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Mona Lisa’s Secret 

By Melissa Dylan 

 

“Ahoy there!” Aimee calls with a wave as if she is swatting flies.  “I didn’t know 

you would be here.”  As in, of all the people I invited, I did not expect you to attend. 

“Oh, Grace,” says Joel.  He steps out of the cabin of the thirty-foot sailboat.  “I 

didn’t know you would be here.” 

“Hi,” I say with forced enthusiasm. Echoing the sentiment on a five-foot banner 

that hangs from the sailboat’s mast, I add: “Happy Fourth of July!” 

I notice right away that there is no food. 

* 

I remember when Aimee announced at our end-of-the-year concert that the entire 

choir was invited to her Fourth of July party. How optimistic; it was only May—who 

would remember by July that they had been invited to a party?  Especially since finals 

were the week following the concert, after which everyone headed home to their families.  

Their cozy bedrooms with trophies from their eighth grade soccer tournament, cars that 

had not been driven since spring break, boyfriends they only saw on weekends. 

“I live on a boat in the harbor on Lake Washington,” Aimee had said, “and every 

year all the people who live there throw parties.” 

Wow, I remember thinking.  She’s a real grown-up. 

* 

I hadn’t seen Aimee since the concert; had given her no indication that I might 

show up at her party.  Lots of things had changed since then. 
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“Well,” Aimee says, having recovered from her surprise.  “Most people are 

already here.  But they’re down at my parent’s boat.  That’s where all the food is.  Here, 

I’ll take you.” 

I shrug as if I don’t care but dog her footsteps down the pier to a houseboat three 

times larger than Aimee’s sloop.  Ten people ornament the deck in a variety of lazy poses. 

“This is Grace,” Aimee says.  The guests nod hello and I count to twenty before 

descending on the food table.  Cheese, olives, salami, garlic bread—these are just snacks; 

where is the real food?  Smiling and feigning nonchalance, I shove three olives into my 

mouth and try not to cry at how happy it makes me. 

I don’t recognize anyone except Aimee and Joel, which is a relief.  The fewer 

people to talk to, the better.  I just need to lay low, eat, hang out as long as possible since 

I have nowhere else to be besides a dark empty house that is not even mine. 

* 

As soon as I can, I escape back to Aimee’s boat.  I am alone with my paper plate 

of cheese and crackers, eating without decorum since there are no guests to watch me.  

But before I know it I’m joined by a tall blonde guy in a green polo shirt.  He staggers as 

he climbs aboard and collapses next to me on the bench. 

“Wow,” he says by way of introduction.  “You look like Mona Lisa.” 

Is that a compliment?  I smile in a manner that is not unlike Mona’s.  My new 

companion rambles incoherently for a moment, though I make out the word Bruce, which 

I assume to be his name.  He reaches into a nearby cooler, tottering on the bench beside 

me, emerging with two dripping bottles of Corona.  He holds one toward me. 

“No thanks.”  
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“You don’t drink?”  

I don’t. 

“How old are you?” 

Eighteen. 

He laughs.  “I could have guessed.  No wonder you’re so sweet and innocent.” 

Am I? 

* 

“So, Grace, how’s your summer going?” Joel asks as he joins us.  He’s a pigeon-

toed gay guy from Brazil who sings tenor.  He’s always been cordial, though not nice, to 

me.  Like most people in my life. 

“Fine,” I reply with a tight grin. 

“Keeping busy?  What are you up to?” 

“Summer school,” I say, deliberately vague.  I gaze down at my empty plate, 

calculating a half hour before I can politely go for more food, another five before I can 

ask to take leftovers home. 

Home.  Ha. 

“What have you been up to?” I ask.  I sense that Joel can speak about himself for 

awhile, and I am right. 

 

* 

“I like your shirt,” Bruce says.  I glance down and can’t help but laugh.  It’s a 

terrycloth t-shirt the color of Kermit the Frog. Last week my only friend in the world, 

Sam, bought it for me at the Gap using his employee discount.   
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Sam will be pleased that Bruce appreciates it.  “Hon, you look sexy,” Sam had 

said when I tried it on.  I found it hard to believe that neon-green terrycloth made anyone 

look sexy, but it was a free shirt so I took it, and am wearing it today because it’s all I 

have that’s clean.  I still can’t manage to use the washing machine in the place I’m 

staying.  That feels like going too far. 

“Thanks,” I tell Bruce.  He looks in my eyes and smiles.  He likes me in a way 

that only a drunk guy can like a girl. 

* 

It’s getting dark, and Aimee’s mom has me cornered, asking why I didn’t go 

home for the summer.  

“I’m in summer school,” I say.  “I’m taking intensive Italian.  That’s where they 

shove three years worth of Italian into one summer.” 

I leave out the part where my TA advised that I drop the course, since I’m failing 

so badly that it’s impossible to recover.  I don’t tell her that intensive Italian was a last-

minute decision; an explanation for my mother when she asks why I insist on staying 

away all summer.  I don’t mention that I regret the decision, but that it was the only one I 

could make. 

“Wow, what a challenge,” Aimee’s mom says.  I don’t know her name.  She’s just 

Aimee’s mom.  The opposite of my mom.  Warm.  Interested.  Capable of blow-drying 

her own hair.  “Are you going to travel to Italy once you’re all done?” 

Good idea.  I’ll be homeless in Italy.  Can’t be any worse than here. 

I smile.  “Someday.” 

* 
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“I want to kiss you,” says Bruce.  We’re alone on Aimee’s boat again.  Everyone 

has traipsed down to the end of the pier for a better view of the fireworks.  I had no 

energy to force oohs and aahs.  Bruce stayed with me. 

“You’re so sweet and I just want to kiss you.”  I don’t particularly want Bruce to 

kiss me, but I don’t tell him that.  It’s nice that he wants to.  At least that’s something I 

have.  A pretty blonde boy who wants to kiss me. 

“But I can’t,” he says.  “I don’t want to ruin your eighteen-ness.” 

My eighteen-ness.  My sweetness.  My innocence. 

“I’m twenty-three,” he says.  “So I’m different than you.  I’m out of college.  I’ve 

lived on my own.  You know?  I have bills to pay, and…” he starts to cry.  “I don’t want 

to ruin you.” 

I watch him cry, and it’s somehow satisfying. 

* 

I wonder what Sam is up to.  He was heading over to Capitol Hill to see what was 

going on, and I was sick of spending my summer with gay men who had no interest in me, 

sick of Sam being my only friend, sick of being a burden on him.  Our other friends were 

having the summers of their lives in places like New York, Hawaii, and France.  I stayed 

in touch through cryptic emails.  They were too far away to help.  Their offers of 

sympathy and encouragement had worn thin, seeming false among the descriptions of 

beaches, tall buildings, art museums.  I should be touring Europe.  I should be lying on a 

beach.  I should be planning a wedding.  Not accepting terrycloth clothes like I’m a 

charity case.  Not attending parties of people I barely know, in the hopes that there will 

be free food. 



 

6  Mona Lisa’s Secret, Dylan 

* 

The fireworks are over and people are heading home.  I stay where I am.  Bruce 

has hopped over to the other boat for more beer. 

Joel and Aimee saunter past.  “We’re walking over to gasworks to see what’s 

going on.  Wanna come?”  I don’t, and they head off with Aimee’s parents.  I lie down on 

the cushioned bench and consider falling asleep.  If I do, will they wake me and tell me 

it’s time to leave?  Or will they let me stay here until morning? 

“Mona Lisa,” Bruce says when he returns.  He gazes at me and I close my eyes.  

“You’re young,” he says.  “I miss those days.” 

“No you don’t.”  A smoldering headache is setting in.  I’ve heard all about how 

hard he has it—the pressure from his family to trade stocks.  The challenge of getting an 

apartment in one of the prestigious buildings downtown.  How expensive it is going out 

to bars every night while trying to save money for a down payment on a condo.   

He swigs the rest of his beer and throws the bottle overboard.  “Eighteen…”   

I wish I could tell him how it feels to be eighteen.  How being a squatter in the 

empty house of a sorority that I don’t even belong to is like punishment for putting my 

future in the hands of the wrong person.  How I wrap myself in a blue cable-knit sweater 

every night and feel the agony seeping over me like a warm shower, so tangible that it 

almost feels good, like a friend who will never leave my side. 

“I don’t want to ruin you,” Bruce says.  He does not know that I am already 

ruined.   

He puts his fingers on my cheek.  Kneels beside me.  He can kiss me if he wants; 

it makes no difference.  I can smell his breath—the Corona and lime and shots of tequila 
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on each puff of air making my stomach turn.  “I don’t know why I like you so much,” he 

says.  “You’re like the Mona Lisa.  I can stare at you forever.” 

I don’t answer.  I don’t care. 

“I…” he whispers, squeezing his eyes closed.  “I…” His voice drops until it is 

barely audible.  “I have a girlfriend.”  Pressing his face to my shoulder, he dissolves into 

sobs.  I wrap my arms around him, absorbing his misery, stroking his hair with my hands.  

Looking into the night sky, I can not cry.  So I smile.  


