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by
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Had | just gotten on the bus w thout ever having smled, everything

surely woul d’ve been different.

I remenber thinking all the way to the bus stop that | should just
ditch school that First Day. | thought if I could ditch just that one
day |I could get over that unfamliar, lonely fear - sonehow -

overnight. | would go in the next day. | could beat that First Day
and nove right on to Day Two; surely, Day Two couldn’t feel as badly as
all this. A ong the way, | renenber |ooking dowmn at ny shoes a lot, a

habit | still have, and being conmpelled to keep nmy hands novi ng.

| decided that, never having net nme, the teacher woul dn’t niss ne.
Maybe she would think that |1’d changed schools or sonmething. | didn’t

know any of the kids there, either, so ny absence would go unnoti ced.
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By the time I’d manufactured a scenario whereby | could feasibly hide
out in the grasses behind the houses on the creekside of the street,

found nyself already at the corner of Riverside and Herbertsville.

The area wasn’t strange to ne. | hadn’t lived there |long, but | had
explored it with ny brothers, had played chicken on the main road with
themthere. Across the street was that house with the boat in the
driveway that was runored to have fallen off its chocks onto so-and-
so’s little sister. | could see the salon where nomtook ne to get ny
haircut. Behind nme, the dirt road that |eads to Godfrey Lake. Still

| was uneasy.

I have always had this fantastic notion that soneone is watching ne.

Il "msure it began when ny parents would take nmy brothers and nme to
church, before Brick, back in the Keyport days. Before they dism ssed
the children to Sunday school downstairs at our First Baptist Church -
as opposed to the Second Baptist Church, the necessity of which in a
town exactly a mle square already boasting a First Baptist Church
still baffles nme - we were subjected to our version of Mass. There
were red hymmal s and bl ue scripture books and little pencils like the
ones daddy used when he’d let ne pretend I was his caddy on golf
Saturdays. There was a coll ection basket passed al ong by a young man
naned Walter who would wi nk at ne every week and who, consequently,
became the very first - albeit, prematurely - in a long line of crushes
I forned based on an inpossibly m sguided inference of affection

There was a |l ot of singing at church - that was ny favorite bit - and

there was a sernon.
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VWhat | took away fromthe sernons was that CGod is everywhere, and He is
wi thin everyone. In Sunday school, Ms. Hyer taught us the principles
of CGodliness as well as the lyrical mantra, “Yes, Jesus Loves M, ” and
that God sees all things. | was mndful of all eyes - real or

i magi ned, corporal or herwise - on ne fromthen on

Never quite confortable with the audience, ny time by nyself was

fidgety and self-conscious. That norning, | kicked a single rock five
bl ocks to where | stood there in an effort to appear nentally occupi ed
—an idle mind is the devil’s playground, they said. | would zip, un-

zip, zip, unzip. | was zipping again when -

“Hi!” she opened. 1’d seen her com ng, pretended I was invisible

anyway.

| don’t renmenber what her expression was. | don’t renmenber what she
wore. | only clearly renmenber that she seethed with self-confidence.
The npbst assured six-year-old you ever did see — or, at least, that I
had. Even in her alnost-introduction, she showed her upper-handedness:

“What s your nane?” she asked.

“Mssy,” was the nost | could nuster. That was it; no sense putting

forth nuch effort.

“l'm Tasha. |It’s really Natasha,” she said, putting enphasis on the

Na-, “but they call ne Tasha.”

She may have said a hundred nore things. O a thousand. O nothing

else at all, see: that | don’t remenber. But with her voice, that
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seened to come fromjust behind her nose, and her freckled, apple
cheeks and her cl ose-set blue eyes - she was a girl puck who cane off
the true antithesis of vulnerable - she nade ne smle. Instantly

attracted, as polar opposites tend to be.

And then the bus canme. The door fol ded open, revealing to ne what
m ght well have been the herald of everything thereafter nutual to us
riveted to the third riser: WATCH YOUR STEP. If it was an onen,

ignored it.

Fromthat smle on, without conscious decision on the part of either of
us, we sinply becane inseparable. That smle that was contrary to ny
natural sensibilities wax-sealed our co-alignment in the universe.

Some damm how, it is unbroken still, in spite of us.
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