs.
We sat in the waiting room until ten after ten when the nurse called my name. Daddy and Ma stood up with me and the nurse showed us into a little office where another nurse told us to sit down. Then she asked us a lot of questions which Daddy answered, things like our address and phone number and what kind of medical insurance we have. When she got to that question Daddy took some cards out of his wallet and showed her the numbers on them. She must have been a good typist because as Daddy answered her questions she typed everything out on yellow forms, without ever looking down at her fingers.
After that the first nurse came back and told my parents they could go sit in the waiting room and she would call them when the doctor was ready to talk. She took me into an examining room and told me to take off all my clothes except my underpants. Then she handed me this white paper thing made like a bathrobe. "Tie it in the back, please. The doctor will be with you in a few minutes." She left the room and closed the door behind her.
I didn't like the idea of getting undressed, but I did. The paper robe was so big I had to wrap it around myself twice. And when I walked it dragged all over the floor.
I waited for the doctor for twenty whole minutes.
I know because I watched a big clock on the wall. It jumped every minute, same as the clocks in school. I checked everything in the room, wondering what Dr. Griffith would do to me, if he ever showed up.
There was a table of instruments but none of them looked too scary. A few looked like different sized scissors. I didn't see any needles or knives, and was I glad! The stool I was sitting on turned around and around and I spent some time twirling on it until I got dizzy. Then I read all the diplomas on the wall. I found out Dr. Griffith's first name is Harold. I also found out where he went to college, where he went to medical school and what year he got out of the army. There was an old fashioned picture of a football team too. I wondered if one of those funny looking guys was Dr. Griffith.
Finally the door opened and this huge man walked in. He was wearing a white coat so I knew he was Dr. Griffith. Another nurse was with him. She had a pin on her uniform saying miss vernon. "Deenie … this is Dr. Griffith," she told me.
Dr. Griffith closed the folder he'd been reading and put it down on the instrument table. "Hello there," he said. "Let's see what Dr. Moravia's talking about. Come over here please, Deenie."
Dr. Griffith is about twice as big as Dr. Moravia and I've always thought Dr. Moravia is pretty big himself. Dr. Griffith looks like a giant. I don't see how he fits through doorways, he's so tall. I didn't move. I just sat there on my twirl-around stool and looked at him.
"Come on, Deenie. I'm not going to hurt you."
"What are you going to do?"
"Just have a look," Dr. Griffith said.
"Really?" I asked, glancing at Miss Vernon. I couldn't tell anything from her expression. She was busy checking her fingernails.
"I promise," Dr. Griffith said.
I stood up and walked over to him. His hands looked big enough to squash a person right in half. He turned me away from him and untied my paper robe. Then he put his hands on my back. They were freezing cold. I tried to think of other things. I asked him, "Were you ever a football player?"
"A long time ago," Dr. Griffith said, pressing on my back. "When I was in high school."
"I thought so. You're in that picture aren't you?" I asked him, pointing to the wall.
"Yes. Third row, seventh from the left. Would you put your hand down at your side please?"
"Oh, I'm sorry," I told him.
"That's better."
"Were you a good football player?"
"I was fair," he said. "Are you interested in football?"
"I'm not sure. I don't know much about it yet. I wanted to be a cheerleader, but I didn't make the squad."
He didn't say anything about that. I thought he would. I thought he'd say, "Well, you can try again next year" or something like that. Instead he said, "Bend over and touch your toes with your hands, Deenie."
"Why does everybody keep asking me to do that?"
"It's a good way for us to see if your hips are even," Dr. Griffith said.
"Suppose they're not?"
"If one is higher than the other it might indicate the problem."
"Oh," I said, wondering what that meant. Dr. Griffith pushed at my side. Then he told me to sit down on the turn-around stool and he looked me over from every angle.
"Now Deenie, lie down on the table please," Dr. Griffith said.
I climbed up onto the examining table. Miss Vernon stood next to me and smiled.
"Legs out straight please," Dr. Griffith said.
"Are you going to hurt me?" I asked. "I'm not I scared but I'd rather know in advance."
"I'm just going to measure you," Dr. Griffith said. I didn't believe him so I was really surprised when he i held a tape measure to my right hip and measured me from there to my ankle. Then he went around to my other side and did the same thing.
"Do I measure okay?" I asked.
"Um … " Dr. Griffith said, as he jotted something down in his folder. "Now, one more thing, Deenie. Come down off the table and stand up straight."
I jumped down from the table and stood as straight as I could. That's when Dr. Griffith did the craziest thing—he came from behind, put his hands on the sides of my face and lifted me right off the floor. "Put me down!" I said. "I don't like that!"
"Sorry," Dr. Griffith told me, "but it's important." He lowered me to the floor and moved me from side to side.
When he was done Miss Vernon asked, "That wasn't so bad, was it, Deenie?"
I knew then that Dr. Griffith must be through examining me.
"Okay," Miss Vernon said. "Follow me and I'll show you to the X-ray room."
She led me down the hall until we came to a room marked X-ray. Another nurse was waiting for me there. She said, "Hello Deenie, I'm Mrs. Hall, the X-ray technician, and I'm going to take some pictures of you. You won't feel a thing, so just relax."
Mrs. Hall arranged me into certain positions and she was right, I didn't feel anything. It was just like having a regular picture taken. First she took X-rays of me standing up and then lying down on the table and bending to the side. Each time she got me ready she left the room to stand behind a door with a glass window in it and she'd say, "Take a deep breath now … and hold it until I tell you to breathe again."
All I heard was a little buzzer noise and then she'd say, "Okay … relax."
When she was done with me I got dressed and Miss Vernon came back to take me into an office with a nice orange rug. Daddy and Ma joined me there.
"How'd it go, Deenie?" Daddy asked.
"It didn't hurt," I told him.
Dr. Griffith opened the door and told us to make ourselves comfortable. He was carrying the same folder and when he sat down at his desk he spread it out in front of him. Finally he said, "Well now … Dr. Moravia was right. Deenie has adolescent idiopathic scoliosis."
All I understood of that was adolescent and something that sounded like idiotic.
"What does that mean?" Daddy asked.
"It means she has a structural curvature of the spine which has a strong tendency to progress rapidly during the adolescent growth spurt. Let me show you something," Dr. Griffith said, taking an X-ray out of the folder. He stuck it up on some kind of screen on the wall and when he turned a switch it all lit up and the X-ray looked like a skeleton. He tapped a pencil to the X-ray. "You see here … " he said. "This is Deenie's spine. It demonstrates the curve and confirms my clinical diagnosis."
"I don't understand," Ma said. "Why Deenie … of all people?"
"I can't answer that, Mrs. Fenner. But there is a strong familial tendency."
Ma shook her head. "No one in my family has ever had anything like this. My family's always been very healthy."
"I can't think of anyone either," Daddy said.
"The important thing now is Deenie," Dr. Griffith said. "Not who's to blame for her condition."
"Am I going to die?" I asked.
"Deenie!" Ma said.
But I didn't care that she didn't like my question. So I asked it again. "Well, am I?"
"Eventually we're all going to die," Dr. Griffith said. "But not of scoliosis. I can promise you that."
"Then what's the difference if I have it?"
"We have to correct the curve," Dr. Griffith said.
Daddy asked, "What do you suggest, Doctor?"
"I suggest you see a scoliosis specialist," Dr. Griffith told him. "I can recommend a good man to you."
"Another doctor?" I asked.
"Yes."
"But I don't want to see another doctor! Can't you just fix it up yourself?"
"No," Dr. Griffith said. "I don't handle scoliosis cases."
"What can be done for her?" Daddy asked.
"There are two choices," Dr. Griffith told him. "Surgery or a brace."
I stood up. "Suppose I don't want either one," I said in a very loud voice.
"We have to correct the curve," Dr. Griffith said again.
I was tired of listening to the same old line. So I asked him, "Who says we have to correct it? Why not just leave it alone?"
"It has to be corrected for cosmetic reasons," Dr. Griffith told me.
"Cosmetic?" Ma said, before I had a chance to ask about it. "What do you mean?"
"If the curve isn't corrected it will result in a spinal deformity," Dr. Griffith said.
"You're not telling us that Deenie's going to be deformed, are you?" Daddy asked, while Ma started whispering "Oh my God," over and over again.
"I'm saying her condition has to be corrected in order to prevent such a deformity," Dr. Griffith said. "The sooner the better."
In the car, on the way home, Ma told Daddy, "Your cousin Belle had something wrong with her back … remember?"
"That was different," Daddy said. "She had a slipped disc."
"But I'll bet that's where this came from."
"I don't think so," Daddy said.
"Because you don't want to think so!" Ma told him.
I wanted them to stop acting like babies and start helping me. I expected Daddy to explain everything on the way home—all that stuff Dr. Griffith had been talking about—that I didn't understand. Instead, he and Ma argued about whose fault it was that I have something wrong with my spine until we pulled mto our driveway. It was almost as if they'd forgotten I was there.
Eight
As soon as Daddy unlocked the front door I ran upstairs.
"Deenie … " Ma called. "Where are you going?"
"To my room."
"Come have a snack with us."
"I'm not hungry." I closed my bedroom door and took the S volume of my encyclopedia down from the shelf. If Daddy wasn't going to explain anything to me then I'd have to find out about it myself.
I looked up scoliosis. It said: Skoh lih OH sihs, means a side-to-side curve or bend of the normally straight spine or backbone. Scoliosis may occur in any part of the spine. It may be single (curved like a C) or double (curved like an S). Scoliosis starts in childhood or the teens. It has a strong familial tendency. Treatment includes exercises, braces or surgery.
I copied all of that down in my notebook. I didn't understand the whole thing but I got the general idea. The next thing I looked up was spine. There was half a column, none of it very interesting. But under related articles it said hunchback. So I slammed the book closed and reached for H. I copied down everything: Hunchback is a severe rounded or sharp prominence of the upper part of the back. Because this part of the back sticks out like a big hump, the condition is sometimes called humpback. Hunchback is caused by any condition that deforms the bones of the upper part of the spine. Hunchback involves the portion of the spine to which the ribs are connected. The hump results when the front part of the spinal bones collapses, spreading the back part.
The last part didn't make much sense but the rest of it was a good description of Old Lady Murray!
That night, when I was ready for bed, I read over what I'd written a few times before I made up my mind. I would have an operation! I'd let the doctors fix me up. So what if I missed a few weeks of school. It would still be better than wearing a brace or winding up like Old Lady Murray.
I ran downstairs to tell Daddy and Ma about my decision, but the kitchen door was closed and I could hear them talking. I stood next to the door and listened.
Ma said, "No one's cutting Deenie open!"
"Thelma," Daddy told her, "he didn't say they'd have to operate."
"I don't care what they say," Ma answered. "Nobody's cutting Deenie open. Doctors make mistakes all the time."
"Stop fooling yourself!" Daddy said. "The doctors are right about Deenie."
"Even if they are I'm not letting them operate. Suppose they make a mistake while she's on the table? They could cut the wrong thing and she'll wind up a cripple. Is that what you want?"
"They probably won't have to operate. We'll see what Dr. Kliner says. After all, he's a specialist."
Ma started crying. "My beautiful baby … my beautiful, beautiful baby."
"Carrying on like this isn't going to help Deenie," Daddy said.
"Oh Frank! I had such plans for her," Ma said. "I can't believe this is really happening."
I turned away from the kitchen door and ran back to my room. As soon as I got into bed I started touching myself. I have this special place and when I rub it I get a very nice feeling. I don't know what it's called or if anyone else has it but when I have trouble falling asleep, touching my special place helps a lot.
The next day, in the cafeteria, I told Janet and Midge, "I'm going to have an operation."
"What?" Janet spit out a piece of ham. "I don't believe it!"
"Is that why you went to the orthopedist?" Midge asked.
I looked around to make sure no one else could hear, especially Buddy Brader, who was at the next table. Midge and Janet put their heads near mine and I talked very softly. "I wouldn't want this to get around," I said.
"Don't worry."
"Our lips are sealed."
"Well … "I looked around one more time but Buddy wasn't listening. He was fooling around with his friends. "I have a crooked spine," I whispered. "And they have to operate to straighten it out."
"No kidding!" Janet said.
"So it wasn't your posture?" Midge asked.
"No."
"When are you going to the hospital?" Janet said. "I don't know yet. I have to see one more doctor but I think it will be soon."
"Which hospital?" Midge asked. "General?"
"I don't know that either."
"I hope we can visit you," Janet said.
"You better!"
"But you have to be fourteen to visit patients," Midge said.
"So? We can look fourteen," Janet said. "I'll just fix my hair like this … " She pulled all her hair up on top of her head. "And I'll make an old-looking face like this … " Janet looked so silly me and Midge couldn't help laughing at her.
"Listen … "I told them, giving Midge a friendly punch in the arm, "I like pink roses best!"
That night Janet called. "Can you come downtown with me and Midge tomorrow?"
"To shop?"
"No … for lunch and a movie."
"Hang on … I have to ask." I put the phone down and went into the kitchen. Ma was finishing up the dishes. She said yes, I could go downtown with my friends.
We took the bus at ten-thirty so we'd have enough time to go exploring in Woolworth's before lunch, but at the last minute Janet and Midge decided to get off in front of Drummond's Department Store instead.
"Why are we getting off here?" I asked.
"To go shopping … " Midge said.
"But you said we weren't going to shop. I only brought $3.50 with me."
"Don't worry," Midge said.
Janet grabbed my arm. "Come on Deenie!" She pulled me through the revolving door and into the store. Then Midge took my other arm and both of them led me to the elevator. "Fourth floor, please," Midge told the operator.
"What's going on?" I asked.
"You'll see in a minute," Janet said.
I tried to think of what could be on the fourth floor. "Shoes?" I asked.
"Nope," Janet said, starting to laugh.
The elevator door opened and we stepped out.
"Tell me what's happening!" I said.
"Soon … soon … "
We walked across the floor to a small department called junior lingerie. There was a salesgirl behind the counter and Janet told her, "We'd like to see something beautiful in a nightgown."
"What size?" the salesgirl asked.
"For her," Midge said, pointing at me.
I opened my mouth but before I could say anything Midge said, "It's for the hospital … after your operation … "
"So you look pretty when we come to visit," Janet added.
"I … I mean I … I don't … " I began.
"Don't say a word," Janet said. "That's what friends are for." She turned to the salesgirl. "She's having an operation … not that you'd know it to look at her, but she is."
"Oh, I'm sorry," the salesgirl said.
"She's going to be fine when it's over," Janet told her.
"I'm sure she will," the salesgirl said. "What color do you like?" she asked me.
"Ummm … pink," I said. "Either that or lavender."
We looked through a pile of nighties before we found one made of two layers of the softest nylon. The top layer was pink and the underneath was purple so when you moved it around it had a sort of lavender look to it.
"That's perfect!" Janet said, holding it up to me.
"What do you think, Deenie?" Midge asked.
"It's beautiful!" I said. "But it's $11.95."
"Never mind about that," Midge told me. "We're charging it. As long as it's what you really want we don't care what it costs."
"I love it!" I said, thinking that maybe Buddy Brader would visit me too.
"We'll take it," Janet said. "And we'd like it gift-wrapped because it's a present."
When we were outside again I hugged Janet and Midge and told them, "No girl could have better friends!"
Next we went to lunch but they wouldn't let me pay for anything even though I kept saying, "But I have $3.50."
"Save it," Midge said. "Everything's on us."
"You're the guest of honor," Janet said. "And guess what movie we're taking you to see?"
"I don't know."
"The one at the Rialto … it's X-rated."
I started to laugh. "But how can we get in? You have to be eighteen, at least."
"We can pass for that with no trouble," Janet told me. "Just concentrate on looking old."
But besides looking old you also had to prove you were at least eighteen and since we couldn't the lady in the booth wouldn't sell us tickets so we settled for the movie down the street which was called Massachusetts General and from the pictures outside the theater we knew it was about a hospital.
There were two cartoons before the main picture and by that time we needed more popcorn so Midge went out to the lobby to buy it. When she came back she whispered, "I just saw Buddy Brader and Steve Hildrick."
"Where are they sitting?" I asked.
"I don't know. I saw them buying candy."
"Did they see you?" Janet said.
"Sure," Midge told her. "I said hello to them."
"Did they ask who you were with?" I said.
"No. They didn't say anything." I turned around in my seat but I couldn't find them anywhere.
"Are they by themselves or with a whole bunch of guys?" Janet asked.
"I don't know!" Midge said. "What's the difference anyway?"
"None," Janet told her.
I turned around again. Were they sitting near by? Could they see us? I should have worn a clean sweater.
The picture started. The first scene was of this young doctor making out with a nurse. You knew it was a nurse because she still had on her white hat.
Naturally we all laughed. The next scene showed a gory operation. I could still hear Ma saying, "Nobody's going to cut Deenie open."
Midge leaned across Janet and said, "Maybe you shouldn't watch this part, Deenie."
"It's all right," I told her. "My operation's not going to be like that."
"They're not going to mess with Deenie's guts," Janet whispered. "Just her spine … isn't that right?"
"That's right," I said.
Somebody sat down in the seat next to me then. I glanced over because Ma's told me a million times never to let a strange man sit next to me in the movies. If one does I'm supposed to get up and change seats and if the man should follow me I'm supposed to call the usher and report him.
Only it wasn't a strange man sitting next to me this time. It was Buddy Brader. When I looked over at him he was staring right at me. And he was kind of smiling too.
I said, "Oh, hi Buddy."
Steve Hildrick was sitting next to him. So I whispered, "Hi Steve."
They acted like they were really surprised to see me.
I tried very hard to concentrate on the movie but it wasn't easy. Pretty soon Buddy Brader put his arm around my chair and when he did, Janet, who was on my other side, gave me a kick and started to laugh. So I looked over at Buddy as if to say, "What do you think you're doing?" and that's when he took his arm off the back of the seat and put it on my shoulder! After a few minutes of that he leaned close and whispered, "Why don't you change seats with Steve?"
Janet, who was leaning just as close on my other side, said, "Go ahead Deenie." I guess that meant she wanted to sit next to Steve. So I stood up and moved over while Steve sat down between Buddy and Janet. He put his arm around her right away. Not the chair, but her.
This time Buddy didn't do that. He reached down for my hand instead. I never held hands with a boy before. At least, never like that, in a dark place where you don't have to hold hands because you need a partner for any special reason, like dancing or something.
It felt very nice too. Buddy's fingers were warm. I didn't look at him once the whole time we were holding hands. But when that young doctor and nurse were going at it again he squeezed my fingers which made me look over at Janet to see if she noticed that I was holding hands, and I saw she and Steve were doing the same thing except he still had his other arm around her. Midge was still looking straight ahead at the movie.
Halfway through the picture I noticed that my hand was sweating. It was during the scene where the girl died on the operating table. You knew she was dead when the bleeps stopped and the lines didn't go up and down on the little machine anymore. By then I really had to go to the bathroom. I've never been able to make it through a whole show. Even when I was little Ma had to take me out a couple of times whenever we saw a movie. So I whispered, "Excuse me," to Buddy and he let go of my hand. When he did he wiped his own off on his pants.
I went to the Ladies' Room and when I was done I stopped to have a look in the mirror. If only I'd known I was going to meet Buddy Brader I'd have washed my hair.
When I got back to my seat Buddy picked up my hand again. I was hoping he would.
As soon as the picture was over we all walked outside together and then Buddy and Steve said, "See you around," and they took off.
I thought Buddy would say something more to me. And I guess Janet was kind of disappointed too because she called after them, "Okay … see you around."
Buddy and Steve turned and waved and me and Janet waved back.
Then the three of us walked to the bus stop.
Midge didn't say a word all that time. When we got there she bought a pack of sugarless gum from Old Lady Murray but she didn't offer a piece to me or Janet.
I didn't look away from Old Lady Murray like usual. Instead, I said, "Hello," to her, which I've never done before. She said, "Hello," back and I could see her gold front tooth. She was wearing a black sweater with a rip in one sleeve and over that she had on a carpenter's apron with a million pockets where she kept her change. I studied the bump on her back and wondered if she always had it or if it grew there when she got older.
Our bus came and we got on and found three seats together. As soon as we sat down I told Janet how my hand sweated in the movies and how Buddy wiped it off on his pants and she told me that Steve let his hand rest over her shoulder like maybe he was trying to feel something else, but she didn't know what to do about it so she didn't do anything.
Midge listened to us and then right when Janet was telling me she's always liked Steve Hildrick secretly, Midge said, "I think it's cheap to let boys sit next to you in the movies. Did you see how fast they got away as soon as we were outside? They were just interested in what they could get in the dark."
"That's not so!" Janet said. "You're just saying that because there were only two of them."
"I am not!" Midge told her.
"Suppose Harvey Grabowsky sat down next to you and wanted to hold your hand," Janet said. "I'll bet anything you'd let him."
"Those measly eighth graders aren't Harvey Grabowsky!" Midge practically shouted.
"You're just jealous!" Janet insisted.
"Jealous … ha!"
I didn't say anything because I knew the truth. Midge really was jealous and I didn't blame her. I held my gift-wrapped nightie close. It was too bad that Midge had helped plan such a nice day for me and now she was going home feeling worse than anybody. I hope the next time we meet Buddy Brader in the movies he's got at least two friends with him and that one of them will like Midge!
Nine
Monday night I couldn't finish my supper.
"You need all your vitamins," Ma said. "Especially now."
"I just don't feel hungry," I said.
"I cooked all afternoon," Ma told me.
"I'm sorry … "
"Oh, leave her alone for once!" Helen said.
"Since when are you her mother?" Ma asked.
"If I was I wouldn't pick on her the night before she has to see another doctor!"
"Nobody's picking on Deenie," Daddy said. "Ma's only saying she needs her strength."
"And you should mind your manners, Helen Fenner," Ma said.
"Besides," Daddy said, "Deenie's not worried about seeing Dr. Kliner."
"Of course she's not," Ma said. "Why should she be worried? Nobody's going to do anything to her."
"Can I be excused?" I asked.
Later, Helen came to my room with a piece of cake and a glass of milk. "If I had scoliosis I'd want to talk about it." She put the cake on my desk and handed me the milk. "But Ma's told me a million times not to mention it to you."
"There's nothing to talk about," I told her. "I'm having an operation and then I won't have scoliosis anymore."
"I've been reading up on it at the library," Helen said, "and I don't think you're going to need an operation."
"You're wrong, Helen. I do need one. I already told Janet and Midge. You want to see something?" I went to my dresser and opened the bottom drawer where I'd hidden my new nightie. I pulled it out and held it up. "Midge and Janet gave it to me for when I go to the hospital."
"It's beautiful," Helen said, touching the material.
"Do you remember some cousin of Daddy's named Belle?" I asked.
"No."
"Ma says I got my scoliosis from her."
"She had it too?"
"No, but she had a bad back."
"That probably doesn't have a thing to do with it."
"That's what Daddy said, but Ma doesn't believe him."
"Ma really burns me up sometimes!" Helen said. "I wish Daddy would tell her off just once!"
On Tuesday morning I wasn't surprised that Daddy stayed home from work to drive me to my appointment. I expected him to. What did surprise me was that Dr. Kliner's office is in New York and the building it's in looks more like an apartment house than an office. There was a black door with a brass knocker and when Daddy used it a nurse opened the door and said, "Deenie Fenner?" Now how did she know I was me?
She showed us into a big living-room kind of place with lots of chairs and couches and tables and a fancy Chinese rug on the floor with fringe around the edges. There were tons of magazines but no music playing like in Dr. Griffith's office. Here it was very quiet.
Pretty soon the nurse came back and said, "This way, please." We got up and followed her. She showed us into a smaller living room. It had a fireplace and everything. The ceiling must have been at least two stories high. Daddy and Ma looked at each other and finally Daddy said, "Well, he's supposed to be the best."
I sat down in a big, soft green chair near the desk and Daddy and Ma sat on the little couch in the corner. In a few minutes there was a knock at the door and before we said anything a doctor came into the room. He looked a lot like the one in the movie I saw on Saturday. He sat down at the desk and said, "I'm Dr. Stewart."
"But we're supposed to see Dr. Kliner," Ma told him.
"You will," Dr. Stewart said. "I just want to get some information." He opened a folder that was just like the one Dr. Griffith carried around with him. Then he started asking questions. Daddy and Ma answered all of them. I didn't pay much attention until he said, "Is there a history of scoliosis in the family?"
"Not in mine," Ma said, looking over at Daddy, who cleared his throat and told Dr. Stewart, "I did have a cousin with a bad back. She was operated on for a slipped disc."
"That wouldn't have anything to do with this," Dr. Stewart said.
"Then where did it come from?" Ma said, more to herself than to Dr. Stewart.
"It's just one of those things," Dr. Stewart told her. "It could just as likely be from your family as your husband's. We'll probably never know."
"Hello Deenie." I hadn't heard Dr. Kliner come in until he said that.
When I first looked at him I thought I might laugh. Because Dr. Kliner looks exactly like Mr. Clean, except he doesn't wear an earring. But his head is shiny bald—the whole thing—there's not one hair on his entire head.
He shook hands with Daddy and told him, "I'm Henry Kliner." I liked the way he said that. I've never heard a doctor call himself by his first name.
Dr. Kliner leaned against the edge of the desk and looked at me. I could see his socks, which were white. The same kind we wear for gym. "I've reviewed the X-rays," he said. "Now I want to have a look at Deenie."
There were a lot of things going on I didn't get. How come Dr. Kliner had my X-rays? And who was this Dr. Stewart who stayed in the room and wrote things in the folder? I decided I'd better set things straight right away. "I've made up my mind," I said. "I'm having an operation."
"Deenie!" Ma said.
"I mean it. I am. I'm not scared or anything!"
Dr. Kliner asked, "Who's the doctor here, you or me?"
"You are," I told him.
"Okay then … I want to examine you myself … go into the next room and get undressed … I'll be right in."
I went into the next room and found one of those robes ready for me but this one was made of cloth instead of paper. It didn't fit any better than Dr. Griffith's though. I was ready for Dr. Kliner before he knocked at the door. "Come in," I called. Dr. Stewart was with him.
"I'll bet you want me to bend over and touch my toes," I said.
"That will do for a start," Dr. Kliner said.
We went through the same kind of examination that I had with Dr. Griffith, only this time it didn't take as long. When he was done Dr. Kliner told me I could get dressed and as soon as I came back to his office he said, "There's no doubt … Deenie has a classic case of adolescent idiopathic scoliosis."
"Why do you use that idiot-something word?" I asked.
Dr. Kliner smiled at me. "Sit down, Deenie." He motioned toward the soft green chair closest to his desk. "I think you should know about your condition. First of all we don't know exactly what causes it. That's why it's called idiopathic scoliosis. Idiopathic means without known cause. "
"Oh," I said. So at least it isn't my fault and it doesn't have anything to do with being dumb.
"There are some things we do know," Dr. Kliner said. "Scoliosis tends to run in families and it occurs mainly in girls. As a matter of fact, eighty-five percent of all adolescent scoliosis occurs in girls. And the structural curve, which is what you have, usually progresses rapidly during the adolescent growth spurt. Do you understand?" Dr. Kliner asked.
"Yes, I think so," I told him. "But do I have a C or an S spine?"
For some reason this made both Dr. Kliner and Dr. Stewart laugh a little. Dr. Stewart has dimples, one on each side. He's cute for somebody his age.
Dr. Kliner said, "Your curve is more like an S than a C. And where have you been getting all this information anyway?"
"From my encyclopedia," I told him.
"I see," he said.
"I want to get fixed up as soon as I can so when do I get my operation?" I asked.
"I doubt that you'll need an operation," Dr. Kliner said.
Ma sighed, "Thank God!"
"But how can you fix me up without an operation?"
Dr. Kliner said, "With a Milwaukee Brace."
"I'd rather have an operation!"
"You think you would, Deenie. But let me tell you something about that. You'd spend months on your back recovering from it and there could be complications. In cases like yours we don't operate without trying the Milwaukee Brace first."
"But I don't want to wear a brace. I just can't! There must be some other way."
"Deenie," Ma said. "It'll only take a little while and then you'll be better."
"How long?" I asked.
Dr. Kliner didn't say anything for a minute. So I asked him again. "How long will I have to wear it?"
"About four years," he said.
"Four years!" me and Ma said at the same time.
"Until you've finished your growth spurt," Dr. Kliner told us. "When you're about seventeen."
"But she can't," Ma said. "You don't understand, Dr. Kliner. Deenie's going to be a model. She can't wear a brace for four years."
Dr. Kliner raised his voice a little. "I think you don't understand, Mrs. Fenner. And it's important that you do."
Daddy said, "Look, Doctor … just fix Deenie up. That's all we really care about."
"We will, Mr. Fenner. We'll get that spine straightened out." Dr. Kliner went into a whole discussion about wearing the brace until my spine finishes growing and getting measured for it as soon as possible, maybe even this morning. And that scoliosis is more common than most people think. Dr. Stewart left the room then but Dr. Kliner sat at his desk answering Daddy's questions.
I thought, if I have to wear this Milwaukee Brace thing, no one is going to know about it. It will just be my secret. I'll be like Midge when she first got braces on her teeth. She said she wasn't going to open her mouth until the braces came off. For a while she even talked without opening her mouth, like a ventriloquist.
Dr. Kliner stood up and walked toward a closet. I figured he was going to get his coat because with the air-conditioning on his office was kind of cold. But he didn't. Instead he reached in and came out with this weird looking thing which he carried over to me.
"This is a Milwaukee Brace, Deenie," he said. "Of course yours will be made especially for you but this is just about the way it will look."
At first I didn't believe him. I thought maybe it was some kind of joke. But then I knew it wasn't. Dr. Kliner really meant it.
Dr. Stewart came back into the room smiling. He said, "Well, we're all set. You can go right over to the hospital and I'll meet you there. We'll make a mold of Deenie today and in a few weeks her brace should be ready."
I wanted to scream, Forget it … I'm never going to wear that thing. Everyone will know. Everyone! But the words wouldn't come out.
Ten
In the taxi, on the way to the hospital, Ma said, "I don't see why Dr. Kliner can't do it himself. That's | what we're paying for, isn't it?"
"Dr. Stewart makes all the molds," Daddy told her. "I asked the nurse about it."
At the hospital Daddy checked with some woman behind an information desk and then we went down a long hallway to a door marked plaster room.
"This is it," Daddy said, knocking. A nurse opened the door and Daddy told her I was Deenie Fenner and that Dr. Stewart had called. The nurse smiled at me and said, "We have five girls to mold today and you're number three." Then she told Daddy and Ma they could wait outside and Dr. Stewart would tell them when I was done.
Ma grabbed me, hugged me and cried a little. But Daddy said, "Deenie's going to be just fine."
I pulled away from Ma and buried my head in Daddy's jacket. I whispered, "Don't go … I'm too scared."
Daddy kissed the top of my head and said, "There's nothing to be afraid of. I promise. Just do whatever Dr. Stewart tells you and it will all be over soon." He lifted my chin so I had to look at him. "Okay?" he asked.
"Okay," I said.
The nurse closed the door to the plaster room as soon as I stepped inside. I didn't even have a chance to look around before she pointed to a door and said, "You can change in there. Take off all your clothes, including your shoes and put on both of these, one over the other." She handed me two things that looked like very big socks.
The dressing room turned out to be a supply closet and I thought for sure somebody would open the door while I was naked so I tried to keep my back pressed against it the whole time I was getting changed. The things I had to wear were like body stockings. They fit very close and after I had gotten into the first one I looked down and noticed that you could see everything right through it. By the time I pulled the second one over the first you couldn't see as much and I was glad. Not that I have a lot to see but I didn't want Dr. Stewart to see anything.
I adjusted the body stockings so they stretched from my neck down to my thighs. Just as I finished the nurse knocked on the door and called, "Ready, Deenie?"
"I guess so," I told her, opening the closet.
When I came out I saw that Dr. Stewart was already there and so was some other guy dressed in a white coat.
Dr. Stewart said, "Deenie, I'd like you to meet Dr. Hubdu and Mrs. Inverness, who will both be assisting me."
Mrs. Inverness' was the nurse who gave me the body stockings and Dr. Hubdu was from some other country. I could tell by his accent.
"Jump right up here, Deenie," Mrs. Inverness said.
I climbed onto an examining table.
"Now lie down … put your head back … just relax."
Dr. Stewart and Dr. Hubdu were busy studying my X-ray, which was flashed on the same kind of screen I saw in Dr. Griffith's office. They mentioned a lot of words like lumbar and thoracic and I didn't know what they were talking about.
I looked around the plaster room trying to figure out what was going to happen. The room wasn't very big. There was a counter with a sink, like in our kitchen. And right in the middle of the room was some kind of strange steel contraption with a rope hanging from a wheel on the ceiling.
In a minute Dr. Stewart was measuring me again and calling out funny numbers and names to Dr. Hubdu, who wrote everything down. The only words I got were iliac crest and body firm, whatever they meant. ť.
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"Okay, Deenie," Mrs. Inverness said. "You can come off the table now."
Dr. Stewart sat down on a stool in front of the contraption with the ropes. He motioned to me and I walked over to him. He held up some funny looking thing and said, "This is a head halter." While he was talking he slipped it on me. It was made of two strips of white material and some string. One section of material fit under my chin and felt like a scarf was tied there. The other part fit around the back of my head and felt like I was wearing a head-band.
As soon as that was on me Dr. Stewart attached a little wooden bar to the rope coming from the ceiling and somehow he hooked my head-halter to that. I was sure he was going to pull on the rope and leave me hanging in mid-air but just as I was about to ask him what was going on he said, "We call this hanging the patient but you aren't really going to hang, because your feet won't leave the ground."
I was glad to hear that.
Mrs. Inverness said, "Hold onto the bar above your head, Deenie. With both hands please."
I reached up and grabbed hold of the bar.
"That's it," Mrs. Inverness said. "Very good. You hold that the whole time."
Dr. Hubdu was behind me adjusting another wooden bar which came just under my backside. Dr. Stewart told me to lean against it. I did but I guess I didn't do it the right way because Dr. Hubdu said, "Squat a little, please. Now just rest yourself against the bar as though you were sitting on it. That's better."Dr. Stewart said, "Lean forward a little. Good … just fine."
Mrs. Inverness ran a long piece of felt under my body stockings and down my back. Then Dr. Stewart tied a strip of adhesive around my waist and attached each end to the wooden bar I was resting my rear end against.
After that he stood up and opened a small package of rubber gloves. I watched as he pulled them on. While he was doing that Mrs. Inverness was busy at the sink in front of me. She was wetting strips of something. As soon as Dr. Stewart sat on his stool again, Mrs. Inverness handed him the wet strips and he began to wrap them around me. But after the first few he said, "I'm not happy with this plaster, Nurse. Give me another roll please." And he ripped off the strips.
As he waited for Mrs. Inverness to wet some more he told me, "When this dries it will become solid plaster. I have to wrap you tight in order to accentuate the hip line and chest. The brace will be made from this mold."
I didn't say anything.
Mrs. Inverness handed him some more strips and after he wrapped a couple of pieces around me he said, "That's much better." He wrapped me from my waist down to my hips and then from my waist up to my armpits. All this time Dr. Hubdu stood behind me and I could feel his breath on my neck. "Make sure her back is perfectly straight," Dr. Stewart told him.
"Yes sir," Dr. Hubdu answered. I got the feeling he was just learning about what was going on.
As Dr. Stewart wrapped me up he smoothed the plaster with his hands. I didn't like it at all when he had to smooth out the strips across my chest.
"Head up, Deenie," Dr. Stewart said.
"Watch a point in front of you," Mrs. Inverness suggested.
Now both doctors were pressing on me, one at my back, the other at my front and I tried hard to stare at the handle of the cabinet over the sink.
"Stay just like that," Dr. Stewart said, as he moved his hands faster. "We'll be finished in no time."
"There are still some creases in the back, sir," Dr. Hubdu said.
"Smooth them out," Dr. Stewart said. "We can't have any wrinkles."
I thought about telling Dr. Stewart that he was wrapping me too tight. That I really couldn't breathe anymore. But that's when he said, "Deenie's very cooperative, isn't she?"
And Dr. Hubdu told him, "She certainly is."
I knew Daddy would be proud to hear that so I didn't say anything about feeling like a mummy.
A second later Dr. Stewart ripped off his gloves and said, "That's the worst of it, Deenie. In a minute the mold will be hard and we'll cut you out of it."
"It's very tight," I said. "And it's starting to feel hot too."
"That's the chemical reaction. It's changing into hard plaster now."
"I'm glad I don't have to wear anything like this mold," I told him.
"Some scoliosis patients are still put into casts," Dr. Stewart said. "But your brace will be a lot different. You won't mind it at all once you're used to it."
Soon Mrs. Inverness tapped me and said, "It's hard, doctor."
Dr. Stewart felt me himself. "Good … " He whipped a ballpoint pen out of his pocket and drew little lines up and down my mold. Then he measured me again and Dr. Hubdu wrote everything down, just like before. "This will help the brace man," Dr. Stewart told me. "Okay, Deenie … I'm going to cut it off you now. My saw makes a lot of noise but you won't feel a thing."
His saw! I thought. He must be kidding!
But he wasn't. He had a regular power saw that made an awful noise and as he stood behind me running it along my back I was so scared that my teeth rattled. I tried hard not to move at all and prayed that Dr. Stewart wouldn't miss with his saw and slice me in half.
At last he turned it off. "Scissors please, Mrs. Inverness." A few seconds after that, he said, "Spreaders … " I didn't know what he was doing back there but he kept pulling at me. Finally he said, "There we go! Turn to the right, Deenie."
I did and I was out of the plaster mold. Dr. Stewart cut the tapes and took my head-halter off. I was free! That's when I looked down and discovered that I was wearing only one body stocking. Where was the other one? It must have stuck to the wet plaster and ripped right off. If they hadn't given me two of them I'd be naked! As it was I knew they could all see everything and I was so embarrassed I almost died. I tried covering my chest with my arms and bending over to hide my other half. I'm sure my face was purple and I felt like crying.
Mrs. Inverness handed me a wet cloth and said, "This will help wash the plaster off. You can go and change now."
I ran for the supply closet. I didn't even realize the plaster had dripped on my legs and feet until then. But I didn't care. All I wanted was to get dressed and out of that room.
That night I took my new nightie out of my bottom drawer and tried it on. I stood in front of the mirror and moved just enough to make it turn from pink to purple to lavender. Buddy Brader would never get to see it now and nobody would bring me pink roses either. I took the nightie off and packed it back in the Drummond's Department Store box.
I went to the phone and called Midge. Her line was busy so I tried Janet's number but that was busy too. They were probably talking to each other. I waited a few minutes before I dialed Midge again. The phone rang three times, then Midge answered.
"Hi … " I said, "it's me."
"Hi Deenie … me and Janet were just talking about you. How'd it go today?"
"I'm not having an operation." My voice was barely a whisper.
"You're not? How come?"
"I don't need one after all."
"Well, that's great news! Isn't it?"
"I suppose."
"You sound funny. Is anything wrong?"
"No … I'm fine. I just called to tell you since I'm not having an operation I'll return the nightie. Listen … I have to run now … bye." I hung up before Midge could say anything else.
I put the Drummond's box into a brown bag and carried it to school with me the next day. I knew it would be safe inside my locker. At lunch Janet said, "We're really glad you don't need an operation, Deenie."
I nodded.
"Were they wrong about your spine?" Midge asked.
"Not exactly."
"But if it's crooked don't they have to do something?" Janet said.
"The doctors are trying to decide about that," I told them.
"Me and Midge think you should keep the nightie anyway. Your birthday's in January so it can be a birthday present instead."
"I really don't need it now," I said. "I'd rather return it … if you don't mind."
They looked at each other.
"It's okay with us," Midge said. "We just didn't want you to think you had to return it."
After school the three of us went to Drummond's. The same salesgirl was behind the counter. I handed her the box.
"She's not having her operation," Janet told her.
"So she doesn't need the nightie," Midge said.
"Well … aren't you lucky!" the salesgirl said to me, and she didn't even try to talk us into keeping the nightie or choosing something else in its place.
I tried to smile. I could tell that Janet and Midge knew something was wrong.
I stopped hanging around the cafeteria after lunch. I told Janet and Midge I had a lot of work to make up because I'd been absent so many times. As soon as I finished eating I went to the library where I sat with my books spread out on the table while I scribbled in my notebook or looked out the window.
One day, while I was sitting like that, somebody sneaked up from behind and covered my eyes with his hands.
"Guess who?" It was Buddy Brader. I'd know his voice anywhere.
"I give up," I said.
He took his hands away and leaned up against the table. "What're you doing in here, Deenie?"
"Make-up work," I told him.
"I came in to watch the fish." Mr. Balfour, our librarian, keeps a big tank of tropical fish on the table in the corner and a lot of kids do wander into the library to watch them.
"You know something?" Buddy said, "You didn't wave to me this morning."
"I didn't?" Buddy waves to me every day when we pass each other in the hall, on the way to our first-period classes. "I guess I didn't see you,'' I told him.
"You turned away when I was walking by."
"Well, I didn't mean to. I just have so many things on my mind."
"Yeah?"
"I mean it … really."
"Not that it matters … I only came in here to see the fish anyway." He started to walk across the room. Then he stopped and turned for a minute. "See you around," he said. He must think I don't like him anymore! I wish there was some way to let him know the truth.
All that week I kept hoping Dr. Kliner would call to say everyone had made a terrible mistake. That there's nothing wrong with me after all and that I definitely don't have scoliosis. Every time the phone rang I jumped but it was never Dr. Kliner. I touched my special place practically every night. It was the only way I could fall asleep and besides, it felt good.
We're starting a new program in gym. Once a month we're going to have a discussion group with Mrs. Rappoport. It sounds very interesting because Mrs. Rappoport asked us each to write down a question and drop it into a box on her desk. The question could be about anything, she said, especially anything we need to know about sex. She told us not to put our names on the paper. She doesn't want to know who's asking what. It's a good thing too, because I'd never have asked my question if I had to sign my name. I wrote:
Do normal people touch their bodies before they go to sleep and is it all right to do that?
On Tuesday, when we walked into the gym, Mrs. Rappoport told us to sit in a circle so we could talk easily. The first questions she discussed were all about menstruation. But I already knew most everything from my booklet. After that she said, "Okay, now I think we can move on to another subject. Here's an interesting question." She read it to us. "Do normal people touch their bodies before they go to sleep and is it all right to do that?"
I almost died! I glanced around, then smiled a little, because some of the other girls did, and hoped the expression on my face looked like I was trying to figure out who had asked such a thing.
Mrs. Rappoport said, "Can anyone help us with an answer?"
Susan Minton raised her hand.
"Yes, Susan … " Mrs. Rappoport said.
"I wasn't the one who wrote the question but I've heard that boys who touch themselves too much can go blind or get very bad pimples or their bodies can even grow deformed."
"Has anyone else heard that?" Mrs. Rappoport asked.
Five other girls raised their hands.
Could it possibly be true? I wondered. And if it was true about boys maybe it was about girls too. Maybe that's why my spine started growing crooked! Please God … don't let it be true, I prayed. I felt my face get hot and I had to go to the bathroom in the worst way but I didn't move a muscle. I hoped nobody could tell what I was thinking.
"Well … " Mrs. Rappoport said, "I can see you've got a lot of misinformation. Does anyone here know the word for stimulating our genitals? Because that's what we're talking about, you know."
It got very quiet in the gym. Nobody said anything for a long time. Then one girl spoke. "I think it's called masturbation."
"That's right," Mrs. Rappoport told us. "And it's not a word you should be afraid of. Let's all say it."
"Masturbation," we said together.
"Okay," Mrs. Rappoport said. "Now that you've said it let me try to explain. First of all, it's normal and harmless to masturbate."
"You mean for boys … " Susan Minton said.
"No, I mean for anyone … male or female," Mrs. Rappoport told us. "The myths that some of you have heard aren't true. Masturbation can't make you insane or deformed or even give you acne."
I wanted to take a deep breath when she said that but I didn't. 1 just gulped and looked at the floor.
"Does everybody masturbate?" Barbara Curtis asked.
"Not necessarily," Mrs. Rappoport said. "But it's very common for girls as well as boys, beginning with adolescence."
Any minute I thought Mrs. Rappoport would ask us to raise our hands if we masturbate and I wasn't sure if I'd be able to tell the truth. I never knew there was a name for what I do. I just thought it was my own special good feeling. Now I wonder if all my friends do it too?
But Mrs. Rappoport didn't ask us to tell her if we did or we didn't masturbate and I was glad. It's a very private subject. I wouldn't want to talk about it in front of the class. She said the important thing to remember is that it is normal and that it can't hurt us. "Nobody ever went crazy from masturbating but a lot of young people make themselves sick from worrying about it."
I couldn't help thinking about Buddy. Can he can get that special feeling too? I'd like to find out how much Buddy really knows about girls. I hardly know anything about boys. I think we should have discussions every week. They're more important than modern dance!
That afternoon, when I got home from school, there was a note from Ma, saying she was at the A&P with Aunt Rae. I put my books down, poured myself a glass of milk and was just about to sneak a few chocolate cookies from Ma's secret hiding place, when the phone rang.
"Hello … " I said.
"Mrs. Fenner?"
"No … she isn't in right now."
"This is Dr. Kliner's office calling … "
When I heard that my heart started to beat very fast. "Can I take a message?" I asked, then had to clear my throat.
"Deenie's Milwaukee Brace is ready and the doctor suggests an appointment on Friday at ten o'clock."
"This Friday?"
"That's right. And the doctor also suggests a change of clothes for Deenie … a size or two larger than her regular things."
"What for?" I asked.
"Because the brace takes up a certain amount of room and the girls can't get their regular clothes over it."
"Oh."
"Have Mrs. Fenner call if she can't make it on Friday. I'll be here until six."
"I'll tell her."
"Thank you," she sang and hung up, like she didn't even care about what she had just told me. I didn't say anything to Ma about the phone call when she got back from the market. I thought about not telling anyone. But I knew if we didn't show up on Friday Dr. Kliner's office would call to find out what happened and then Daddy and Ma would know about the first phone call and that would make me a liar. So I told them during supper. It was already past six-thirty.
"Friday's fine with me," Daddy said. "I'll ask Joe to work that morning."
I'd been chewing on the same piece of meat for a while but I couldn't swallow it so I held my napkin to my mouth and spit it out. "What's wrong?" Ma asked. "It was all fat," I told her. I drank some water, then took a big breath and spoke very fast. "I'm supposed to bring some other clothes to Dr. Kliner's office because mine won't fit over the brace." I looked at the food on my plate and moved some of it around with my fork.
"Don't worry about your clothes," Ma said. "You can get all new things … can't she, Frank?"
"Sure," Daddy said. "Never mind about that."
"But my jeans are all broken in the way I like them!"
"So you'll break in new jeans," Daddy said. "As many as you want."
"And I never even wore my two new skirts and sweaters. I was saving them for when it gets cold." I could feel my throat tightening.
"Maybe we can take them back and get the next size," Ma said.
"You already shortened the skirts," I said.
"So we won't return them," Daddy said. "It's not important."
"But it's a waste of money," I told him.
"Never mind," Daddy said again. "All that matters is getting you well."
"I am well!"
"You know what Daddy means," Ma said.
Later, Helen came to my room carrying a navy skirt and a striped shirt. "You can wear these tomorrow," she said. "They're bigger than your things and they'll probably look better on you anyway." She put them down on my bed. They still had tags on them.
Twelve
The brace looks like the one Dr. Kliner showed us three weeks ago. It's the ugliest thing I ever saw.
I'm going to take it off as soon as I get home. I swear, I won't wear it. And nobody can make me. Not ever! I felt like telling that to Dr. Kliner but I didn't. I had to fight to keep from crying.
Just when I thought I was going to be okay Ma started. "Oh, my God!" she cried. "What did we ever do to deserve this?" She buried her face in a tissue and made sobbing noises that really got me sore. The louder she cried the madder I got until I shouted, "Just stop it, Ma! Will you just stop it please!"
Dr. Kliner said, "You know, Mrs. Fenner, you're making this very hard on your daughter."
Ma opened the door and ran out of Dr. Kliner's office.
Daddy hugged me and said, "I'm proud of you, Deenie. You're stronger than your mother."
I wanted to tell him I'm not. I hate just looking at the brace, never mind the thought of wearing it.
But I was glad he thought I was strong so I kept pretending I really was.
"Why don't you see about your wife," Dr. Kliner said to Daddy. "I'd like a minute alone with Deenie anyway."
Daddy said, "Of course, Doctor," and he left the room.
Dr. Kliner pushed a button on his desk and told me, "Miss Harrigan will be here in a minute. She's going to help you with your brace. But before she comes I want to tell you something. Your mother's attitude toward your condition is fairly common. Usually when the mother feels that way it rubs off on the patient. I can tell you have your father's attitude and I'm glad. Because wearing the brace can be as easy or difficult as you make it. Do you understand what I'm saying?"
I nodded.
"Before you leave we're going to give you a booklet about scoliosis which explains the exercises you'll have to do every day."
"I didn't know I'd have to do exercises. I thought I wouldn't be able to do anything like that."
"Just the opposite," Dr. Kliner said. "There's nothing you can't do."
"You mean I should take gym in school?" That would mean changing in the locker room where all the girls would be able to see my brace.
"Positively. Gym is very important. So is swimming. Can you swim?"
"Yes, but how do I swim with the brace on?"
"That's the one activity you do without the brace. I'd like you to swim at least three days a week for half an hour at a time."
There was a knock at the door and Dr. Kliner called, "Come in … Deenie I'd like you to meet Iris Harrigan."
"Hello, Deenie." Miss Harrigan was very tall and really pretty. She reminded me of that girl I sat next to at the modeling agency, the one who wanted to be in commercials. She picked up my brace and said, "Let's go change."
I stood up and followed her into the same room where Dr. Kliner had examined me.
"You can get undressed in the bathroom if you want," Miss Harrigan said. "But take this in with you. It goes over your bra and pants." She handed me a piece of material.
"It looks like a boy's undershirt," I told her.
"It is a kind of undershirt. You wear it under your brace. It prevents most skin irritations."
"I have to wear an undershirt? Like a baby?"
"Well, it's strictly for comfort."
"Then I don't have to wear it?" I asked.
"It's not a must. But you'll feel more comfortable."
"I don't care about being comfortable," I said. "I don't want to wear that thing!"
"Okay then," Miss Harrigan said. "Try it without."
"I will." I went into the bathroom and locked the door. I took off my dress and folded it up. Then I unlocked the door and called, "I'm ready … "
"Come on out," Miss Harrigan said. She picked up the brace. "I'm going to show you how to get into it now. The first time will be the hardest. After today it will be easier every time you do it."
The brace is made mostly of metal but there are some white plastic parts too. Miss Harrigan explained that the reason the plastic is full of little holes is so the air can get through to my skin. There are two metal strips down the back of the brace and one down the front. But the worst thing is that the strips are attached to a metal collar.
Miss Harrigan helped me into the brace. "It's too tight around my neck." I tried to pull it away.
"It has to hold your neck in place," Miss Harrigan said. "The whole idea of the brace is to keep your spine in one position and your spine begins at the base of your neck."
"It hurts!" I told her. "Please take it off!"
"It doesn't hurt. There's nothing to hurt you at all. Let me adjust the straps for you."
Miss Harrigan buckled and unbuckled the side straps until I told her I felt more comfortable. There were three more strips of metal on my brace that I didn't notice right away. Two are around my sides and one starts at the front of my neck, goes under my left arm, and winds up someplace in the back, near my head.
"It feels tight under my arms too," I told her. "You have to get used to that," she said. Besides the metal strips I had a whole section of white plastic around my middle and some kind of pad on part of my back.
"You'd be more comfortable if you'd wear the undershirt."
"You said I didn't have to."
"Why don't you take it home anyway, just in case you change your mind."
"Maybe," I told her. "Right now I feel like I'm in a cage and no undershirt's going to change that! And suppose I grow? What happens then?"
"The brace is adjustable but if you outgrow it Dr. Stewart will make another mold of you and you'll get a new brace."
"I don't think I can live through this. I really don't!"
"I know it seems that way. But you will live through it. Lots of girls do."
"That's easy for you to say. You don't have scoliosis."
"That's true," she said, like we were talking about the weather. "But when you think of the alternatives, isn't wearing a brace better?"
"What do you mean? Better than an operation?"
"I mean better than growing up with a curved spine."
"I don't know," I said. "I'm not sure about anything."
Miss Harrigan walked over to a desk and opened the middle drawer. She took something out. "I'm going to show you some pictures, Deenie. Then you can decide for yourself."
She opened a booklet to some sketches of people with terrible looking bodies, all crooked and bent over.
"Here's an illustration of a person with scoliosis, a side-to-side curve of the spine."
"Like me?"
"Yes, except you'll never look that way. Aren't you glad?"
"I'd kill myself if I did."
"No you wouldn't. But we don't have to argue about it because it's not going to happen." She turned the page. There was a sketch of somebody who looked just like Old Lady Murray.
"I know someone like that!" I said.
"It's an illustration of kyphosis," Miss Harrigan told me. "A front-to-back curve of the spine."
"Is that the same as hunchback?" "Yes."
It was hard to believe that I really and truly had something in common with Old Lady Murray.
When we left Dr. Kliner's office I was wearing the brace with Helen's skirt and shirt over it. I was kind of scared that Ma would start crying again when she saw me. Instead she said, "Well, that's not bad at all. You can hardly tell you're wearing it, Deenie." I knew from the catch in her voice that she was just saying it and didn't mean a single word.
Daddy asked, "How does it feel?"
"Like I'm in a cage," I said.
As I was getting into the back seat of the car I whacked my head on the top of the door.
"Are you all right?" Ma asked.
"I don't know."
"Let me see," Daddy said, parting my hair. "There's no blood," he told us, as he rubbed my scalp.
"I guess I'm okay," I said. "I guess I just can't bend my head with this brace on." As soon as I said that I started to cry. I cried the way I wanted to when I first saw the brace, loud and hard, until my throat hurt. Daddy didn't try to stop me. He just held me tight while he rocked back and forth, patting my head.
Thirteen
The crying stopped as fast as it started. As soon as we got home I went up to my room and pulled off my clothes. I stood in front of my long mirror, inspecting the brace carefully from every angle. I was a disaster. I was as ugly as anything I'd ever seen. "Damn you!" I shouted at my reflection. "Damn you crooked spine!"
I went to my desk and took out my scissors. Then I stood in front of the mirror again and hacked off one whole side of my hair. Right up to the ear. I watched as it fell to the floor. I'm crazy, I thought. I'm like the Deenie in the movie. When she went crazy the first thing she did was chop off her hair. I threw my scissors down, kicked the mirror and hurt my foot. That got me even more sore so I picked up the scissors and started cutting away at the rest of my hair. I cut and cut and cut until there was a big pile of hair on the floor and just a few loose strands hanging from my head. If I was going to be ugly I was going to be ugly all the way … as ugly as anybody'd ever been before … maybe even uglier.
Ma called from downstairs, "Lunch Deenie … " and for some dumb reason that made me laugh because all of a sudden I was hungry. No matter how bad things are people still get hungry. That's a fact.
When I walked into the kitchen Ma was bending over the sink. She said, "We're going shopping first thing tomorrow. Aunt Rae said she'll drive us downtown so you can get some new things for school."
Daddy sat at the table and stared at me.
"What do you say to that, Deenie?" Ma asked, turning around. "Oh my God! Deenie … what have you done to your hair?"
"I cut it."
"Why … why did you do such a thing?"
"I felt like it." I reached for my grilled cheese and tomato sandwich.
Ma put her hand across her mouth and shook her head.
I tried to eat my sandwich as if nothing was wrong. But I was used to bending over toward my food and with the brace on I couldn't bend at all. Not even my head. I couldn't really see my plate. I had to lift my sandwich straight up to my mouth. It was the same with my milk, which is probably why I spilled some of it down my front. Daddy jumped up to help me. He said, "I think you'd be more comfortable if you pushed your chair away from the table. That way you can lean over and see your food."
"I'm not hungry anyway!" I shouted, and in my hurry to get away from the table, I knocked over the chair. I went up the stairs as fast as I could, slammed my bedroom door and tried to flop down on my bed. But I couldn't even flop anymore. So I cursed. I said every bad word I knew. Every single one. I yelled them as loud as I could and then I screamed them again, spelling each one out loud. I expected Ma to really punish me for that. She can't stand to hear those words. Once, when I was a little kid, she washed my mouth out with soap just for saying the F word. And in those days I didn't even know what it meant.
Later that afternoon I was in the bathroom. Even a stupid ordinary thing like sitting on the toilet wasn't the same for me now. The brace made everything different. And wouldn't you know it—that was when my period decided to come—of all the dumb times!
I called, "Ma … Ma … I need help!"
Helen came to the bathroom door. I didn't know she was home from school already. "Ma's not here," she said.
"Where is she?"
"Daddy says she walked over to the A&P."
"But she never walks anywhere."
"I guess she didn't want to leave you home alone. Daddy's downstairs … do you want me to get him?"
"No."
"Are you okay?"
"I just got my period and I can't get to the stuff."
"I'll get it for you," Helen said.
I sat on the toilet because I didn't know what else to do and in a minute Helen came in with the pads. I pulled my bathrobe tight around me. I didn't want her to see the brace yet.
She stood there looking at me.
I felt like a freak.
Finally she said, "You cut your hair."
I put my hand to my head to feel it. I'd forgotten about my hair. I thought Helen was looking at the brace.
She started to laugh then. "It looks so funny," she said.
"It just needs to be washed," I told her. What right did she have to laugh at how I looked? "Now could I please have the stuff?"
"Oh sure." Helen handed it to me. "Are you really going to wear it like that?"
"What?"
"Your hair."
"Of course!"
"I could probably help you straighten it out. It wouldn't be bad if I snipped off the strands that are hanging."
"I like it this way!"
"Okay," Helen said. "Do you need any help with the pad?"
"No," I told her. "I can do it myself."
"Okay," Helen said again as she left.
But I found out I couldn't do it myself because I couldn't bend over to see what I was trying to do. Maybe if I'd been really experienced in wearing that stuff it would have been easier but this was only my second time. I dropped the pad by mistake and then had to figure out how to get it off the floor. Finally I did a knee bend, like Mrs. Rappoport taught us in modern dance and I picked up the pad and started all over again.
When I came out of the bathroom Helen said, "I thought you were planning to spend the night in there."
"I had some trouble. It's not exactly the easiest thing to when you're wearing a brace."
"I'd have helped you."
"I managed myself."
"Well, cheer up," Helen said. "Janet and Midge are coming for supper and Ma's cooking your favorite … eggplant parmigiana."
Fourteen
I love eggplant parmigiana but I don't see why Ma had to invite Janet and Midge for supper. I'm not ready to face them yet. I need time to think and time to get used to the brace. I'm not even going to school on Monday. I'm almost sure Ma won't make me. Maybe next week I'll feel like seeing people but not now!
At five-thirty the doorbell rang, and in a minute Janet and Midge were knocking at my bedroom door, calling my name. I'd washed my hair and I was dressed in Helen's clothes again but I didn't let her snip off any extra strands of hair. When I opened my door Janet and Midge both said, "Hi," in very loud voices, like they'd been practicing.
Usually when we get together in my room we lounge around on my bed or the floor but this time we just stood there and I could tell that Janet and Midge were being careful not to look directly at me.
Finally Midge asked, "How do you feel?"
"Fine," I told her. "I'm not sick."
"That's good."
Then Janet said, "We didn't know they'd have to cut off all your hair."
"They didn't," I said. "I did it."
"Yourself?" Janet asked.
"Yes."
"How come?"
"Because I felt like it."
"No kidding!" Midge said.
"That's a fact," I told her.
"Well, it looks tuff," she said, glancing at Janet.
"Yeah, it's really different," Janet said.
I turned and walked over to my bed. I sat down on the edge. "Aren't you going to say anything about the brace?"
They looked at each other again. "If you don't say something soon I think I'm going to scream!"
"But your mother told us not to talk about it," Janet said.
"Oh … I should have known that was it!" I wish Ma would stop pretending. Does she think it's going to disappear if nobody says anything?
"Anyway," Midge said, "it's not so bad. An operation would be a lot worse."
"You can hardly notice this," Janet said.
I stood up. "You're both lying!" I shouted. "You're supposed to be my friends!"
"What do you want us to say?" Midge asked.
"The truth!"
They looked at each other.
"Well … " I said.
"Oh Deenie!" Janet finally said. "We don't know what to say or how to act or anything. We were going to make believe we didn't even notice."
"And say that you looked swell, like always," Midge said.
"But if you want to know the truth," Janet said, "it was a real shock, even though we knew the doctors would have to do something because you can't grow up with a crooked spine."
"It's not called crooked spine. It's called scoliosis." I reached for my notebook and opened it to the page I'd copied from my encyclopedia. "You better read this," I said, handing the notebook to Janet.
She and Midge sat on my bed and read it together. "This is very interesting," Midge told me.
"You don't know anything yet!" I said, and gave them a rundown on all the doctors I'd seen and how I had to be sawed out of my mold and everything. "I'm thinking of becoming an orthopedist myself."
"But what about modeling?" Janet asked.
"I never wanted to be one anyway."
"You didn't?"
"That's a fact."
Ma called then. "Deenie … supper … "
"Let's go," I told them. "I'm starving!"
As we headed down the stairs Janet said, "You're really brave, Deenie. If I had to wear that thing I'd go to pieces. I'd never be able to live through it!"
That night when I got into bed I couldn't find a comfortable position. No matter which way I turned the brace bothered me. I wanted to take it off but I knew if I did I'd only have to wear it longer. I was sure I'd never fall asleep again.
The next morning Aunt Rae picked us up in her car. When she saw me she cried which made Ma start in all over again. I was getting pretty tired of the whole thing. After all, I was the one in the brace, but the way they acted you'd have thought it was them.
We went downtown to Drummond's Department Store and I thought of my beautiful nightie. I wonder if anyone's bought it yet? We got off the elevator on the third floor—Junior Sportswear and Dresses. The saleslady started asking questions right away. "What happened dear? Were you in an accident?"
Before I could say anything Aunt Rae told her, "She's sick. She's got scoliosis."
"I'm not sick," I told Aunt Rae.
But Aunt Rae and the saleslady looked at each other as if to say I didn't know the truth and they did.
Meantime, Ma went through the racks pulling out things for me to try on. Size was a problem because the brace takes up a lot of room and everything I put on looked terrible. Besides, Ma and Aunt Rae were both talking non-stop about what kinds of clothes would hide the brace and pretty soon I did start to feel sick.
The saleslady kept taking things away and bringing them back in different sizes and after an hour of the same thing I couldn't stand it anymore so I said, "I don't want anything new. I like what I've got."
"But what you've got doesn't fit, Deenie," Ma said.
"So I'll wear Helen's old clothes. Just let's go home."
"We're all trying to help you," Ma said. "But if you won't help yourself there isn't much we can do."
"I just don't want to try any more on, that's all."
Aunt Rae rushed back into the dressing room. "I've found it," she told me. "The perfect dress." Then, for no reason at all, she turned to the saleslady and said, "Deenie's going to be a model, you know. Doesn't she have the most beautiful face?"
"Please Aunt Rae! I can't be a model now. You know that."
"Of course you can. Where there's a will, there's a way. I'll think of something. Here … try this on." She handed me the dress. "The high neck will hide the brace."
"I don't like it," I said, looking at the white ruffles on the sleeves. "It's too babyish."
"Try it anyway," Ma said.
"No!"
"Deenie, you're being stubborn!" Ma said.
"I'm old enough to choose my own things. Don't you think I know what I like by now?"
The saleslady was shaking her head and listening to every word. I wanted to yell at her—to tell her to mind her own business and get lost.
I got back into my things and told Ma, "I'm going to the Ladies' Room."
Aunt Rae followed me there. "You know Deenie, your mother would do anything for you. She's trying to make you feel better. It's not her fault this happened."
"Well, it's not my fault either."
Aunt Rae didn't answer that.
"It's not!" I said again. "There isn't anything that anyone could have done about it. And if you don't believe me just ask the doctor!"
On Sunday night we were sitting around in the living room. Me and Ma were watching the end of "The F.B.I." and Helen and Daddy were reading the papers. When the show was over I said, "I'm not going to school tomorrow so can I stay up for the Sunday night movie?"
"Why aren't you going to school?" Ma asked.
"Because I'm not ready yet. I need more time to get used to wearing this thing."
"I guess one more day won't matter," Ma told me.
But Daddy said, "Deenie's going to school, same as always." He didn't even look up from the paper.
"But Frank," Ma said, "if she isn't ready … "
Daddy didn't let her finish. "She isn't going to get any more ready sitting around the house feeling sorry for herself."
"I'm not feeling sorry for myself!" I shouted, jumping to my feet.
Daddy looked up. "Good … then there's no reason for you not to go to school."
"Even if I'm sick?"
"You're not sick."
"I think I'm coming down with something."
"Frank," Ma said, "maybe it's the flu."
"It's not the flu," Daddy told her, "and Deenie is going to school and that's that!"
"I never heard anything so mean!" I shouted.
"It's for your own good, Deenie." Daddy stood up and reached for my hand but I pulled away and wouldn't let him touch me.
Fifteen
On Monday morning I wore one of the smock shirts Ma bought for me on Saturday. Even though I told her I wasn't ever going to put on that stuff I was glad to have it.
"Hi," Midge said when I got to the bus stop. "I wasn't sure you'd be coming. "
"I had no choice," I told her.
As soon as we got on the bus some lady asked me if I had been in a car accident. And later, when we were getting off at school, this boy I never saw before asked me what was wrong with my neck. I told them both the truth, that I have scoliosis and would have to wear a Milwaukee Brace for four years to straighten out my spine. Neither one paid much attention to what I was saying. If they weren't interested why did they ask me in the first place?
At school it was worse. Everybody wanted to know what was wrong including my homeroom teacher who called me up to her desk and all the time I was explaining my condition to her she was patting me on the back.
Susan Minton practically glued herself to my desk and wouldn't leave until I told her the whole story. Then she said, "Well, if I can do anything for you, anything at all, I'd be really happy to. I could carry your books around or help you up and down the stairs … "
I told her I didn't need any help and that I was just the same as before but I could see she didn't believe me. When the bell rang Miss Greenleaf told her to sit down at her own desk. Before she did Susan said, "I think your haircut is terrific. I'm going to cut mine the same way," which proved to me that Susan Minton is as stupid as I've always thought.
I waited in homeroom until everyone else had left for their first-period class because I didn't want to risk passing Buddy Brader in the hall. On Mondays and Wednesdays I have sewing first period, which is a terrible way to start the day. My sewing teacher, Miss Wabash, is about one hundred years old and very mean. She doesn't like me because I don't know anything about sewing. I wouldn't take it except the girls have no choice in seventh grade. We're required to have one semester of sewing and another of cooking. At least the cooking teacher is nice. Janet has cooking this semester and she says they have a lot of fun. When they clean up they always pretend they're doing a cleanser commercial for TV.
Midge is in my sewing class. We fooled around a lot the first week of school so Miss Wabash separated us. Now Midge's machine is right in front of Miss Wabash's desk and mine is all the way across the room.
The minute I sat down at my sewing machine I remembered that we were supposed to buy our patterns and material over the weekend. As Miss Wabash called the roll each of us had to go up to her desk to show her what we had selected. It had to be either a skirt or a jumper. I hoped that Miss Wabash would understand why I forgot to get mine.
"Wilmadeene Fenner … " Miss Wasbash called.
Practically all my teachers call me Deenie by now, but not Miss Wabash. She refuses because she says we have to get used to our given names. Midge found out that Miss Wabash's first name is Matilda. I'd love to call her that. It really suits her.
As I stood up I could feel everyone in the class staring at me. I went to Miss Wabash's desk and told her, "I don't have my pattern or material yet."
Miss Wabash didn't look at me. She seemed to be concentrating on something on her desk.
"What is the reason?" she asked.
"I was busy all weekend."
"Doing what, may I ask?"
She still didn't look at me. I don't think she knew I was wearing my brace. Either that or she thought I always wore one.
I told her, "I was busy getting my Milwaukee Brace."
"Do you think that is a valid excuse?"
"I don't know," I whispered.
"I do not think that is a valid excuse," she said. "Therefore I will have to give you a zero in this assignment. If you have your pattern and material on Wednesday morning I will erase the zero and give you a fifty. Do you understand, Wilmadeene?"
"Yes, Miss Wabash."
"Good. Today you will practice seams on your muslin while the other girls cut their patterns. You may sit down now."
I wanted to run out of the room. I looked at Midge and knew she was embarrassed for me. I sat down at my machine and sewed the most crooked seams I ever saw. More crooked than my spine because I couldn't bend over to see what I was doing.
Second period I have math and right after Miss Varnicka put our problems on the board she came over to my desk to see if she could help. "I think you'd be more comfortable standing at a lectern," she said. "If you'd like to give it a try I'll ask the custodian to bring one from the auditorium."
"I don't think so," I said. I could just picture myself standing in the corner at a lectern while everyone watched.
"Well," Miss Varnicka said, "then how about if you move your chair way back and lean forward with your body … that way you'd be able to see what you're doing."
"I'll try," I said. I pushed my chair way back, then leaned over my desk, and it worked! I could see what I was doing again. It wasn't exactly comfortable and the kid behind me had to move his desk too, but it was better than before and much much better than standing alone at a lectern.
All morning I kept wondering what Buddy Brader would think when he saw me. Once he told me that he likes girls with long hair and that mine was just perfect. I won't be able to shake it at him anymore. Why didn't I think of that on Friday?
I was in the cafeteria, on the hot lunch line, when Buddy spotted me. He came right over and pushed in. The girl behind him yelled, "Hey … " But Buddy just said, "Hey yourself!" and he didn't move.
Then he looked at me and said, "I heard all about your spine."
"Who told you?"
"A lot of kids."
"I guess practically everyone knows."
"Yeah, I guess so. Now I know what you meant when you said you had a lot on your mind. Does it hurt?"
"No, it's just a little uncomfortable."
"You can take that thing off sometimes, can't you?"
"I'm supposed to wear it all the time," I told him. "Except for swimming."
"You even have to sleep in it?"
"Yes," I kind of smiled then, to show how brave I am.
The lady behind the lunch counter called, "Move along kids."
"No gravy," I told her, but she dumped a quart of it on my meat anyway.
Buddy said, "No gravy," too and she didn't pay any attention to him either. But as she went to put the gravy on his plate he moved it away and the gravy landed on the counter. "That's what you should do," Buddy told me. "Otherwise you'll always wind up with it."
The line was moving faster and I grabbed a roll and some Jell-O.
"I'm playing drums at the seventh-grade mixer," Buddy said. "You going?"
I was trying to dig out my lunch money to pay the cashier but I was having trouble holding my tray and getting into my pocketbook at the same time. "I don't know if I'm going," I said to Buddy. I had to put my tray down so I could pay.
"You should go," Buddy said. We walked across the cafeteria to where I always sit.
"Maybe," I told him.
"You never heard me play drums."
"I know," I said.
"I'm good."
"Well, maybe I will go … it all depends … "
"You should go."
"Well, I probably will." We were at my table and Midge was already there, peeling her eggs.
Buddy put his tray down and for a minute I wondered if he was going to eat with me instead of with his friends. He's never done that. But he didn't sit down. He reached over and put his hand on my head, kind of the way you'd pet a dog. "You shouldn't have cut your hair," he told me. "It was nice long."
I looked at Midge and she started choking on her eggs. She got up and ran to the fountain. "I had to cut it," I told Buddy, " … because of the brace."
"I didn't know that," he said. "It'll grow again, won't it?"
"Sure," I said. "I think hair grows almost an inch a month or something like that."
"Listen," Buddy said, "I've got to eat my lunch now. Don't forget the mixer … I've got a solo and all."
"I won't forget."
He finally took his hand off my hair. I may never shampoo it again.
Sixteen
That afternoon, when I got back to homeroom, Miss Greenleaf told me that Mrs. Anderson, the Vice-Principal, wanted to see me after school. I couldn't imagine what I had done wrong but I knew it must have been something important to get called to the office.
I grabbed my books and sweater and went downstairs. There were three boys sitting on the bench outside Mrs. Anderson's office and as I walked by they made noises at me. I tried to ignore them as I knocked on her door.
"Come in," Mrs. Anderson called.
I opened the door. Mrs. Anderson was smiling. I've heard she always does, even when she's punishing kids. Her desk was in front of a big window but she sat with her back to it so she couldn't see the pigeon standing on the ledge. Ma says pigeons are dirty birds with lots of germs and I should stay away from them.
"Deenie Fenner?" Mrs. Anderson asked.
"Yes," I told her, holding my books tight against me.
"How did you do today?"
I didn't know exactly what she meant so I said, "Fine, thank you."
"No trouble?"
I wondered if Miss Wabash reported me? Should I tell Mrs. Anderson it wasn't my fault I forgot the material?
Before I could make up my mind Mrs. Anderson said, "Now then, Deenie … the reason I sent for you … " She fumbled with a mess of papers on her desk and I was pretty sure she was looking for trie note Miss Wabash must have sent to her office. "Oh, yes … here it is," Mrs. Anderson said, holding up some kind of printed sheet that definitely wasn't a note from Miss Wabash. She waved it at me. "How do you get to school, Deenie?"
"I ride the bus," I told her.
"Take this form home and have your parents fill it out." She handed it to me. "You're eligible for the special bus now. It would be much more convenient and it's free."
"You mean the bus that picks up the … " I started to say the handicapped kids but I couldn't —because all of a sudden there was a big lump in my throat. I had to look out the window so Mrs. Anderson wouldn't notice. Another pigeon was on the ledge and both of them were walking back and forth looking at me.
"It's on your street every morning at ten after eight," Mrs. Anderson said. "Deenie … Deenie … are you listening to me?"
"Yes," I said in a voice that didn't sound like mine.
"Just have your parents fill in the form and return it to me."
I barely managed to whisper, "Okay," before I turned and walked away.
I wanted to run off by myself but Janet and Midge were waiting for me outside. Janet was fooling around with Harvey Grabowsky. He kept grabbing her jacket and throwing it in the air and Janet was shrieking, "Harvey … give it back!"
When Harvey saw me he asked, "What happened to you?"
He would be the only one in school who didn't already know. "I have scol … " I stopped in the middle. I didn't feel like explaining anything to anybody. Instead I looked straight at him and said, "I jumped off the Empire State Building!" After I said it I felt better. I usually think up clever things to say when it's too late. From now on, when people ask me what's wrong, I'm going to give them answers like that. It's a lot smarter than telling the truth. Nobody even wants to hear the truth. "I jumped right off the top!" I forced myself to laugh.
"Oh Deenie!" Janet said. "Tell him the truth."
"I just did."
"Hey … that's a good story," Harvey told me.
"Deenie … " Janet was annoyed now. She didn't like Harvey paying attention to me.
"Let's go," I said. "We'll miss our bus."
"You go," Janet said. "I'm not ready yet."
Me and Midge looked at each other, then walked away.
"He's not interested in her," Midge said. "He thinks she's a little kid."
"She'll find out soon enough," I told her.
We walked down the hill, past the church with all the statues, and around the corner. Old Lady Murray was fixing up her magazines as we got to the bus stop. I bought a roll of Life Savers from her. I stood closer than I ever had before. When she gave me my change I told her, "I have scoliosis. That's why I'm wearing a brace."
She didn't say anything.
"You have kyphosis, don't you?" She went back to stacking her magazines.
"I know you have kyphosis … that's what made your spine crooked." Old Lady Murray didn't answer me. She started coughing. She had a terrible cough. Her face turned purple. I offered her a Life Saver but she brushed my hand away.
When she stopped coughing I said, "Do you have any kids?"
"No."
"Are you married?"
"No … I got nobody … no family at all."
"But you have a mother and father … I mean, you did when you were small."
"No."
"But … " I almost called her Old Lady Murray. I caught myself in time and instead I said, "But Miss Murray … everybody has a mother and a father."
"Not me," she said.
"Than where did you come from?"
"The stork," she said, and started to laugh.
"Deenie!" Midge called. "Here comes our bus!"
I wanted to explain to Old Lady Murray that I wasn't fooling around with her. That I was really interested in her family. But Midge called me again and Old Lady Murray wouldn't stop laughing.
"Why did you have to start in with her?" Midge asked. "Everybody knows she's crazy!"
"I never heard that," I said.
"Well, she is. Besides, she smells bad. Didn't you notice?"
"She smells like sauerkraut," I said.
"Worse than that!"
"So does Harvey Grabowsky's breath."
"What do I care about his breath?" Midge said. "Tell it to Janet."
"I think I will. Tomorrow."
When I got home Ma and Aunt Rae were doing each other's hair. I went straight up to my room and tore the Special Bus Information sheet into tiny pieces. I wasn't taking any chances. Suppose Ma decided I should go to school on that bus? I'd absolutely die first!
On Tuesday morning Susan Minton was waiting for me outside homeroom. She had a haircut just like mine. There were even a few long strands hanging in the back.
"How do you like it?" she asked.
"Did you do it yourself?"
"No. My mother took me to her beauty parlor and I told Miss Lorraine exactly what to do."
"If you'd done it yourself it would look better."
"Really?"
"That's a fact."
I thought Susan looked very funny and I almost told her so but that's when she said, "We could be twins, Deenie. We really look alike now!"
"I suppose you wish you had a brace like mine too," I said.
"I wouldn't mind," Susan told me.
Miss Greenleaf shouted, "Please sit down at your desks, girls. We're waiting for you!" I never got to tell Susan I think she's a mental case.
I spent most of the morning worrying about gym. I didn't want to change in front of all the girls. So right before lunch, on my way to the cafeteria, I stopped at the nurse's office. "I don't think I should take gym this afternoon," I told her. "I've got my period."
"How many days have you had it?" she asked.
"Since Friday."
"Well, that's five days," she said, counting on fingers. "There shouldn't be any problem. Besides, exercise is the best thing for you. I never excuse girls from gym because of menstruation."
"Oh." I turned to leave.
"You're the Fenner girl, aren't you?" the nurse asked.
"Yes."
"How are you managing with your brace?"
"Okay," I told her.
"Good," she said. "Keep it up!"
I ran to the cafeteria, gobbled my lunch and hurried to the locker room.
Barbara Curtis is the only girl in my gym class who has a locker in my row. If I can change before she gets here I'll be safe, I thought. No one will have to see my brace. I took my sneakers out of the locker and set them on the bench, next to the gymsuit I'd been carrying around with me. Ma fixed Helen's old one for me because mine doesn't fit over the brace. I kicked off my loafers and pushed them under the bench. Our gymsuits are one-piece so before I had to take off my skirt I was able to pull the gym suit up to my waist. Then I had no choice. I couldn't finish until I took off my shirt. My heart was thumping very loud. I sneaked a look down the row of lockers but nobody was there. So I stood facing the wall and unbuttoned my shirt. I got out of it as fast as I could, pulled on my gymsuit and zipped up the front. I made it! I thought.
But when I turned around there was Barbara Curtis, standing in front of her locker, getting undressed. I'm sure she saw my brace, even though she had her back to me now. Her creeping crud was getting worse. It was all over her arms and legs … big red blotches and ugly hivey-looking things.
When Barbara turned around she caught me staring at her. I didn't say anything and neither did she. I sat down on the bench to put on my sneakers. I got my feet into them okay but I couldn't bend over to tie the laces.
"You want me to tie them?" Barbara asked.
"No," I said.
"You'll trip over the laces."
"I don't care."
"I really don't mind tying them for you."
"Oh … all right. If you want to."
Barbara knelt in front of me and tied my shoes. I felt like the world's biggest jerk.
We walked into the gym together. When Mrs. Rappoport saw me she didn't make a big thing out of my brace. She acted the same as always and I was glad. When she told us to choose partners me and Barbara looked at each other and grabbed hands.
Seventeen
I've been wearing my brace two weeks and I've finally found a comfortable sleeping position, flat on my back. I never thought I'd be able to sleep that way but I guess if you're tired enough anything works. Besides, I've got a worse problem now. The stupid brace is making holes in my shirts. I've torn two new tops this week and Ma is really mad. She says we can't afford to keep buying things. I've told her over and over that it's not my fault. I don't even know how they get ripped. I think it has to do with the metal parts of the brace. But I've promised to be more careful anyway.
Daddy's joined the Y so I can go swimming. Midge belongs too and she's going to swim with me three days a week after school. The Y pool is heated which is nice. Dr. Kliner told Daddy that I have to swim laps and not just fool around in the water. I wish I could swim like Midge because she's a regular fish. She can make it halfway across the pool without a breath. She's going to coach me so maybe we can make the Olympics together.
The best thing about swimming is getting out of my brace. I feel so free. But when the hour is up and I have to put it on again I could just cry! Sometimes I think I should throw it in the garbage and force the doctors to operate on me. But then I remember what Dr. Kliner said about spending a long time in bed and I think of all the things I'd miss like the seventh-grade mixer, which is next Friday.
I wonder what would happen if I didn't wear the brace at all? Would I really turn out like Old Lady Murray? I wish there was a way I could find out fof sure, without taking any chances.
Mrs. Anderson sent for me again, this time in the morning.
"It's been two weeks and I haven't heard from you, Deenie."
"You didn't say I had to come back."
"But where's the form? I expected you to bring it in."
"Oh that … " I looked out the window but no pigeons were on the ledge. I tried to think of what to say so Mrs. Anderson wouldn't be suspicious. "My parents threw that form away I guess."
"Did you explain it to them?"
"Oh yes … but I told them I like riding the bus to school with my friends and they said that was fine with them so I suppose that's why they threw it away."
"As long as they realize they could save money if you rode the special bus … "
"It's not that expensive. I get student discount tickets." Could she tell I was lying?
"I've been talking to some of your teachers, Deenie … "
Is Miss Wabash after me again? I wondered.
"And they tell me you seem to be managing very well in spite of your handicap."
How could she sit there and say such a thing to me! Did she honestly think I was handicapped? Is that what everybody thinks? Don't they know I'm going to be fine in four years—but Gena Courtney and those kids are always going to be the way they are now!
When I got home from school Ma and Aunt Rae were waiting for me at the front door. I hoped that didn't mean Mrs. Anderson had called.
"We have good news for you, Deenie," Aunt Rae said.
"What?" I asked, praying it wasn't about the special bus.
"Remember that modeling agency where we had to break the appointment … "
"Oh, not that again … "
"Listen to Aunt Rae," Ma said.
"I told you I'd fix everything," Aunt Rae said. "I talked to the head of the agency, himself, Deenie … and he told me that seventeen isn't too late to start out at all. So we can stop worrying. He'll be happy to see you when you're out of the brace."
"But I don't even know if I want to be a model!"
"Of course you do!" Aunt Rae said. "Isn't that what we've always planned?" She turned to Ma. "Thelma … what's wrong with her?"
"She's just upset," Ma told Aunt Rae. "She's not used to the brace yet."
"You wouldn't let her waste that face, would you?" Aunt Rae asked Ma.
"I'm not just a face!" I shouted. "I'm a person too. Did either one of you ever think of that?" I ran past them and up to my room.
Ma yelled after me. "Don't be ungrateful, Deenie! Aunt Rae was only trying to help."
"Ha! I'll bet you'd both like to trade me in for some girl with a straight spine!" I shouted downstairs. "Then you wouldn't have to wait four years!" I slammed my door shut.
Eighteen
Me and Midge have been discussing the seventh-grade mixer. She doesn't want to go and I know why. It's not just that she can't dance. It's mostly because she's a giant compared to the seventh-grade boys. I don't want to go either but on the other hand I don't want to miss it, especially because of Buddy Brader. I think Midge will go to the mixer with me if I promise that we'll just sit around and laugh but definitely not dance.
Janet keeps telling us that all seventh-grade boys are babies and it's a waste of time to go but I'm betting she'll change her mind at the last second. Steve Hildrick is the leader of the eighth-grade band and Janet knows it. Just because she's always hanging around Harvey Grabowsky doesn't mean she isn't interested in Steve too.
On Thursday afternoon Miss Greenleaf reminded us about the mixer. "It's a good way to make new friends," she said. "After all, you come from four different elementary schools. Please make sure you wear clean clothes tomorrow … I want to be proud of my homeroom."
On Friday morning I knew I was right about Janet changing her mind. She wore a new outfit to school.
"How come you're all dressed up?" I asked her.
"I've decided to keep you and Midge company this afternoon," she said.
"Gee Janet … that's swell of you," Midge said.
"I agree," Janet told her. "But I may have to pretend I don't know the two of you. You both look awful!"
Me and Midge decided to wear jeans to the mixer to prove we aren't really interested but I didn't think I looked that bad. My hair is beginning to grow. It covers my ears now and I had on a very nice turtle-neck with my jeans. Turtlenecks do the best job of hiding my brace. Ma took two of my shirts back to the store yesterday and complained about the way they rip. The manager gave her new ones in their place. I'm sure he wouldn't have done that if he'd known about the brace. I'm glad he did though or I wouldn't have this purple top.
The rest of the day went so slow I thought it would never be three o'clock. I didn't see Buddy at all and I wondered if he was absent. If he was I wouldn't stay at the mixer. I'd tell Midge my stomach hurt and go home myself.
When the last bell finally rang and Miss Greenleaf dismissed us all the girls ran to the Girls' Room, just like the afternoon of cheerleading tryouts. Barbara Curtis was already in front of the mirror, brushing her hair. She made room for me. "I like your turtleneck," she said. It's a nice shade of purple."
"Thanks." I looked into the mirror and turned halfway around. You could still tell I was wearing the brace. I guess there's just no way to hide it.
Me and Barbara walked to the gym together. I told her I wasn't going to dance with anybody and she said she wasn't going to either. So I said she could sit with me and Midge and just watch. Barbara said that was fine with her.
Janet and Midge were waiting for me outside the gym. They didn't know Barbara so I introduced them.
"You're in my English class," Barbara told Janet.
"I am?" Janet asked.
"Yes. You sit in the front row and I'm two rows behind."
"No kidding! Who do you hang around with?"
"I'm new here," Barbara said. "We moved in over the summer."
"I didn't know that," I said. "I thought you were from Lincoln." That's an elementary school in another part of town.
"No, I'm from Chicago," Barbara said. "My father was transferred here." She started scratching her arms. You could hardly see her creeping crud today because she was wearing long sleeves and high socks. Of course if you knew where to look, like me, you could always find it—on the back of her neck and in between her fingers.
"Do you have poison ivy?" Janet asked her.
"No, it's just my allergy," Barbara said.
"You shouldn't scratch like that," Midge told her. "It'll only make it worse."
"I can't help it," Barbara said. "When I get nervous I itch."
"When I get nervous I have to go to the bathroom," I said.
"I'd rather do that," Barbara told me. "You can always find a bathroom and be done with it. I'm never done!"
The four of us went into the gym together. I thought there would be decorations or something. But it looked just like always. A lot of kids were already there and most of the boys were racing around like idiots, which made me think Janet is right about them being a bunch of babies. Mr. Delfone and Mrs. Rappoport were trying to calm everyone down and get things organized. All in all it didn't seem like much of a mixer to me.
Then the eighth grade band arrived and everybody cheered. I was really happy to see that Buddy wasn't absent. It took three boys to carry in his whole drum set. I called, "Hi Buddy. I'm here!"
He called back, "Hi Deenie. I'm busy now." He dusted off his drums while the boy with the guitar tightened his strings and Steve Hildrick played chords on the piano.
When they first started to play the band didn't sound very good and nobody danced. After a while they improved. Still, nobody danced, but the boys did stop playing touch football. Finally, Mr. Delfone said we had to get up and dance. The band played the Alley Cat and most of the kids got on line, including Janet, but me and Barbara and Midge stayed where we were.
Janet's a very good dancer and she knows it so she practically led the Alley Cat. I noticed how she made sure she was dancing right up close to the band so Steve couldn't miss her, even if he wanted to. Sometimes I think Janet is getting to be a terrible flirt!
I love to dance. Last night I practiced in front of my full length mirror to see how I'd look dancing in my brace. And I found out I look terrible. So I'm not going to dance for the next four years, except secretly, to make sure I don't forget how.
After the Alley Cat they played the Mexican Hat Dance and the hora and I began to wish I hadn't come to the mixer. Watching other people have a good time isn't any fun at all. For the first time in my life I felt like a real outsider.
Then Mrs. Rappoport told everyone to take partners and the band played the Gorilla. Danny Welker, who is this little freckled-face kid who looks like he belongs in fourth grade, walked over to us. I've known him since kindergarten. He taught me every curse I know.
He said, "Come on Deenie. Let's go dance."
"I don't feel like it," I told him.
"Then what'd you come for?"
"To watch," I said, looking away from Danny. I saw Janet dancing with this creepy guy from my math class. His name is Peter and he has eyes like a rat and ears that stick out. Janet will dance with anybody! "Why don't you go dance with Susan Minton," I said to Danny.
"She's an ass," he told me, grabbing my arm. "Come on. You're wasting the music."
I pulled away from him. "I told you Danny … I'm not dancing!"
He said all his curses at me, then looked at Barbara. "I'll take you," he said, pulling her up by the arms.
Barbara turned red and started scratching her neck.
"He's harmless," I told her. "Go dance."
Danny practically dragged Barbara out to the middle of the floor and when he started dancing the Gorilla he really looked like one.
I turned to Midge, wondering if she was thinking that nobody'd asked her to dance. Did she care or was she used to it by now? I couldn't tell from her face.
At four-thirty Buddy played his solo and everyone stopped dancing and gathered around his drums. I stood as close to him as I could but he played so loud I had to move back just a little or I might have gone deaf. You could tell how hard Buddy was concentrating because he had his eyes closed and his hair was hanging in his face. He was even sweating. All of that made him look especially cute and I liked him better than ever. When he was done we all clapped for him and then the band took a break while Mrs. Rappoport and Mr. Delfone served pretzels and drinks.
I stood next to Buddy at the refreshment table. "You were really good," I said.
"I told you, didn't I?"
"I came just to hear you play!"
"I believe it," Buddy said. "I didn't see you dance once. Don't you know how?"
"Of course I do. I love to dance!"
"So how come you didn't? I saw Janet dancing the whole time."
"She doesn't care who she dances with," I told him. "And I do."
"Yeah?"
"That's a fact."
"Would you have danced with me?"
"Well … sure."
"Let's go dance then."
"But there's no music."
"Not in here," Buddy said.
"Then where?"
"Come with me."
He took my hand and led me to the door of the locker room. "In there?" I asked.
Buddy just smiled.
I didn't think we were supposed to be in the locker room but Buddy opened the door and pulled me in so fast I had no time to do anything about it. It was very dark. "Suppose somebody sees us?" I asked.
"Who cares?" Buddy put his arms around me and held me tight. "I thought you said you know how to dance," he said as he swayed back and forth.
"I do, but it's hard without the music," I told him.
"Just make believe you hear it."
"I'm trying," I whispered, finding it hard to get the words out. I wanted to dance with Buddy. I wanted to in the worst way but all I could think of was my brace and I hated it more than ever. With all the people in the world why did I have to be born with a crooked spine! I pushed Buddy away from me.
"What's wrong?" he asked. "You chicken?"
"No," I said. "Not exactly."
"Then what, Deenie?" He got my back against the wall and put his arms out on either side of me so I couldn't get away. Then he put his face near mine. He's going to kiss me, I thought. He's going to kiss me and I don't know what to do.
Then he was kissing me but instead of enjoying it all I could picture was Mrs. Rappoport catching us and sending me to Mrs. Anderson's office. She'd call Ma, tell her I was making out in the locker room and I'd be in big trouble!
Soon Buddy came up for a breath. "You are chicken," he said. "You don't kiss back."
I didn't know I wasn't kissing him back. I never even thought about it.
"I'm not chicken," I told him.
"That's good," he said, moving one hand down from my shoulder to my chest. I knew he was trying to feel me, same as Steve tried to feel Janet that day in the movies. I also knew that Buddy wasn't feeling anything but my brace, which only made everything worse, so I broke away from him and ran to the door.
"I have to go back to the gym," I called. "My friends are waiting."
I opened the locker room door. Everyone was getting ready to leave. The mixer was over.
"Where were you?" Midge asked, when she saw me. "I've looked everywhere! My mother's waiting for us outside."
"I'm sorry," I told her. I'd forgotten Mrs. Otonis was going to pick us up at five o'clock. "I didn't know it was so late. Where's Janet?" I asked.
"Already in the car."
I looked around for Buddy. I wanted to say goodbye but I didn't see him anywhere. So I went outside with Midge and got into her mother's car. On the way home Mrs. Otonis asked us all about the mixer and me and Janet told her it was really great but Midge didn't say anything at all.
Nineteen
Barbara Curtis is a big liar! I knew it on Saturday morning as soon as I woke up. Her creeping crud is catching! I've got it on my back and chest. It itched all night and spoiled my dream about Buddy.
I called down to the kitchen, "Ma … come up here quick! I've got something all over me!"
"What is it?" Ma asked, rushing up the stairs.
"Look … " I showed her my creeping crud.
She inspected it. "I'll call Dr. Moravia," she said.
I followed her to the phone and listened as she explained it to him.
When Ma hung up I asked, "What did he say?"
"That I should take you to Dr. Nelson."
"Who's he?"
"A dermatologist."
"What's that?"
"A doctor who specializes in skin conditions."
"I don't want to see another doctor! Can't we just use calamine or something?"
"No, we have to take care of it. You don't want it to spread to your face do you?"
I thought about Barbara. She didn't have the creeping crud on her face but it was on her neck. "No," I told Ma. "I don't want it on my face."
"All right then. Get dressed. Dr. Moravia said he'll make an appointment for us to see Dr. Nelson."
At noon Aunt Rae came over and drove us downtown to Dr. Nelson's office. His nurse told me to get undressed. She handed me a sheet to wrap around myself. Ma stayed in the room with me the whole time.
When Dr. Nelson came in I decided right away that I didn't like him. He wasn't friendly like Dr. Kliner. He didn't even say hello to me. He just turned on a bright light and held a magnifying glass to my creeping crud.
"I caught it from Barbara Curtis, this girl in my gym class," I told him.
"I don't think so," he said.
"She's the only one I know who's got it."
"What you have isn't contagious."
"It's not?"
Dr. Nelson didn't answer me. He touched my rash and looked at it some more. Then he sat down at his desk and wrote out some prescriptions which he handed to Ma.
"If it's not catching then what is it?" I asked
"An irritation from your brace. You shouldn't wear it next to your skin. You need a soft shirt under it."
"Not one of those things I saw in Dr. Kliner's office?" I said.
"I don't know what you saw but you'll have to wear an undershirt to protect your skin from now on."
"Oh no! I'm not wearing any undershirt!"
"Deenie … " Ma said. "You'll do whatever the doctor tells you."
"And that means a soft undershirt," Dr. Nelson said again. "I'm also prescribing a cortisone cream to rub in three times a day and a solution to put into your bath water. Soak for half an hour a day until the rash clears up. Call me if it doesn't improve in a week," he told Ma as he stood up.
As soon as he left the room Ma said, "Get dressed, Deenie, and we'll stop by the drugstore on our way home."
An undershirt! I thought as I got into my clothes. How can I go to school in an undershirt?
That night Ma ran my tub and dumped in one package of the powder Dr. Nelson prescribed. "I'm setting the oven so I know when half an hour's up," Ma said. "I'll call you. Soak until then."
I got out of my brace and into the tub. At first I was bored just lying there. Usually I take showers and get in and out as fast as possible. But the hot water was very relaxing and soon I began to enjoy it. I reached down and touched my special place with the washcloth. I rubbed and rubbed until I got that good feeling.
There are still a lot of things I don't understand about sex. I think Helen has a book somewhere in her room. I'm going to look for it.
When Ma called that my time was up I got out of the tub, dried off and put on the undershirt before my brace. I think what I'll do is wear my bra under it. I'm certainly not going to school without a bra.
I tiptoed into Helen's room. She's never home anymore. And when she is home she's always locked up in her room. I think something's wrong with her. She got two B's on her report card and that's never happened before. Ma was plenty sore too!
I opened Helen's desk drawers one by one. I didn't see the book I was looking for but I did find a piece of notebook paper that said:

Mrs. Joseph Roscow
Helen and Joe Roscow
Joseph and Helen Roscow
Helen Marie Roscow
Helen Fenner Roscow
Mr. and Mrs. Joseph P. Roscow




At first I didn't know what all those names meant. Then it hit me. Helen was writing about Joe, from Daddy's gas station, and herself. Helen was in love!
Not long after that Ma found out about Helen too. Because one night after supper Daddy went back to the station to do his books and Helen was there with Joe, while she was supposed to be studying at Myra Woodruff's house.
I don't know exactly what happened but Daddy drove Helen home and she wasn't allowed out at night for the next two weeks, except to do her baby sitting.
Helen cried a lot those two weeks. I heard her every night.
Then one afternoon Helen came home and started screaming at Ma. "How could you? How could you be so mean?"
"It's not what you think," Ma told her.
I wondered what was going on? I thought, maybe Helen and Joe want to get married and Ma won't let them.
"You made Daddy fire him just because we liked each other!" Helen shouted.
"That's not so," Ma told Helen. Daddy had to let him go because we need the extra money. You can ask him yourself."
"You're lying!" Helen yelled. "You did it because you don't want us together. Admit it … admit it, why don't you? You don't need the money."
"Yes we do!" Ma said. "I'll discuss it with you when you calm down."
"I'm calm now," Helen hollered.
Ma raised her voice too and I felt very uncomfortable. I wanted to leave the room but I didn't want to miss the argument. So I sat in my chair and listened.
"We have doctors' bills to pay," Ma shouted. "And we're going to have more of them. Until I can find some work Daddy's going to manage without help at the station."
Doctors' bills, I thought. Ma must be talking about my doctors! I'll bet my brace cost a fortune. I didn't think of that before. I'm the reason Daddy had to fire Joe. Helen is going to hate me!
"You didn't approve of him anyway," Helen told Ma.
"I don't want you throwing away your life," Ma said.
"I wasn't throwing away my life! I just wanted to be with him. Is that so wrong? I'm sixteen, Ma! I'm not a baby!"
"He wasn't right for you," Ma said.
"How do you know? Who are you to say what's right for me? It wouldn't bother you if a boy liked Deenie would it?"
Why did she say that? I wondered.
"That's different," Ma said.
"What's different about it?" Helen asked. "I'm human too."
"God gave you a special brain," Ma told her. "And he wouldn't have done that if he hadn't intended for you to put it to good use."
She's telling Helen the same thing she told me about my face!
"Oh Ma … you're impossible! God didn't give me a special brain. You made that up. And you almost convinced me, Ma … you almost did." Helen was really crying now. Tears ran down her face and everything but she didn't stop. She said, "I used to tell myself it didn't matter if I wasn't pretty like Deenie because I have a special brain and Deenie's is just ordinary … but that didn't help, Ma … it didn't help at all … because it's not true! None of it's true … don't you see … you can't make us be what you want … " Helen was sobbing so loud she couldn't talk anymore.
I didn't know what to do. I was hoping Helen and Ma had forgotten I was in the room. I wished I could vanish. I never knew Helen thought about me being pretty. I always thought it was just the opposite … that she was better than me because she was so smart. I feel funny knowing about Helen.
"If you think I'm going to sit by and watch you waste your life on a stupid boy with dirty fingernails you have a lot to learn, Helen Fenner!" Ma said.
"He's not stupid!" Helen cried. "He's going to be a Forest Ranger and he writes poems … did you know that? Do you know anything about him?"
Ma's not being fair, I thought. Joe does write poems. I know because I found one inside Helen's math book last Wednesday. I couldn't tell that to Ma though. Then Helen would know I'd been snooping, so instead I said, "Everybody gets dirty fingernails from working in a gas station … even Daddy!"
"Be still, Deenie!" Ma yelled. "This has nothing to do with you."
"It does too! You just said Daddy fired Joe because of doctors' bills and I'm the one who's always seeing doctors!"
Helen turned around and looked at me. Then she did the craziest thing. She ran to me and hugged me and cried into my shoulder. "It's not your fault, Deenie … don't let them make you believe that … it's really not your fault."
I started crying too. Helen doesn't hate me, I thought. She should, but she doesn't. We both cried so hard our noses ran but neither one of us let go of the other to get a tissue. And right through it all Ma kept talking. "I wanted better for you," she said. "Better than what I had myself. That's what I've always planned for my girls … is that so wrong?"
Twenty
I finally told Barbara Curtis about my undershirt. I got tired of rushing to the Girls' Room every time I had gym. And that's what I've been doing—taking off my undershirt and stuffing it in my pocketbook.
As soon as I told Barbara I felt better. She said one time the rash between her fingers was so bad she had to wear white socks on her hands at night, to keep from scratching in her sleep. She asked me what kind of cream I'm using and I described it to her. She said it sounds a lot like hers. I think my rash is getting better because it doesn't itch anymore.
I'm glad Barbara's not a liar after all. She's a nice kid. I think I must have been really weird to not like her just because of her creeping crud. Janet and Midge like her too. Janet invited her to the party she's having in two weeks. She's also invited Harvey Grabowsky which is the dumbest thing I've ever heard. I know he isn't going to come.
I dropped another question into Mrs. Rappoport's box. I wrote:
What does it feel like to have sexual intercourse?
The other night, when I'd finished my exercises, I went to Helen's room and asked if I could borrow her sex book.
"I lent it to Myra," she said. "You can read it when she gives it back."
"But I need it now," I said.
"What for?"
"Because … "
"You have a question?"
I nodded.
"Maybe I can help you."
"I have a lot of questions," I told her.
"Goon … "
"Well … "
"If you're going to be shy about it I can't help you."
"All right," I said. "What does it feel like to have sexual intercourse?" As soon as I said it I was sorry because Helen turned colors. "You told me not to be shy!" I said.
"I don't know the answer."
"Oh, come on, Helen."
"I really don't know," Helen said. "And now that Joe's gone I'll probably never find out!"
Joe left town without telling Helen. I think that was really rotten of him. Maybe he didn't love her after all. I hope Helen finds somebody else to love soon, because I can see how lonely she is without Joe. I also hope Mrs. Rappoport can help me with my questions and that Myra hurries with the sex book.
I got a letter from Dr. Kliner inviting me to a scoliosis clinic at his office, where all of his patients get together to talk about wearing their braces. I think I'll ask the other girls how they sit at their desks and if they got rashes too and if they all sleep flat on their backs and rip their clothes and worry about people looking at them wherever they go? And I'm going to tell them how I answer people who ask me what's wrong. I'll bet I'm the only one who's ever said, "I jumped off the Empire State Building!" The most important thing I have to find out is how smart you have to be to become an orthopedist because I've been thinking I might really like to be one.
This afternoon, on my way to French, I didn't look away when I passed the Special Class. I saw Gena Courtney working at the blackboard. I wonder if she thinks of herself as a handicapped person or just a regular girl, like me.
Twenty-One
I'm not going to wear the brace to Janet's party. It can't hurt to take it off for a few hours. I do it three times a week when I go swimming, and I want Buddy Brader to see me without it. I want him to hold me the way he did in the locker room, without feeling all that metal.
I got dressed in one of the outfits I bought to start junior high—a skirt and sweater that doesn't fit over the brace. I wasn't sure how Daddy and Ma would take it but I had the feeling they'd let me go because I haven't been complaining about the brace and I haven't asked to skip school again.
I went downstairs. "I'm ready to go to Janet's," I told Daddy.
He looked at me. "Where's your brace?"
"I'll put it on as soon as I come home."
"You can't go without it."
"Please Daddy … this is very important to me."
"No," he said. "If I let you go without it now you'll want to leave it off every time you're going somewhere special."
"No, I won't. I promise … just this once!"
"Go upstairs and change."
"But Daddy … "
"Oh, let her go, Frank," Ma said. "She looks so pretty."
Daddy slammed the book he was reading and shouted at Ma. "We've been through this before, Thelma." Then he turned to me and I thought he was going to yell but when he spoke his voice was back to normal. "The day I found out about your brace I promised myself I'd be firm," he said. "That's why I made you go to school when you wanted to stay home. And now I'm telling you … no matter how much it hurts … you wear the brace or you don't go."
"But Daddy … "
"I know … I know," he said. "It's hard for me too, Deenie."
I ran up to my room and kicked the door shut. My father wasn't going to change his mind—even if I screamed and cried he wasn't going to change it. I knew that. So now it was up to me. I had to think hard. I didn't want to miss Janet's party. I didn't want to miss a lot of things that would be happening in the next four years. But just tonight I wanted to be like everyone else.
Suppose I wore the brace to the party and as soon as I got there I changed? That way Daddy wouldn't know anything because my friends won't tell on me.
And I'll never do it again. I swear this is the first and last time!
I changed into the brace and my regular clothes but I packed the outfit I'd been wearing into a shopping bag. Then I went downstairs.
Daddy drove me to Janet's house and when we got there he leaned over and kissed the top of my head. "I'm glad you changed your mind, Deenie. I knew you wouldn't let me down."
I felt bad about fooling him. I grabbed my shopping bag and opened the car door.
"Have a good time," Daddy said.
"I will," I told him, as I got out of the car.
The front door of Janet's house was open and as I walked in I could hear all the noise coming from her basement. I thought about going straight up to Janet's room to change before anybody saw me. Then I thought about my father and how he trusts me. I've never really lied to him and I don't think he's ever lied to me. I put my shopping bag down in the corner of the living room and went downstairs. Maybe I'd change later.
Janet has this great basement with flowers painted all over the concrete floor and posters decorating every pole. Midge and Barbara were already there. So was Buddy Brader.
"Hey Deenie," he said, when he saw me. "What took you so long? I thought you weren't coming."
"Well, I'm here now," I said.
Mr. Kayser served us a ton of food. There was a dish with rows and rows of turkey and roast beef. I guess he gets it cheap because he's a butcher. Janet said she promised her mother we'd play nice, decent games like charades even though none of us wanted to. Naturally Harvey Grabowsky didn't show up. I guess Janet finally realized he wasn't going to and she settled for Steve Hildrick instead. When she put on the record player they started dancing and I saw her press up against him.
Later Buddy grabbed my hand and led me into the part of the basement where Janet's mother does the laundry. It was dark and kind of damp in there and it smelled like Clorox. Buddy said, "Couldn't you take off your brace for a little while?"
I thought about the shopping bag I'd left upstairs. "No," I told Buddy. "I have to wear it all the time."
"Oh well … " Buddy said. This time when he kissed me I concentrated on kissing him back. I hoped I was doing it right.
Daddy called for me at eleven-thirty and as I got into the car he asked what was in the shopping bag. I told him, "Something I thought I might need for the party … that I didn't need, after all."
Scan Notes:
[15 sep 2005—scanned by ECS]
[21 sep 2005—proofed for Hurricane Ivan]


Table of Contents
eVersion 1.0 - click for scan notes



Table of Contents
eVersion 1.0 - click for scan notes



cover.jpeg
SUDY ' BLUUME






images/00002.jpg





