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American Dreaming
By Molly Walker
It started during the summer of the Prairie Dog Relocation Program: the heat, the haze, the never-ending mazes. We were kids with skinned knees and curfews that were yelled into streets we’d already abandoned. In later years, they’d call it the end of childhood for everyone, but for us, it was how we learned to grow up. We took dirt roads and landlines, the donated bike, and each other’s skin, and made them a world we could walk through. 
When the school year started, we learned things that we didn’t know were wrong before. It was no longer okay to move your desk or sit in a seat that didn’t have the sounds of your name stuck to it. You couldn’t stretch, or stand, or make noise if you wanted, and you certainly couldn’t yell across the room to your friend who was stuck over there if you had an idea. 
Our ideas lived in notebooks and belonged to our teacher. Our projects were done with the nosepickers at our table groups, and you can bet your bottom dollar we called these kids nosepickers. If we couldn’t fling our boogers at our friends, the kids around us building piles of discomfort with theirs, were the epitome of lame. They looked how we felt. They were now the stories we told each other, so we didn’t have to say, I’m drowning in a pit of my own boogers, I have no other materials, I’m too young to choose between breaking and proper emoting. I have no choice but to rebel. 
We were the kids who shouted, “Rabies!” when the animal man brought in one of those damn prairie dogs and let everyone pet it. At the end of the day, my cousin, Ramsey, and my oldest brother, Hank, tried to smuggle it away so it could dig up our vegetable patches. 
Dad said his son could get a round of rabies shots any day, so long as it got him another leaf blower from the PTA. The district gave Hank and Ramsey sheets of temporary tattoos, and they wore them as sleeves to show off their bad-assery, along with the bruises on their bellies. Our teacher drew the line at denim vests. 
We were fart sounds and tack tips. An A+ was detention, which, in second grade, meant sitting at separate tables during recess and giggling. 
And then Ramsey broke, which would have been fine, except for the whole cousin thing, that, and him being one of the gang. Without him, the gang was just his older brother, Ed, my two brothers, and three of our friends, the Mackrells (who were also siblings). In a way, it made sense that Ramsey was the one who broke. We all had ways of coping when yelled at: counting the stomps, the number of threats, and keeping a tally in the Mackrell’s back shed of who had the most times with the belt or the hairbrush. But Ramsey didn’t play these games. When we got yelled at, Ramsey listened. And then Ramsey told us what we hadn’t heard.
“You’re not listening,” said Ramsey, the day he grew up.
“Come on, Ramsey,” said Cliff, the oldest Mackrell, “lighten up, it’s just a science project.”
The project in question involved baking soda and vinegar to launch rockets. The highest launch won a prize.
We’d planned two separate launches. My younger brother, Frank, was too little for the game, and so was the littlest Mackrell, Red, but the rest of us were in teams of three, about to blow the pants off this project. In my class, which was me, Ramsey, and the middle Mackrell, Mick, we were launching our rocket with Sprite and Mentos. During the last period of the day, Ed, Hank, and the oldest Mackrell, Cliff, were launching with Coke, notoriously the fizziest soda of all. 
The thing is, we botched it; Mick, Ramsey, and I. Mentos and soda have an uncontrollable property, and we weren’t used to planning for student-circle settings. We had the bottle prepared, and when I loosened the lid, that damn reaction inside shot our bottle sideways, sending our rocket right into Four-Eyed Francis, shattering one of his lenses, and bathing everyone in cola. 
While the three of us sat at those lunch tables, giggling and trying to think of a better rocket launcher than Mentos and cola, so were the older kids, just elsewhere. What they came up with was gunpowder and matches. They skipped fifth period, and by the time anyone noticed the fine black line Ed was igniting, their rocket was already exploding in every direction. 
“People could have lost their eyes,” said Ramsey, “Francis almost lost his eye!”
You could see the sweat lining up at his hairline.
“They were bottle rockets, Ramsey!” yelled Cliff, “bottle rockets!”
“If we don’t shape up our acts, we’re going to end up in juvie, or worse, never get into college,” said Ramsey. “Look at me,” he lamented, pulling up his shirt in a pathetic display of self-pity, “I’m already almost a goner,” and pointed at where no rabies shots could be seen anymore. 
Until this point, none of us had considered going anywhere or that rabies shots for heroism were a bad thing, but after that, Ramsey sat in his seat, ate his boogers, and became someone we talked about at lunch.
Three years later, the prairie dogs had taken over the open space behind the school. My brother, Hank, now calls it the elementary school and shoots firecrackers at it when he has to pick up Frank and me. He’s not one of the bad older kids like my cousin, Ed; he’ll stand nearest the fence when we pass, where the big dogs still make me jump, unlike Ed, who pushes me into them. 
“I’m a girl, Ed!” I’ve taken to yelling when he treats me like dirt.
“So,” he says, “you’re still my cousin.”
We all sit at our desks now, like Ramsey, and raise our hands. The one time I ever brought up the bottle rockets to see if Ramsey was still the same inside, Mick told me to drop it. I scoffed and told Mick that she was a fuddy-duddy, too. 
Mick shrugged and said, “Not everything is funny.” 
So, I stopped trying to have fun with Mick. 
That summer I only hung out with my cousins.
One day, we’re at my house, babysitting each other. 
Ed, all full of hay fever as usual, is pacing the kitchen. His feet hit the tiles, so they go slap, slap. It’s just Frank and me inside listening to the interminable slaps while Hank and Ramsey try to lure a stray puppy in from outside.
“Only older kids,” Hank said when Frank asked to join, “older boys,” he added when I tried. 
“What do you want, Ed?” I finally ask, sitting very still at the table, very calm, trying to read the latest Percy Jackson that Hank had left lying around, but really, just flipping the pages.
“I have a thought,” says Ed.
“Yeah,” I say.
“I’m thinking,” says Ed, “that we go down to Swimmer’s Pond.”
“Why do you want to go down to Swimmer’s Pond?” I ask. “You can’t even swim in it.” Swimmer’s Pond, like most things in our town, is just dodgy enough to be unusable. 
“I figure we find what’s wrong with it,” says Ed.
I look to Frank, hoping he’ll have a way out of this. 
“How about we already know what’s wrong with it?” asks Frank tentatively. “It’s un-swimmable!” 
I let out a sigh. I knew Frank wasn’t going to be any help against Ed. 
“Yeah, Franky,” says Ed, “but don’t you want to know why it’s un-swimmable?”
“No?” says Frank, looking at me.
“Really?” says Ed. “Riddle me this, Franky, a crystal-clear body of water, called Swimmer’s Pond, and yet, no swimmers, no one even tries, doesn’t it make you curious?”
I watch Ed hone in on Frank, like every other target of his, and try to sneak out of my chair to get Hank and Ramsey.
“Hold on, Sal,” says Ed, hearing me, “don’t you want to know what Frank here thinks?”
“Frank,” I say, “it’s just a pond, right? You don’t want to go swimming in it?”
“No,” says the uneasy Frank, “I– I don’t want to go swimming.”
“Sure, Sal,” says Ed. “I bet Frank doesn’t want to go swimming.”
Before either Frank or I can run out to our brother, Ed has exited through the screen door and slammed it. We can hear him calling, “Ramsey, oh Ramsey!”
“I hope they haven’t found that puppy,” says Frank.
They hadn’t.
What we came across was Ed finding them. They’d given up on the puppy and were just sitting there in the shade, sharing a bottle of grape soda and a bag of goldfish. They’d been giggling and were now silent as Frank broke into a tirade about sharing being gay and, as always, something to do with Mentos. 
Ramsey smiled like he’d heard these jokes a thousand times, probably because he had, and my brother, Hank, laughed. Ed didn’t laugh until he did, and then the three of them did; they howled.
“We’re going to Swimmer’s Pond!” I yelled from the other side of Ed.
Hank looked at me from the ground and reminded me not to get in.
Eddie added, “or fall,” and then sat down with his brother and mine.
I couldn’t believe no one was going to stop us or come with us, that they’d rather be chums. 
“Losers,” I said, and tugged at Frank’s shirt, “let’s go.”
So, it was just Frank and me who ended up walking the distance from our house to Swimmer’s Pond. 
We weren’t the only kids that day to be bored enough to end up there. The prairie dogs had dug up the field we used to use for running games, and even the playground at the far end of the park was starting to sink. Some of the rich kids had moved to the new development, thanks to the Relocation Program, but the rest of us were making do with what was left (that is, without breaking our ankles in the new-sprung holes). 
Kids hiked around the pond, lay on the “beach,” or skipped rocks, but only the Mackrells were actually in the water. Their shirts were off, their shorts were off, and their skimpy bodies in their tighty-whities (even the 15-year-old) were using willow branches to fling themselves into the stagnant swill. 
“How’s it feel?” I yelled when we were close enough for them to hear.
“Like a bathtub!” yelled back Mick. And there was Mick, her body coming out of the pond, a different body than it was when we left school. It was a sun-kissed, summer-skinny Mackrell body, but I couldn’t take my eyes off it. Was everyone else watching? I couldn’t turn to know. By the grace of Mackrell-ness, Mick dove back under.  
Frank was already working off his belt, and I turned away. 
“Come on, Sal,” he said. 
I looked back at Mick, there, somewhere under the water, beyond what I could see, her brothers running up the muddy bank, my childhood playing out before me. 
“Sal,” said Frank, starting to run, “come on!”
I didn’t even give Frank a warning about the pond; I just watched him go, watched them. 
I wasn’t going to fall in; I was going to march in, dive in. I was going to swim up and tackle Mick underwater, and then we were going to laugh and chase each other up the muddy bank, and she was going to feel my body the way I saw hers. Except, I wasn’t. Even now, I could feel all the other kids on the side of the pond, and me. I could feel them all looking at her, looking at me, making it hotter. I could feel myself. I could feel time. I could feel time passing. I could feel my hands stuck holding the bottom of my dress and not moving, my body underneath with parts we now labeled and new ways I felt about them. I wanted to scream about my own rabies shots. 
Instead, I stood there. 
I looked back at Mick, no longer looking at me, holding Red under the water, and now getting tackled by Cliff. 
“What are you waiting for?” yelled Frank.
“Come on, Sal!” Yelled Mick, perfectly content in the water.
And now I was Ramsey, and I didn’t even have a reason. Over all the giggles and chatter, I yelled, “No way am I getting in that cesspool, Micky. Frank, get out of there before you die!”
And that was it. As soon as I felt different, I was, and I didn’t know how to handle it.
Frank came tumbling out of the pond all confused, and I made him walk home behind me so I wouldn’t catch his germs. The story we planned was that he fell in when we were swinging on willow branches.
“I wish I’d tried it,” said Frank to the ground, about the willow branch swing.
Me too, I thought, and then I thought a whole lot of other things. 
I washed Frank off with the backyard hose when we got home, and then he showered while I yelled about the amounts of soap and shampoo from the other side of the door. 
“Fell in, did he?” asked Ed, hearing our racket.
“None of your business!” I yelled.
“Chill, Sal, I’m just kidding with you,” he said and scooted down the hallway past me. 
We took Frank’s temperature every day for a week, and he never got sick. Mick came by to see what had happened, and I told her to go away; “Frank isn’t feeling well.” 
School starts, sickly hot and summery. Nothing about me has changed. My body always feels the way it did at Swimmer’s Pond: exposed, looked at, like I’m figuring out how to wear underpants and everyone else has their outfits put together. Mick is one of those girls who carries her books, and talks in line, and has gatherings around her locker. I hang out with Ramsey. Ramsey knows what it’s like to get stuck on one side.
In science, Mick’s desk is in a clump with her friends at the front right corner of the room, and mine’s in the back left. I try not to look at them. Looking makes it look like I want to look, so I’m very invested in everything else. My pencil, for instance, fascinates me.
When Mick pulls a desk up next to mine, my pencil is all the more dazzling.
“Hey,” she says.
I offer her a glance, then scan the rest of the space for others. “Hey.”
 “I don’t see you anymore,” she says.
“That’s fine,” I say, “I hang out with Ramsey.” I can feel my cheeks turning red.
“I miss seeing you,” she says. “You just left that day and stopped talking to me.”
My heart has bottlenecked in my throat, and I lose grip of my pencil. “Yeah.” My brain goes hazy, and I’m back on that beach, all of me. I’m hot, and everyone’s watching. They could be watching now: her talking to me, me talking to her, this thing you need to sink in a pond. 
I must be staring at them, because she says, “It’s okay, none of them care.”
	“Care about what?” I ask.
“That I like girls,” she says.
The temperature drops ten, twenty degrees. “You like girls?” I ask.
“Yeah,” she says. “Do you want to meet some other girls who are cool with girls liking girls?”
I look at the other girls and smile, giving a little wave.
“You know,” I say, “I like girls too.”
“I know, you fool,” says Mick, my Mick, childhood Mick, something up her sleeve, Mick. She takes my hand and demands I pick up my backpack, move. It’s really easy to do, now that summer has ended.



