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Three Pokes of a Thistle

Naomi Shihab Nye

Hiding Inside the Good Girl

&

She has the devil inside her,” said my first report card from first grade. I
walked home slowly, holding it out from my body, a thistle, a thorn, to my
mother, who read the inside, then the note on the back. She cried mightily, heaves
of underground rivers, we stood looking deep into the earth as water rushed by.

I didn’t know who he was.

One day I'd smashed John’s nose on the pencil sharpener and broken it.
Stood in the cloakroom smelling the rust of coats. I said No. No thank you. I al-
ready read that and it’s not a very good story. Jane doesn’t do much. I want the
spider who talks. The family of little women and their thousand days. No. What I
had for breakfast is a secret. I didn’t want to tell them I ate dried apricots. I lis-
tened to their lineage of eggs. I listened to the bacon crackle in everyone else’s
pail. Thank you.

What shall we do, what shall we do? Please, I beg you. Our pajamas were flying
from the line, waists pinned, their legs fat with fabulous air. My mother peeled
beets, her fingers stained deep red. She was bleeding dinner for us. She was get-
ting up and lying down.

Once I came home from school in the middle of the day in a taxi. School
gave me a stomachache. I rode in the front passenger seat. It would be expensive.
My mother stood at the screen door peering out, my baby brother perched on her
hip. She wore an apron. The taxi pulled up in front of the blue mailbox I viewed
as an animal across from our house—his opening mouth. Right before I climbed
out, another car hit the taxi hard from behind so my mother saw me fly from the
front seat to the back. Her mouth wide open, the baby dangling from her like
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fringe. She came toward us running. I climbed up onto the ledge inside the back
window to examine the wreckage. The taxi driver’s visored cap had blown out
the window. He was shaking his head side to side as if he had water in his ears.

You, you, look what a stomachache gets you. Whiplash.

The doctor felt my neck.

Later I sat on the front steps staring at the spot where it had happened. What
about that other driver? He cried when the policeman arrived. He was an old man
coming to mail a letter. I was incidental to the scene, but it couldn’t have hap-
pened without me. If you had just stayed where you belonged. . . . My classmates
sealed into their desks laboring over pages of subtraction, while out in the world,
cars were banging together. Yellow roses opened slowly on a bush beside my
step. I was thinking how everything looked from far away.

Then I was old. A hundred years before I found it, Mark Twain inscribed
the front of his first-edition leatherbound book, “BE GOOD—AND YOU WILL BE
LONESOME.” In black ink, with a flourish. He signed his name. My friend had
the book in a box in her attic and did not know. It was from her mother’s col-

lection. I carried it down the stairs, trembling. My friend said, “Do you think it
is valuable?”

Language Barrier

Basically our father spoke English perfectly, though he still got his bs and ps
mixed up. He had a gentle, deliberate way of choosing words. I could feel him
reaching up into the air to find them. At night, he told us whimsical, curling
“Joha” stories which hypnotized us to sleep. I especially liked the big cooking pan
that gave birth to the little pan. My friend Marcia’s father who grew up in the
United States hardly talked. He built airplanes. I didn’t think I would want to fly
in anything he made. When Marcia asked him a question, he grunted a kind of
pig sound. He sank his face into the paper. My father spilled out musical lines, a
horizon of graceful buildings standing beside one another in a distant city. You
could imagine people living inside one of my father’s words.

He said a few things to us in Arabic—fragrant syllables after we ate, bless-
ings when he hugged us. He hugged us all the time. He said, “I love you” all the
time. But I didn’t learn how to say “Thank you” in Arabic till I was fourteen,
which struck me, even then, as a preposterous omission.

Marcia’s father seemed tired. He had seven children because he was a
Catholic, Marcia said. I didn’t get it. Marcia’s mother threw away the leftovers
from their table after dinner. My mother carefully wrapped the last little mound
of mashed potato inside waxed paper. We’d eat it later.

I felt comfortable in the world of so many different people. Their voices
floated around the neighborhood like pollen. On the next block, French-Canadians
made blueberry pie. I wanted a slice. It is true that a girl knocked on our door one
day and asked to “see the Arab,” but I was not insulted. T was mystified. Who?
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Sometimes Marcia and I slept together on our screened-in back porch, or in
a big green tent in her yard. She was easy to scare. I said the giant harvest moon
was coming to eat her and she hid under her pillow. She told me spider stories.
We had fun trading little terrors.

When I was almost ready to move away, Marcia and I stood in Dade Park
together one last time. I said good-bye to the swings and benches and wooden
seesaws with chipped red paint. Two bigger boys rode up on bicycles and circled
us. We’d never seen them before. One of them asked if we knew how to do the
F-word. I had no idea what they were talking about. Marcia said she knew, but
wouldn’t tell me. The boys circled the basketball courts, eyeing us strangely.
Walking home with Marcia, I felt almost glad to be moving away from her. She
stuck her chest out. She said, “Did you ever wish someone would touch you in a
private place?”

I looked in the big dictionary at home. Hundreds of F-words I didn’t know
reached their hands out so it took a long time. And I asked my mother, whose face
was so smooth and beautiful and filled with sadness because nothing was quite as
good as it could be.

She didn’t know either.

It felt like a taunt, the elastic strap of Karen’s bra visible beneath her white blouse
in front of me in fifth grade. I saw it even before Douglas snapped it. Who did she
think she was, growing older without me?

I spent the night with her one Saturday. In the bathtub together, we splashed
and soaped, jingling our talk of teachers, boys, and holidays. But my eyes were on
her chest, the great pale fruits growing there. Already they mounded toward
stems.

She caught me looking and said, “So?” Sighing, as if she were already tired.
Said, “In my family they grow early.” Downstairs her bosomy mother stacked
cups in a high old cabinet that smelled of grandmother’s hair. I could hear her
clinking. In my family they barely grew at all. I had been proud of my mother’s
boyishness, her lithe trunk and straight legs.

Now I couldn’t stop thinking about it: what was there, what wasn’t there.
The mounds on the fronts of certain dolls with candy-coated names. One by one,
watching the backs of my friends’ blouses, I saw them all fall under the spell. I
begged my mother, who said, “For what? Just to be like everybody else?”

Pausing near the underwear displays at Famous and Barr, I asked to be mea-
sured, sizing up boxes. “Training Bra”—what were we in training for?

When Louise fell off her front porch and a stake went all the way through
her, I heard teachers whispering, “Hope this doesn’t ruin her for the future.” We
discussed the word “impaled.” What future? The mysteries of ovaries had not yet
been explained. Little factories for eggs. Little secret nests. On the day we saw the
film, I didn’t like it. If that was what the future meant, I didn’t want it anymore.
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As I was staring out the window afterwards, my mouth tasted like pennies, my
throat closed up. The leaves on the trees blurred together so they could carry me.

I sat on a swivel chair practicing handwritings. The backwards slant, the loopy
up-and-down. Who would I ever be? My mother was inside the lawyer’s office
signing papers about the business. That waiting room, with its dull wooden side
tables and gloomy magazines, had absolutely nothing to do with me. Never for a
second was I drawn toward the world of the dreary professional. I would be a vi-
olinist with the Zurich symphony. I would play percussion in a traveling band. I
would bake zucchini muffins in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia. «

In the car traveling slowly home under a thick gray sky, I worked up
courage. Rain, rain, the intimacy of cars. At a stoplight, staring hard at my mother,
I asked, “What really happens between men and women to make babies?”

She jumped as if I'd thrown ice at her.

“Not that! Not now!” From red to green, the light, the light. “There is oh so
much you do not know.”

It was all she ever told me. The weight of my ignorance pressed upon us
both.

Later she slipped me a book, Little Me, Big Me. One of the more incompre-
hensible documents of any childhood: “When a man and a woman love one an-
other enough, he puts his arms around her and part of him goes into part of her
and the greatness of their love for one another causes this to feel pleasurable.”

On my twelfth birthday, my father came home with our first tape recorder. My
mother produced a bouquet of shiny boxes, including a long, slim one. My
Lutheran grandparents sat neatly on the couch as the heavy reels wound up our
words. “Do you like it? Is it just what you’ve been waiting for?”

They wanted me to hold it up to my body, the way I would when I put it on.
My mother shushing, “Oh, I guess it’s private!”

Later the tape would play someone’s giggles in the background. My
brother? Or the gangs of little girl angels that congregate around our heads,
chanting, “Don’t grow up, don’t grow up!”

Inever liked wearing it as much as I did thinking about it.




