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Xenia decided no abortion. Just like that. To Earth Mother of the Nineties, another little goblin on this great green globe was mamafest destiny.


“Bottle what you said to her, the right�to�life folks’d pay you a couple million coathangers,” he said.


“Fuck those shitheads,” Rhona declared. “To tell you the truth, I think it’s what you said about her suicide�in�progress. So she took the big chance—to get away from men.”


It was right. The mother of a boy was what Xenia was meant to be. To get away from men. For a second they both thought the great lesson was upon them, but then it danced past the synapses and back to the millennium choir.





“You want to hear the weirdest thing about me?”


“No.”


“I like getting old.” He was absently marking a computer printout in front of the TV, where a cure�baldness commercial just played encore to an erase�wrinkles ad to be followed by a camouflage-grayness mandate. “I like being forty�one, and I’m gonna like being forty�two in a month.”


“If they’d make the drinking age fifteen like México, leave me alone to live my life, an’ pay me like today, I’d stay this age all my life,” said Rhona. “I’ll appreciate baldness and wrinkles”—she studied hands—”in you old farts.” She was in a good mood, basking in thirty dead prez collected in an orgy of power car�laundering. 


“Ha, ha—what they don’t tell you young fartesses in AIDS ed is, on your thirtieth birthday, you drop a nad. That’s why grownups are always smirking at you”—he tossed a pillow at her—“look at the stupid little bastards, they don’t know.’”


“Be okay with me,” she said, slapping the printout out of his hand with the pillow. “Wouldn’t mind a period every other month.”


“You’ll get old! Marilyn’d be sixty�something if she hadn’t snarfed the Nembutal. There’s only one alternative to getting old.”


“I lived through all the shit I lived through, I’m not gonna kill myself now,” Rhona declared. “Okay, I tell you all my secrets, and you just type them on your computer after I go to bed, now I want the truth. You ever have a thing about a star?”


“I not only had a thing, I had a reeeaaalll thang—for Natasha.”


“As in Boris Badanov and Natasha, from Pottsylvania?”


“Natalie Wood! We had a group, me and a family of actor�type kids down the block when I was growing up in Tulsa—Adelaine, Patrick, and little sister Rosemary, who we called R.M., Ravishing Midget. Adelaine was the oldest, must have been sixteen when the rest of us were junior high kids, and she was in drama and looked like Natalie, even down to the bracelet on the left wrist. So we called her Natasha.” 


Rhona looked at him as blankly as one homo sapiens can regard another. 


“‘Lanie always craved a Natalie part, really wanted to play my favorite house�burner like Daisy Clover, but our high school drama coach was into Auntie Mame and Our Town and Miracle Worker stuff. I suggested our Okie folks’d pay good money to see Sex and the Single Girl, no one thought I was real funny. So weekends we’d read scenes from Rebel Without a Cause for kicks. We got into it. Patrick played the James Dean part, Lanie was Natalie of course, the Ravishing Midget was Plato, I was everyone else. Patrick, my best friend, dug the hell out of beating me in the knife fight at the observatory, then beating me up again as Dad. Little projection there. But little R.M. was a little unbalanced to start with, took her deranged role too seriously. Maybe she really was deranged. Anyway:


“R.M. would crawl under the dining room table with her dad’s pistol to do the planetarium scene, all dark, and refuse to come out, and Patrick our hero would coax her, and then she’d get shot by me the cop and then Rick and Lanie would weep over her body and I’d be the bad guy. We always thought the pistol was unloaded—”


“Holy shit! You—”


“Wait a minute. One day R.M. freaked out big time and wouldn’t come out from under the table when the script said—for real. Rick was shining the flashlight in her eyes and baiting her like regular butthole big brother, and he overdid it like teasing a puppy till it snaps. She commenced to shrieking and waving the pistol. Lanie told Rick to back off an’ generously suggested that I, I the bad guy in the play but wottaguy for real, could calm the little sister down. I’d do anything for Natasha. So I slithered under the table to rescue the kid—some kid, I was a big thirteen myself—and she backed into the corner and started hollering. I told her to give me the gun, and she raised it up and aimed it at me, sort of big serious and sort of big dramatic, and pulled the trigger. At that moment when I saw the barrel at my adenoids, I suddenly mused, way too late, ‘I wonder if anyone checked—?’”


“Shit!” howled Rhona, overlooking the obvious.


“Click.”


“What a dumb story!”


“But it would have been so perfect! ‘The is Barbie Bloodlust at the scene! He was no ‘chicken’! Boy, thirteen, shot under dining room table by twelve�year�old girl in gory cult re�enactment of James Dean�Natalie Wood teenage�death classic! Tragic details, blood�soaked film at ten—it’s really all over the plaster!’”


He panted. “Anyway, Lanie came to be the big sister I always wanted. We’d sneak out late at night and push the car out of the driveway and down the street to jump-start it without waking up anyone large, tool around town at three in the morning splitting a can of Schlitz and talking about her violent alcoholic dad and her parents’ divorce and rotten boyfriends and my parents’ divorce and no girlfriends and eighth-grade angst, eat hamburgers at all�night drive�ins, toilet�paper the house of her gym coach where an owl landed on her back and she freaked out so bad I had to drive, climb on the roofs of downtown skyscrapers and pitch pennies in the fountains forty stories down, hide in burlapped corners of all�night coffeehouses, talk about everything you can imagine. That, to answer the question you never asked, must be where I got this strange idea of basic male�female affection—”


“But the Ravishing Midget woulda killed you!”


“—And basic male�female murderous rage.”





He was at the godless green screen as Rhona, back from car wash and out of shower, grimmed out on his couch in the only other room penning a sado-script she insisted would “get us a condo with a pool.” Flowing from the dark sensitivity of her adolescent soul was America’s debut slide-slasher, “Screaming Tunnel Death!” Reading as much as he could stomach of the spiral tube garnished with razor blades popping out of fibrous�green walls to dice watersliders into mat�borne teriyaki, he was sure she was shrewd about its market appeal. “Leave the end open for a sequel,” he advised: “Shrieking Slide Slice.”





QUERY TO: Journal of Tangential Dementia


RE: The attachment relationship (draft)


Girls between the ages of approximately 12 and 17 who have no male parental figure are capable of forming unique “attachment relationships” with alternative older males, ones which defy many commonly�held psycho �evolutionary beliefs about both (Nabakov, 1958). Such a relationship is typically affectionately close but in no way sexual, includes intense discussion of intimate problems and a high level of trust, and freedom of behavior which may technically appear provocative but in fact is not. An “attachment relationship” is the opposite of the much-misunderstood adolescent “crush” (characterized by anxious, obsessive romantic or sexual desire by younger girl toward older male) and may represent a sign of curative health in young girls previously denied warm, affectionate relationships with father figures...


Conversely, if such “attachment relationship” is misunderstood and betrayed by the older male, if he ignores or abandons or rejects the girl’s attention, or—infinitely worse—if he responds to her attention by sexual exploitation, the girl may be much more damaged than in situations of abandonment, betrayal, or sexual abuse where no such trusting attachment was previously assumed. A girl violated by an older male to whom she is attached may sexualize all future relationships with men because she has lost the ability to perceive trust and love (Lyon & Mason, 1961). 


We may now turn to the adaptive, post-evolutionary significance (see Symons, 1978) of the healthy form of this unusual alliance—





“That me again?” said Rhona, who had come up behind, pointing to his first paragraph with an ice�cream bar on muddy stick. She crossed her arms on his back and leaned over his shoulder, slurping in his ear. “What ‘freedom of behavior’?”


It embarrassed him when Rhona read his draft notes, thinking she’d get pissed. So far, she’d been more curious about the extent of his academically refined ignorance than anything. 


“Well, for example, after you take a shower, you go from the bathroom to your lattice in just your bra and panties, or less, you don’t care if I’m in the room when you change, and mornings you walk around in just that long flannel shirt till you get dressed. A few nights last summer when you got scared to sleep alone, you threw your bedroll on the other side of my bed and slept there. We know how innocent all that is, but if I just mentioned that to a social worker downtown, they’d send out the chopper.”


“Well, shit. I wouldn’t take any clothes I liked in that bathroom. You ever figure out what smells like a dead rat in there?”


“My last roommate. So what I meant is, it wouldn’t matter if you went around stark naked, you’re not being sexy. That time you mooned me on the deck—”


Rhona, for the first time he’d ever sensed (not that he could see it) blushed. “Hey, I was o�d’d on coffee—”


“C’mon, everybody’s butt looks the same, it was just funny—’long as you understand we ugly old exhibitionist males don’t have the same freedom. Xenia, on the other hand, is really tough to understand. When we first met, she’d put her boobs against my arm and make these icky little remarks like a girl’d make to a boyfriend. Lately, she hasn’t been doing that.”


“I know why,” said Rhona.


She pulled up a chair next to him, stuck melting remnant of Nutty Buddy bar into her mouth whole. He had no idea what his spy in the enemy camp was going to say.


“Ya gotta be a girl to see these things.” She picked pecan bits out of her teeth. “I asked her, because I’ve seen Xany pull that shit a billion times. Of course she didn’t realize, but I got the idea she didn’t know why you were helping her and just figured it was to get the same old hump. So she decided to find out what you wanted her for. When you didn’t jump on her after the boob�stuff and sexy remarks and big�brown�eye looks—which is what guys always do, I mean, Xany’s hot—you got her really confused. Now she can’t figure you out at all.”


He thought for a while, brooding at the screen in its wordy irrelevance. “I know you’re right, but it’s nuts. Xenia doesn’t want to slam me.”


“That doesn’t make any difference,” Rhona said, talking patiently as to senile male on half his bearings. “I’ve seen Xany rack lots of guys she didn’t really want. She’s fucked guys your age—well, old as hell, twenty�five at least, for getting her a lid or giving her a ride to the beach. I don’t even think she thinks about it that way, like ‘want’ or ‘don’t want.’“ 


Lord, he supplicated, just take us all now. Make it Ten on the Richter scale. “Well, fuck,” he finally said, grimacing at the screen. “We can’t help Xenia, but help me get this right.”





Kevin extracted Rhona Saturday afternoon from car-washing ennui to spend the weekend with the family in Reseda. Even though it coincided with post-final deadlines for manuscripts relentlessly sought by the Journal of Microanalyzed Sexarche and Teenage Wasteland Quarterly, he knew he’d miss her bouncing about, brewing coffee thicker than lava and almost as drinkable, chortling out latest “Screaming Tunnel Death!” mayhems, blaring D.A.D. (his own) and Sisters of Mercy and Suicidal Tendencies and Nirvana and Screaming Trees (heavily into Seattle grunge) and Megadeth snarlings (“You’re anti! You’re... ANN...TEE... SO...SHULL!!” she’d dance into his room hollering and rhythmically pointing finger, “Bad craziness!” then dance out again with a flip, “Truth hurts?”) till he wanted to commit adolescenticide or at least stereo�kiri, leaning over his shoulder smacking some sloppy food�thing, trying to help him translate her weird cohorts Y (the variable that is acted upon by independent variable X, see Cook & Stanley, 1964) into psychologese that might even be true so he could Earn Letters then Rake Prez then Get Us a Condo with a Pool, or at least upgrade the sorry state of The Appliances. So, absent her distractions, he cultivated the manly substitute for warm human companionship: get (a) bottle of José out of freezer, (b) fresh limes off scraggly tree, (c) shitfaced.


He suspected the dam was about to break on Rhona’s ten weeks of spectacularly good behavior as well: this weekend, there would be adolescent drinking or bong�work done, perhaps even a little boy�girl interface, despite Kevin’s apparent bafflement. He’d developed a respect for the boy. Kevin was no male ingenue; he’d chosen Rhona for a reason—and her fears of sex and precarious political situation meant it wasn’t fast lay or cardiac�partying. Kevin was turned off by Xenia, who incarnated both. That a sixteen�year�old boy had his fifteen�and�a�half�year�old daughter, a house for the weekend, and no sentient parental supervision did not trouble his serenity. He even wished them a little untoward progress. A little.


About eleven, after he’d plowed through six hours mixing kick�ass creativity with loud Jefferson Airplane (“Surrealistic Pillow”) and (admit it) Rhona’s Corrosion of Conformity (“Animosity”), Sisters of Mercy, and other furynoia while quietly getting drunk for the first time in three months on even�rarer gold label, the phone it did ring.


“I’m fuckin’ hammered, Dad.” Rhona’s sprightly, thick voice. “We’re in Kev’s room doin’ Comfort and Mountain Dew an’ watchin’ videos and listenin’ to CD’s, and we’re playing strip�Yahtzee, and I’m losing ha, ha, and I was havin’ a great time so I called you.” 


Comfort and Dew? ugh—talk about eruption of the syrup�volcano coming up. “You’re gonna stay there, not go anywhere, right?” he said in his most sober listen�to�me�girl voice.


“Only place I’m goin’ is the bathroom, ‘bout one door away. An’ soon.” 


“And not do anything stupid of an indoor nature?”


“Dad,” she said affectionately. “You know me. Ms. all talk.” Kevin was on the line, cheerful. “I want to assure you, sir, hands are all that’s in the plans.”


(“Kevin!” muffled squeal).


“By the way sir,” Kevin continued in lunatic sobriety. “Rhonie elucidated your theory of the ‘attachment relationship,’ and I think it’s right down there in bullshit improbability along with your idea about ‘basic human affection.’ Now if you’ve got a few hours, sir, I think we ought to discuss this before you commit it to embarrassing print.”


There was scuffling, dropped phone, Rhona returning to the line sounding as serious as blood alcohol content would allow: “No more intellectual shit! Dad, I’m okay. Nothing’s gonna happen—well, a little, but nothin’ to worry about. No Purple Juniors! Okay? I love you!”


Doesn’t sound like the Big Bang. “Love you, too,” he said quickly. “Look, drunken strip�Yahtzee sounds romantic, but no public scenes, no Xany trips, I don’t want to lose you to the gulag. An’ drink lots of water.”


“Thank you,” Rhona said, suddenly sounding sober. “You understand, ‘s why I called you. Now, I need to go to communion with the porcelain priest.”


He hung up, poured another José, chewed another lime, repeated an old George Eliotism: “If youth is the season of hope, it is so only in the sense that our elders are hopeful about us.” But, he thought, ol’ George never played strip�Yahtzee, and if he did, they would have discovered he wasn’t a George but a Mary Ann. This struck him as outrageously funny and he giggled until he had to go commune with the porcelain priest. 





Rhona expected the usual symposium on What Transpired Saturday Night and was surprised that he didn’t ask about it at all. He took her and Kevin out to Tacos Tres Machos when he picked her up Sunday evening, and they hotly three-way-bellowed in complete agreement Senate race and abortion politics over Burritos con Salsa Ballsa. On the drive home, Rhona expounded eagerly on her first cascade down a real waterslide and the fine-tuning she’d applied to The Script. “‘Steada knives coming outa the walls, I’m thinking about these humongo dice�blades that chop ‘em into little cubes so they’re like still sitting on the mat when they get to the bottom and their friends run up to them and they just fall apart like a pile of—” 


She screeched gleefully, detailing the set while he imagined the interminable late�night naso-mercial: “Isn’t it amazing! Chops up twelve middle-school taggers into neat little cubes (thunderous cheers), and look! Rinse with mild detergent, it’s still sharp enough to dice a whole Interstate-5 vanload of undocumented aliens plus one Spring Street bumper crop of homeless panhandlers and a Monday-the-First-line full of single welfare moms! How much would you expect to pay...”


“You didn’t ask,” she blurted, at home slurping a hot cup of Ibarra chocolate.


“About?”


“Saturday night.”


“Anything you’d like to add to our mutually drunken phone discourse?”


“No. But thanks for asking.” She smiled sweetly and butchered Fake British. “Rawther less happened than the little things I mentioned on the telly. Too drunk, and all that.”


“‘Telly’ means television, not Ma Pac Bell. You didn’t call in Channel 6 for the Occasion, did you?”


She inhaled. “What we did was sprawl on the floor and kiss and pant and fumble an’ giggle, then one of us, usually me, would have to go piss, then we’d lie down again and kiss and pant and fumble and giggle,” she said. “That went on for about three hours with some but not much progress made ‘n then we decided to talk and we did that till the sun came up ‘n then we went to sleep, then his mom stumbled into the room and stumbled back out quick. Then we took a shower. One shower, two of us, I mean. I may have the order wrong in places, but that’s what happened.”


“Doesn’t sound like the Big Bang.”


“Wasn’t. Call it a night of lesser accomplishments.” 


“Say, a long lead off second base.” 


“One of us got to third. The one you’d expect.”


“And that, fans, is the old BALL game—two stranded as the BIIIG BAT fails to GO DEEP.” He thigh�slapped raucously at cheap sports�sex entendre. Shoulda burned those tapes, Tricky Dick.


“You are gross!” she squealed. “You think it’s nice to talk to an innocent young child this way?”


“Sorry. Forgot you were a young child. You’re grounded till your nineteenth solstice, I’ll have to call the social worker about those poly�gender showers and Comfort and Dew binges. They shouldn’t let innocent children drink that much sucrose and caffeine.”


“That’s,” she said seriously, “the first time I felt female about even handsy stuff with guys, but I wasn’t scared because I was the one in control.” And from Soho: “Rawther quicker than I thought, I must say.” 


“We men are a major disappointment,” he nodded. He put his hands on her shoulders. “Always waiting for women for one damn thing or another. Just keep talking to understandin’ Dad. I’m still about two case studies short of a thesis.”


She relaxed. “‘S why the girl called, ya know. Always trying to help you out.”





The teams in last weekend’s scoreless tie were plopped on his deck after dark on the next weekend’s Friday night, aggravating his paranoia about This Parent�Thing. Rhona and Kevin were sharing the same redwood chair and joint. Kev was spending the night. The usual I�am�the�adult convolutions were dully transversing his mind as he sipped a shot of José (his drug worse than hers, her sex life better than his) from the embottled reward for Xenia’s aborted abortion, a cache he’d made last one uncharacteristically long time. Which, in his twelve-second concentration span, was: somebody somewhere sometime in this barren age has to take as stand that isn’t 99.44% hypocrisy. It is time to trust her to act in her own best interests. You raised her, after all!





DRUG WAR BODY COUNT


S.Y. Smith, Low Times (in press)


Smokes slaughter 450,000, booze pickles 100 thou, doctor-prescrips usher 10,000 into perma-sedation, all street drugs put together ice 3,000, pot and acid send two or three to the final sky trip—all in a year’s chemical work. So which highs are taxpayer-subsidized and which’ll bring the minimum maxi-sentences? But that breathtaking mendacity ain’t the half of it. Since the multi-multi billion dollar “War on Drugs” was launched, Vital Statistics of the United States shows that deaths from all types of drug abuse—accidental OD, suicide, murder, chronic damage, unknown intent—have skyrocketed as never before. In 1982, 7,700 Americans died from illegal drugs; in 1993, a record 14,000. Teen drug deaths are up slightly, but the most corpses ascending to that great blizzard in the sky—98% of all narco-stiffs—are grownups. That’s right, middle-agers buy the farm from overdose at a rate 15 times higher than high-schoolers! And here’s one for the just-say-no cabal: high school surveys over the last two decades consistently show that the more kids who use drugs, the fewer who die! Explain that one, DAREs, Czars, and Zero-Tolerators—or is today’s mushrooming drug death toll a military secret? 





So what would be the result of this officially unsanctioned experiment? What exactly was there to say? Keep yourself safe, daughter, in a world of grownup lies, phony absolutes, nicotine moralists, rapist priests, teetotaling yuppies, eternal rashes, wasting sex�death? What follows from his belief that adolescent means “adult in progress,” not “always abstain”? One squirmy thought was his own vulnerable hide: But You let her Do Drugs! Do Sex Things! God knows What Else! The State of California, with its youth always close to its Golden heart, trusted you, and... wop wop wop





So he was the painfully�informed adviser to her adulthood�in�progress: that had been the topic of conversation upon conversation. Even though, by objective standards, she’d behaved much better than most Angeles dwellers this summer, any public girl-mistakes would win both of them a prime time spot on California’s one-strike pay-per-bruise Caning Channel. But he knew, after months of grasping that his long�term elder trust in her was less scary than her rash freshmanic trust in him, where his loyalties lay.


These points were impressed on him by a surprise visit from none other than mentor Hazel that afternoon while Rhona was sudsing Angelino mobiles. If the intent of the visit was noble, its execution was not.


He felt lousy. The mercury hit 108, opaque mega-glopolis air hinted of Venus in the Spring. When Hazel lit her first Camel stick, he quickly transferred the chat to the deck where even iced coffee with Mexican chocolate and pleasant preliminaries didn’t cure his gloom or paranoia: Madame Nhu incarnate, no more Bhuddists to burn and Catholic corruptions to avail, arrived on my lonely premises, warming to holy dictum.


“Since I agreed to be Rhona’s mentor, there are some things I’d like to know,” Hazel opened briskly. “She doesn’t talk about herself that freely, you know.”


A sense that they were not talking about the same soul�shredding adolescent crossed his mind. “What is it you’re concerned about, Hazel?”


“Well, she told me quite happily that she’s writing this extremely violent story about a waterslide—”


“Yes, she is. It’s great. I especially like the takeoff on the Gravis Mushnik Little Chop of Horrors deli guy decorating his Rose Parade float with diced—”


“Aren’t you worried about all the research on media violence and its effects on young people?”


“Oh, yeah. A zillion grant-grubbing PhDs and pop-politicians have sure sold me on the idea that watching a play-acted beating or rape on the screen or hearing a killer gangsta-rap inspires a kid to mayhem more than the kid really being beaten or raped—but reality isn’t what these psycho types are funded to discuss. So Rhona hasn’t knifed anyone. She even shakes the cockroaches out the window ‘stead of stomping them. What exactly is the problem here?” Which he knew already.


“Well, Rhona has insinuated in roundabout ways that she drinks on occasion and has used drugs.”


“I’m sure you read those tiresome surveys they headline newspapers with,” he singsonged. “Ninety percent of the kids in California drink, half drink every week, 45% try a drug now and then, on and on, pretty much like their grownup models. If you’re suggesting that Rhona isn’t one of the teetotalling or lying ten percent, I’d agree.”


“Doesn’t that concern you?”


“Hazel, I drank as a teenager, I smoked pot, I took mushrooms, I wish I’d taken acid, now I drink cheap wine, tequila, and lots of coffee. Adults of our day thought they could stop us. They couldn’t. I can’t stop Rhona from drinking. I can very efficiently make her lie to me about it the way grownups made me lie, but I can’t micro-manage her life.”


“Don’t you think it should at least be reported so she can be put in some kind of counseling program?”


Charlo bizarro. Was this the same Ms. DeLaurier rumored to hold smoke in hallowed high school bowel? Not a point to bring up right this moment, right here on this scarlet smog�deck, even though he now knew all was true, but why this sermonizing?


“No. Counseling is for people who have problems. Rhona shows no evidence of a drinking problem.”


“But she’s underage.”


“Drinking underage does not equate with being alcoholic. If she’s learning about alcohol, it’s what nearly every kid since there have been booze and kids has done, including and especially me. If she gets in some kind of serious trouble, does some deed as drunken as, say, savior Noah did when he lurched off the ark and drank himself into stuporous nudity, you bet I’ll do something about it. Otherwise, I think we American grownups, who frankly don’t set such a great example ourselves, should stay out of her hair.”


Hazel shifted uncomfortably, he noticed. “It sounds to me like you’re defending her substance use. I’m sure you know that can have deadly consequences.”


“I’ve lived with Rhona for five months now, and I trust her. What I’m wondering is, Rhona hasn’t caused any drunken scenes, so what it is it that brought this non�problem up?”


“Well—” he knew what she was going to say: “I had a problem at one time myself. I smoked marijuana and hash, even at school. I was addicted to it in my head, no matter what they say about how marijuana is not physically addicting. I went to counseling and started attending Alcoholics Anonymous. I wonder if you would object if I took Rhona to some meetings.”


This is certainly a strange world. Once again, he wondered who was mentoring (awful word!) who. “You can take Rhona wherever you both agree to go,” he said. “She isn’t an alcoholic, she knows all about them from her mom and various drunken men her mom brought around, but if she wants to go to AA with you, by all means.” (And I hope the kid can help you stay on the wagon, he thought). 


“I also... have a friend who’s a counselor, who’s worked with a lot of kids,” she said slowly. “Would you mind if I had Rhona talk to her, maybe about the... abuse she went through?”


“No, but I’m not the one to ask,” he said. “My feeling about counseling is, you go when there’s something you want to change. Rhona’s in school, her grades are over three�point, she’s got a job, she’s president of the school photography club, she hasn’t been arrested, she’s not pregnant, she’s not addicted to anything, she’s open about herself to the point of excruciation, and she still has nightmares and fears, all understandable. She hasn’t mentioned suicide or depression, she’s normally affectionate, she’s been wonderful company around here. I don’t see what needs to be changed. But that’s only my unprofessional observation. I could be wrong.


“But I’ll tell you what I don’t want,” he declared more forcefully than he’d planned. “I don’t want anyone trying to make Rhona feel she’s crazy. She has a terrible mother, she had an awful home life, but none of that was her fault. She made a perfectly reasonable decision to run away, and I happen to think she picked some pretty good adults to attach herself to. After all that, if a bunch of well�intentioned types betray her trust and report her and get her lectured and punished and blamed—which is what so many of our anger�filled programs to ‘save youth’ do—then I think her response will be to run far away and distrust us forever. And with good reason.”


“You certainly seem to be the Defender of the American Teenager.”


“Job security. No other applicants.”





Hazel made her pitch. Rhona’s response was predictable.


“I don’t wanna go to A.A. or a counselor!” she wailed. “Can’t I just talk to you? I’m doing good, better than I ever have! I don’t need any help!”


He laughed. “You’re not getting the point. I think the idea is for you to help Hazel resist the craze to blaze, though she didn’t put it that way. That’s up to you. I’m sure asshole boyfriend doesn’t go with her to these meetings. He probably seeds her need to fog away the world.”


“All asshole boyfriend wants is food and fuck,” repeated Rhona with usual diplomacy. “Look, I like the lady. She helped me when I needed it bad, it’s fun to go over to her house and cook dinner and talk about vaginal yeast and what she says It feels like an’ stuff you don’t know shit about. But I don’t tell her about me. I mean, she’s a teacher, official person and all, and she’d feel like she has to do something about me or someone might get on her ass.”


“Want my worthless suggestion?”


“Speak.”


“Go to a meeting with her, maybe once a month. If you don’t, she may feel the need to do something about you, as you say, involving some report to someone that you might be drinking or screwing or hallucing—”


“I am not screwing,” Rhona minced. “I’ll be proud to die an anything-but girl.”


“—which result will be to stir up trouble we do not need. She’s just ungrounded herself from reefer madness, and people like that often gotta save the kiddies to make up for their own sins. So play along an’ keep your secrets. If you attend a few meetings and you’re cheerful an’ say ‘Hi, Hazel!’ with everyone else, that’ll buy her off. You might even learn something.”


“But do not—” he put his hands on her shoulders and shook her. “—Do not, do NOT, get back into cheap Dorals! Make her buy you things we can’t afford, like hot fudge sundaes. She’ll think you’re the great kid and forget all about changing your life.”


She wriggled out of his grip, threw her arms around the spy in the enemy camp. Girl was getting tall. “Tell ‘em you used to get wasted mainlining crystal ritalin and Near Beer back in yon auxiliary-gangbang days of yore. Sold your fifth grade body to sweaty alley-scum for hits of white-out and toad-licks. Now your life is dedicated to sermonizing toddlers to make those blocks just spell no. ‘S how all the kid-sycophants in the zillion-dollar drug-war scam get on the big-time roadshows, sob forth the caring-grownups-saved-me books, sign on the golden contract lines, do the really good numbers up New Topanga Canyon with the DARE-by-day, tokin’-by-sunset celebs—”


“Chill by the river’s edge in Go Ask Alice, Again as the naked dead chick,” cut in Rhona, mixing mandatory drug-ed classic with her oft-idealized stardom appropriate to foundership of the school’s Danyi Deats fan club.


“You’re way ahead of me, girl. We haven’t even mapped how you’re gonna seize up an’ croak right on the screen before seventy million nationwide in the Rose Garden as the Narc Shoguns slap on the warrior medal. Leaving your billions to that dear old guy never the tiniest millimeter from your heart—”


“—Whatsisfuck who scored my last hit and snapped the S & M pix.”


He beamed at her. You may have cost me eighty-nine cents, but it makes an old dad proud to see the daughter catching on to the Nineties.
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