The Secret Game

I remember being six and hiding all over the house. When I was nine, I held quarter machine bouncy balls and clouded plastic jewels behind my back. And I couldn’t have been twelve when an eruption of stupid giggles meant she guessed my crush correctly. The secret game was our honest make believe. We would drive our mother crazy in the car screaming colors, pointing at signs, slapping our hands over our mouths in silly admission.  She would say, “Girls! For pete’s sake you are giving me a pounding headache! Why don’t you play the quiet game?!” And we would whisper laughter and dart our eyes at the rearview mirror to make sure that she couldn’t see our childish treason. On nights when it was too hot to sleep and the cicada were too loud to think, we would spend hours talking about nothing until one of us talked too long and then heard the other slip into silent snoring.  People would always say, “Those girls are like two peas in a pod,” and I guess we were. Glad to know we knew the game was more affirmation than anything—secretive sisters with nothing secret. 

“Guess where I am!”

In the kitchen, under the table.

“Guess what I’m holding behind my back!”

Aunt Mary Rose’s pendant necklace, re-produced Confederate money that smelled like rubbing alcohol, or bath beads from our parents’ fake marble tub.

“Guess who I like!”

John Tucker. Davy Coker. Wilson Finch. Nobody. John Tucker.

I was good. She was better. But, like I said, we were hiding nothing and knowing everything. Then, one Tuesday, she decided not to play. She came home from school and forgot to ask me if I thought Sandy Stephonopolous should have died her hair blond. Then, that Wednesday, she forgot to ask who was taking me to the Sadie Hawkins Dance. Without-a-hello Thursday she threw her dance bag down by the couch and without-a-goodbye Friday she locked herself in her room.

“Hey M to the E, are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“You sure? We could go get some ice cream with Amy and Stephanie! I heard that John might be there with his soccer friends too!”

“That’s ok.”

[bookmark: _GoBack]But it wasn’t that’s the thing. With not sights on winning, the rules had changed and she began to move her pieces farther and farther away from mine. Hands hidden, the spaces between us multiplied, and I felt myself trying to catch up only to confuse myself with the change in strategy. My once carefree questions became careful tactics, awkward impositions that always triggered cataleptic no’s: Do you want me to pack you a cheese sandwich? Do you want to go to the park and play soccer? Do you want to go out tonight? Her answers became smaller and smaller. Yet, so did my questions—they gathered in my throat like peanut butter and I began to choke on the fact that I liked three boys, had graduated from cotton brief to Victoria’s Secret lingerie, and smoked cigarettes behind the gym at lunch. And since she stopped swallowing, she digested nothing new of my ninth grade story and I went hungry for the first time in fifteen years.

“Fuck you.”

She looked back at me with an empty stare. She was hiding everything and she wasn’t going to let me see what was crumpled up inside her. So, I screamed it again so I my words could reach her, but I heard them crash, rattle, and fall inside her.

“Do you understand? I hate you! Why are you doing this to yourself? To us? Do you realize how selfish you are being?”

She had no answer. She didn’t even cry. I wanted her to because I was.
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