By Michaela Murphy

How to Terrify the Opposite Sex

In her humorous coming-of-age essay, author Michaela Murphy
revisits her youth and recalls her first boy-girl party. This selection
should be performed by a female and may be entered in Prose
Interpretation; however, a performer might choose to present this
selection as a monologue and enter it in Humorous Interpretation.
There is an art to keeping a secret, and Michaela is determined to keep
her chosen costume a surprise until the party. Her determination to
create her own costume and wow her friends should be the driving
force used to build the suspense of the story. There are definite
emotional transitions found within this story. Play those moments.
Strive to really show Michaela’s surprise and disappointment when her
costume ultimately isolates her from the others; after all, it is at this
party she learns one of life’s most important lessons—being the center
of attention can sometimes have its disadvantages. If used in Prose
Interpretation, the drama mask icons are simply visible to show the
performer when to turn the pages in her manuscript.

When William Shakespeare wrote, “A rose by any other name would
still smell as sweet,” he never dreamt anyone would ever name their
child Hydrangea Flower. In her humorous, yet heart-warming short
story, Regina Phelps introduces us to young girl, whose constant
source of embarrassment often (excuse the pun) stems from her very
fragrant family. This selection should be performed by a female and
be entered in Prose Interpretation. There is a real sense of sassiness
embedded in this protagonist, and Hydrangea might best be performed
by using a Southern accent or dialect; however, it is important for
the audience to see how the heroine matures at the conclusion of the
story. The ending truly has a sense of warmth and love, so be sure to
play the ending for its overall sweetness. The drama mask icons are
simply visible to show the performer when to turn the pages in her
manuscript.

When I received the invite to my very first boy-girl party, a costume
party, I was absolutely thrilled. The prospect of me and my eighth-grade
all-girl schoolmates mingling with students from the all-boys’ school
while dressed up as someone else struck every one of us as the perfect
opportunity to stand out and make those boys take notice. With the artful
application of some make-up and a well-thought-out costume, this was our
chance to be seen the way we wanted to be seen. Looking back, I can see
so clearly that this was exactly where the pubescent road forked. Everyone
else went gleefully in one direction, and I unwittingly took the road less
(if at all) traveled.

When Mama gave birth to me, I got named Hydrangea, that’s right.
Hydrangea—after the bush. Can you imagine naming a kid Hydrangea? I
swore that when I grew up, I would never name any child of mine after a
flower or a bush or anything green.

In the weeks leading up to the party, my friends and I would gather in the
cafeteria and brainstorm a million transformational ideas. Betsy was going
to be a sleek black cat. Kelly gushed about how she filled out her mother’s
prom dress and that would make her the perfect princess. Two of my best
friends, Lori and Tracey, begged me to team up: We could “feather” our
hair and go as Charlie’s Angels! I politely declined and instead offered
counsel, tossing out excellent suggestions for a Wonder Woman bustier
or a switching cat’s tail. Whenever anyone asked me what I was planning
to go as, I’d just shrug—but not because I didn’t have a plan. I was afraid
that someone might steal my idea.

I would have liked to have been there when Aunt Holly gave birth to a
boy. Mama said all hell broke loose. Mind you, there hadn’t been a boy
in the Flower family for generations. They named him Elmtree. That’s
right, Elmtree Flower. He never changed it though, and he grew to be as
big as a tree and as strong as an ox.

Hydrangea. My whole family had names like that. Rose, Lily, Fern,
Grandma Heather, Aunt Holly, Aunt Azalea, Aunt Daisy, my two sisters,
Iris and Peony, and Lilac, my Mama. The whole family was a garden.

Now, Mama and her sisters were the best beauticians in Poinsettia,
Georgia. They all had natural platinum blonde hair, almost white, and
wore no bras. Those Flower sisters oozed southern, and their accents got
thicker and harder to understand around men.
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The boys on the band stand almost jumped out of their pants. Their
mouths hung open, and it’s sure hard to play a horn like that. Through
gritted teeth I told Bobby that was my mother and her sisters.
“Wow, the one in white? Are you gonna look that way, Ang, when you’re
all grown up?”
I, being completely humiliated by now, told him to shove his horn where
the sun don’t shine.

By the time the concert ended, so had all my dreams about being normal.
You see, everybody knew about the Flower sisters in town, but nobody
knew I was one of the Flower girls.
“Hydrangea, aren’t you going to introduce your mama to your little
friends?”
Stepping in front of me, Bobby Maguire said, “Hi, I’m in the band with
your daughter. It sure is a pleasure to meet you, Ma’am.”
“Well, aren’t you the cutest? You’ve actually got James Dean eyes.
Hydrangea, you see that?”
Graduation couldn’t come too soon. I stopped talking to Bobby Maguire,
because every time he saw me he’d hum a little tune about all the flowers
in the garden.

After I graduated from business school up in the capital, I got a good job
as a secretary in the Governor’s office. I went home for visits, and except
for a few more wrinkles, the Flower sisters never seemed to age.
Funny, the older I got, the more I missed them. So, at the age of 25,
I came home, and they threw a party that the state capital would have
envied. Oh, Bobby Maguire was there. He’d gotten taller, put on a few
pounds, and owned his own feed store and gas station. His voice was
deeper, and he really had grown up. I never noticed the color of his eyes
before, light blue, and they kinda twinkled.

In the fall of that year I married Bobby Maguire, who said I was better
looking than even my own mama. Now, how could you not love someone
like that? The outrageous Flower sisters were all bridesmaids in my
wedding. They all wore peach colored dresses with big hats, and everyone
had the same hairdo—compliments of Elmtree.
Two years later, I had a baby girl, with platinum blonde fuzzy hair. I
named her Violet Flower Maguire, after her great-great-grandmother.
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I hoped for a tornado, anything to stop her, but I knew as the audience
grew quiet that Mama and the girls had walked in. Bobby Maguire, who
played second coronet, and not very well either, whistled and said, “Ang!”
(Oh, I took the A-N-G out of Hydrangea and told everybody to call me
“Ang” when I started high school). “Ang, would you look at what just
walked in.”

I finally told Mama and the whole Flower family that I wanted to go to
business school and be a secretary. Mama said, “Hydrangea, honey, you
have the hands, like all the Flower girls, and you just have to carry on
the tradition of beautician.” Really, like I had hair spray in my blood or
something. I had the whole Flower family up in arms. They didn’t talk to
me for three weeks. Then, they finally came around and gave me enough
money to go to business school.
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My senior year, I joined the band. I’d been smart up until then not to let
Mama catch on when there was a concert or a play. Well, she got wind of
it in the beauty parlor and as she put it, “she was coming to see her baby
girl play that big horn.”

