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It seems that all my bridges have been burned,
But, you say that’s exactly how this grace thing works.
It’s not the long walk home that will change this heart,
But the welcome I receive with the restart.
  
Mumford and Sons
“Roll Away Your Stone”


 
  
  
CHAPTER ONE
  
“It’s not you, it’s…” his voice trails off lamely.  He takes a breath, drawing his eyebrows together.  
I wait for the sucker punch while the sinking, gaping feeling grows inside of me.  Three agonizing seconds.  Four.  Five.  
“It’s me.”  
Ohmigodohmigodohmigod
Inside of me is all whirl and spin.  A cockroach is doing pirouettes on my chest.  A cockroach in a tutu.
            I would breathe but a giant has his grubby hands wrapped around my lungs and he’s squeezing.
            Tighter.
All these images swim around me.  That first night at the beach.  A wide smile of perfectly even teeth.  His almond-shaped nails.  The flat tire we got last summer on the way home from Sam’s lake house.  Strong hands on the tire jack—on me.  
And the silky gold dress that’s hanging on the front of my closet door—a constant reminder of my perfect prom plans.  Now the dress, the magazine clippings of dramatic updos, and the three shoe boxes stacked in the corner beside my dresser so I’d have “options” all add up to nothing more than a silly fantasy shattered and scattered like an exploded star.  Debris flutters down around me.  It’s the confetti at my going away party.  
Ignoring his hazel eyes, I stare down.  At my cheese fries.  At the crushed peanut shells scattered across the dark wood floor.  At the centimeter long thread jutting from the hem of my sweater.  
A quick assessment of my body reveals: both eyeballs are on fire which is probably an indication of tears in the near future.  My tongue feels like it’s been switched out for extra-absorbent cotton balls and my wildly thumping heart is so loud that I’m sort of surprised the guy sitting in the booth behind us hasn’t shouted at me to keep down the racket.  At least it’s still beating, right?  
I take a deep breath and try to focus on clearing my head because that’s what people say that you’re supposed to do in these situations.  
Across from me Dustin’s mouth is moving and I guess that words are coming out of it, but I can’t even hear what he is saying over the roaring in my head.  I squeeze my eyelids shut not wanting to see his suntanned face with the signature dimple smack-dab in the middle of his left cheek, or the sandy curls that I like to brush back and tuck behind his ear even though they always slide stubbornly back.  The insides of my eyelids are dark and filled with purply-white sparkling stars.  It’s like I’m getting a glimpse at another galaxy and I have this crazy idea that I’ve been sucked through a black hole and spit out in an alternate universe.   
Another deep breath.
Okay.
Again.
Better.
The thundering in my head finally begins to subside and I lift my hand and make the universal “stop” motion.  Thankfully, Dustin shuts the hell up.  Even with my eyes closed I know that he’s watching me and waiting.  I can feel his waiting like it’s a solid thing bumping into my leg—nudging me to get a move on it, calling me a slowpoke.
My hands are full of air.
My mouth is full of dirt.
When I do open my eyes, it’s almost a surprise to see that things in this place are relatively normal.  It’s just your run of the mill Friday night.  The bar area is packed to the brim with people watching a game on a big screen television.  
No one even bothers to look over at us but I wonder what would happen if they did.  Would they be able to see?  Would they notice that my head has fallen off my body and rolled under the table?  Or would they just see a girl in a booth sitting with a plate full of greasy fries in front of her?
The waitress brushes by the table.  She’s got a tray piled high with plates of onion rings and cooked flesh.  With one free hand, she flips her coppery hair over her shoulder and pulls out a stack of napkins from the maroon half-apron tied at her waist.  She sees me watching her and half-smiles with one side of her wide mouth.  I smile back out of habit but it feels weird on my face.  Like I’m a Potato Head and I’ve got the wrong mouth on.  The waitress keeps moving.  People are waiting on their food.
Across from me Dustin shifts uncomfortably and furrows his brow again.  It’s an expression I know well and find endearing.  Or rather, did.  Did find endearing that is.  Now I see that it just makes him look impatient and a bit arrogant.  
Looking down, I focus on the small wart that has blossomed on his right thumb just below the nail.  As a rule, warts are not sexy.  
Dustin dusts salt off the table before leaning forward and speaking quietly.  “I thought you knew.”  
God, he says it almost accusingly and I have to bite my lip to keep from reacting.  His hair is caught in the collar of his shirt.  Instinctively I reach out to fix it and then I stop myself, pulling back my fingers.  Remember that’s not your job anymore.
I want to tell him that he’s wrong.  I want to say that I didn’t know—that I had no clue.  I want to say that my insides are buried beneath an avalanche of giant boulders and we need to organize a search party.  I want to flop full-bodied on the floor and sob my heart out.  I want to scream.  I want to shout something big.  Something huge.  Something earth shattering.  
But I don’t.  
I don’t sob or scream or say anything at all.  I just stare ahead and I’m sure that my face is wearing forty-five different emotions and that Dustin is flipping through the archives in his mind trying to decipher all of them.  He laughs nervously as he picks up his fork and takes a stab of steak.  This boy—my ex-boyfriend—orders his meat medium rare and I watch red juices squish through the spaces between his white teeth as he chews.
Another deep breath.  I let the air settle into my lungs before blowing it out.  
Okay.  
I’m better.  
This is where I’m supposed to talk, right?  That’s what a normal girl would do.  You’re anything but normal, mom is always telling me.  You’re not an average teenage girl.  You just like to pretend sometimes, she’ll say with a quick squeeze above my wrist and a quirk to her smile that hints at pride.  As if telling me that I’m abnormal is a compliment.
Finally, I manage to make my mouth work. “Let me get this straight…”  My voice sounds all wrong—weak and scratchy like I’m covering my mouth with my hand.  I grip the edge of the booth to keep from tipping over.  “You brought me to a steak house to break up with me?”  
This surprises him.  
Of all the things he was expecting me to say after he finished his little speech on growing apart and college and the bigger picture, I can tell that this was not it.  His hazel eyes widen in confusion and I have to remind myself that I don’t want to look there.  I shift my gaze to his earlobe.  For some reason it’s so much paler than the rest of him.  Until this moment I never noticed how long Dustin’s earlobes are.  They look like soggy wads of toilet paper.
“What do you mean?”  He asks and swallows a lump of meat and pulls his drink to his lips.   
I place my forearms on the edge of the table and lean forward.  My hair falls over my shoulder.  
“I’m asking if you knew that you were going to break up with me before you brought me here,” I gesture absently to our surroundings, “to this steak house.”
Dustin’s upper body mirrors mine. He slides forward in his seat, his elbows propped on either side of his white plate.  His face is a vacant playground.  His eyes are two dangling tire swings.  His nose is a slide.  His mouth—the seesaw.  
He holds his knife and fork five inches off the table.  I can smell the musky cologne he’s wearing.  It’s the one I bought him last Christmas.  I spent an hour at the tester counter and my entire paycheck on it.  My nostrils flare as if pissed off at the memory.  
“Well… yeah.  But I don’t really see your point Willow.”
“My point, Dustin, is that I’m a goddamn vegetarian.”
***
The drive home is predictably awkward.  Tucked into the passenger seat, I’m silent but not necessarily sullen.  I stare out the car window and let the familiarity of the sights calm me.  
There’s a certainty about it all.  
George’s Bait and Tackle shop on the corner of Northside Boulevard and White Shell Drive.  The Quick Mart where you can get a pack of Rolos and a blue raspberry Icee twenty-four hours a day.  Helen Dilken’s flower shop that smells like adoration.  The army recruitment office with its red awning and bright white lettering.  The sandwich shop where I lost my first tooth in the tough center of a sourdough roll.  
Cool links of the silver bracelet that Dustin gave me for my birthday slide between my fingers.  It’s engraved in French.  When he gave it to me last year it seemed positively romantic.  Now I realize that it was stupid.  I take Spanish.
The car slows to a stop at the light bracing Howard Avenue against Collins Drive.  Our bodies sway forward and then settle back into the bucket seats of the black Beemer Dustin’s dad bought him for his eighteenth birthday.  It was supposed to be an upgrade from the used Land Cruiser he’d gotten for his sixteenth birthday.  My parents consider my six year old silver Honda an upgrade from riding the bus.
The Beemer still smacks of newness—all leather and fresh carpet chemical smell.  He’s particular with the car in the extreme.  No food allowed.  Ever.  
Dustin’s right hand slides down the side of the steering wheel.  The low-timbre hip hop that Dustin favors ensnares the quiet and shoves it out the exhaust pipe.
There’s a faint pink ribbon of light edging the building darkness.  Mom’s probably going to wonder why I’m home so early.  Before I skittered out of the house and hopped into Dustin’s car nearly two hours ago I had mentioned a movie that I wanted to see.  Behind me, Dustin had grunted in typical boy fashion.  I’d assumed it was because he wasn’t in the mood for a goofy romantic comedy and I’d said something about seeing it next week or whatever.  
Whatever.  
That bit keeps playing back in my head and I feel a teeny bit stupider after each replay.  Like I should have known then that there is no next week for us. 
“Willow,” he says in a voice so low that I can barely hear the words over the music.  We’ve stopped at a red light.
I turn then and when I look at his face—all eyes and mouth and faint lines spreading out in worry, I think that this whole night has been a huge mistake or a really lucid dream and I’m going to wake up and everything will be all right.  Dustin Rant cannot be breaking up with me.  He cannot be leaving me.  It cannot be true.  
I blink.
The moon watches patiently.
Dustin looks ready to say something.  My heart thumps wildly in my chest and I think about reaching over to brush my fingers across the planes of his face.  My hand moves.  But the light flicks to green and just like that, the moment snaps.  Dustin’s expression changes and his forehead rumples.  He turns away and his foot descends on the clutch forcefully.  He shifts the car into first gear and we plunge down the road leaving the words behind us.
Five turns later and we’re on my street.  The house three across and one down is having a party and the guests have eaten up all the street parking.  
Dustin pulls into my driveway and kills the ignition.  Muffled music from the party crawls over the lawns and hedges and through the glass of the closed car windows.  I can barely make out the cheesy love anthem.  It feels like ironic mood music.  
For a few minutes, Dustin and I just sit in the dark—each of us alone in our bodies.  I think that I should probably open the door and get out but it’s like my butt is glued to the seat.  My seatbelt is still looped across my chest.  Dustin’s gaze burns into the side of my face.  I don’t know that I am crying until I taste the saltiness of tears on my lips.
Now his voice is a sigh.  A whisper.  “I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry.”  He repeats it again and again.  
I’ll never understand why I have to ask but I need to know.  “Is there someone else?”
Dustin’s breath catches.
Minutes hang from the moon.
I could climb up them like a ladder and bury myself in stars.  
I let myself look into his hazel eyes and now I know the truth.  
I know it all without the words.  
There is someone else and he doesn’t have to say it to make it true.  There it is.  And I’m hurt and bled dry but in some ways I guess it’s better to be left for something than left for nothing.  
“Thanks for dinner,” I say robotically as I let myself out of the car.  
Dustin says something else but I don’t hear it.  I am already halfway to the house and my heart is in my ears.  I stumble on something but I find my balance and keep moving.  My muscles ache and my eyes sting but I just go forward because I need to.  
This is me, Willow James, broken and crying.  
This is me, Willow James, at the beginning.  
  


 
  
I’ve had a perfectly wonderful evening.  But this wasn’t it.
~Groucho Marx


 
CHAPTER TWO
  
I’ve swallowed a thousand bricks.
At least, that’s how I feel as I lean the solid weight of my head against the closed door.
Gracelessly, I drop my purse on a narrow table beside the ceramic blue elephant that guards the front hall and stumble out of my high heels.  Have I mentioned how much they’ve been hurting my feet?
“What in the world?”  My mom is bent over at the hip with her arms stretched above her at an impossible angle.  
She straightens, settling her limbs back into all the proper places and shakes her short blonde hair out of her eyes.  
My mother can be found doing yoga on a purple mat in the open space between the living room and the dining room at all kinds of odd hours.  Once, I woke up to use the bathroom at three in the morning and she was doing a feathered peacock pose against the wall.  She says that it relieves her stress when she’s tense.  I say that it’s weird.   
Mom tucks her hair behind her ear and I catch this look on her face like she’s annoyed at my obnoxiously loud entrance.  But then she sees my expression and the way that I’m clutching my chest.  
The world slips away.  
She reaches me faster than I expect and she wraps me into her bony arms and her soft musical voice.  A part of me wants to move past her to the safety of my room where I can languish in my sudden aloneness alone, but she won’t allow it and for once I’m too tired to fight.
Her hands push tangled, mermaid hair from my tearstained face and she is looking at me with that special expectant expression she gets sometimes.  Her voice and her touch carry me into the kitchen.  It smells like rosemary.  
She guides me to the wooden chair with the scrolly arms and the springy seat that I claimed as mine long ago.  A minute later a glass of tangy white wine is pushed underneath my nose.  I look up and she raises her eyebrows at me.  
“What?  You’re almost eighteen, you’ve just been dumped and you’re not driving anywhere tonight.”    
I’m stung by the word dumped.  
Dumped.
Dumped.
Is that what I’ve been?  It sounds so base.  So low.  
You dump trash.  You dump yard waste and old ripped couches that smell like body odor and forgetfulness.  You dump cigarette butts and banana peels and hazardous waste.  But people?  
I take a tentative sip of the wine.  It’s tangy and the slight burn it makes sliding down my throat feels good.  
Moonlight filters in through the window above the sink and makes bizarre shadows of the appliances on the counter—like the microwave is about to eat the toaster and the coffeemaker and the soap dispenser are holding hands.
We are seated at our kitchen table.  It’s a low-slung table that is really an old door that my mom found propped in the alley behind an antique store years ago.  I remember watching from the backseat of the crappy green car we had in those days as she haggled with a goateed man about the price of the thing.  Since that day, the table has been three colors: mustard, a crackly reddish-brown, and its current shade Calypso Breeze, which is really just a fancy way of saying blue.
Mom watches me carefully.  Her eyes are wide-set and unusually large for her small face giving her a constantly surprised expression.  Right now her thin lips are pursed into an oval shape.  Her elbows rest on the table and as she leans forward she makes a hammock for her chin out of her palms.  
I can guess what she is thinking.  She never liked Dustin.  She says he “stifled” me or some crap.  
Here’s the thing about my mother: she’s a bit bohemian, hence the name Willow, and the yoga, and the dream-catchers hanging in our bedroom windows, the flowing crocheted tops that fill her closet, and the compost bins out front.  She fancies herself an artist.  The reality is that she manages a gym downtown.  
Mom was born in Georgia to a conservative family of gun owners and during her tumultuous teen years she rebelled by becoming a peace-loving humanitarian who migrated to the beach with plans to sell jewelry and paint watercolors.  
Dustin is (or was) a little too “square” for her liking.  Most mothers would be thrilled with a sports-coat-wearing young man, but Julie Beagle is not most moms.  She tolerated Dustin just barely.  My mom admires people that push boundaries and inspire “movement,” whatever the hell that means.  Dustin’s favorite pastime is killing zombies in a post-apocalyptic video game.  
Mom would prefer for me to hang out with people that stage sit-ins or strap themselves to tree trunks in the face of bulldozers rather than the crowd that hits the mall on Saturday afternoons.  
Last year she dragged me nearly eighty miles to a bookstore to get a copy of a hardback book signed by a man that served sixty months in an Asian prison because he disrupted a government function by running across a room naked, waving a sign over his head.  Mom thought he was “amazing,” but all I could think about was how shitty that time in prison must have been and whether or not he had to go to the bathroom in his cell.  When I told Dustin about it, he shook his head and said that although he meant no offense, it was perverse that my mother was encouraging me to model after someone that had served hard time.  In prison.  I could see where he was coming from.
“I know you’re disappointed Willow but give this some time to sink in and you’ll see that it’s really for the best.”  She frowns.  “He wasn’t the right boy for you.”
I straighten my posture and cock my head to one side.  
“Oh really?”  This is me being sarcastic.
Mom sits back and scans my face.  I hate when she does that—when she thinks that she can read my thoughts through my expression.  It makes me want to scream. 
“Yes… really.”  She sighs and then holds up her hand.  “For one,” she lifts a finger, “Dustin is a Capricorn.  A Capricorn.”
Jesus.  I don’t know why I even tried to talk to her about this.  My mother and I clearly do not operate on the same wavelength.  Or live on the same planet for that matter.
I have only myself to blame.  I should have expected this crap.  The bottom line is that my mother doesn’t get me and that’s okay because I don’t get her.  This conversation is just par for the course.   
With my head still angled to one side I give her what she calls the look.  “So you’re telling me that I should base my love life on an astrological chart?”
Her thin mouth tightens.  “I didn’t say that exactly, but if we’re being honest, I’ll just point out that it couldn’t hurt.  You need to find a good Libra or even an Aquarius.  That boy that came by here with flowers—”
“Who?  Jason Knopp?  That was when I was in the sixth grade!”
She leans back.  “Well, what about Alex?  He’s—”
“Not who we’re talking about!”  We are so not going there.  I’m depressed enough.
Mom looks exasperated.  “Honey, you didn’t even let me finish!”
“The second reason,” she raises another finger, “is that you could never have been a part of Dustin’s family.  His father—the venture capitalist,” she says this in a disgusted rush as if it’s a curse word, “donated money last year to Ned Miller’s campaign, and you remember perfectly well Jake telling us that Miller was deep in someone’s pockets and was ready to sell our sand to the highest bidder.”  
Yes.  Selling sand is a real thing, and if you live on the coast and your mother is married to a marine biologist this is the kind of thing that gets discussed at the dinner table.
“And the third?”
She flicks her ring finger upright.  “The third reason that I know that it never could have worked between you and Dustin Rant is because I’m your mother and I can see these things.  You are just like me when I was your age.  You can try to—”
I don’t even wait for her to finish the thought before interrupting.  I’m sure that it will be something like “you changed for him, blah, blah, blah,” or something along those lines.  I don’t care.  My mother used the five magical words that can effectively ruin any conversation between us.  You.  Are.  Just.  Like.  Me.  
“God!  Can you just stop with the judgment and be supportive for like five whole minutes?  Is that really so hard?  My boyfriend of two years just—as you so eloquently put it—dumped me—and I’m destroyed and all you can do is tell me what a bad match we made and throw politics at me?  Why don’t you try out being my mom and stop pretending to be my psychiatrist?” 
 She is quiet for a few beats and then says, “Willow, this is me being a mom.  I know that you think that you were in love with—”
“Mom, I don’t think I’m in love with Dustin.  I am in love with him.”  
Love.  My brain registers the present tense even as I’m speaking and my voice cracks on the word love.  Fresh tears gloss my eyes.  “And after all this time for you to act like I should just shrug it off is insulting.”
We stare at each other.  My cheeks are wet.  My nose is full of sad.  
Finally, she sighs and her face relaxes.  She says, “You’re right, Willow.  You’re right.”  
And then she reaches across the table and pulls my hand to her breast.  Her skin is warm and glossy like the outside of a lemon that’s been resting in the sun.  Her fingernails brush the middle of my palms.  
“You are absolutely right and I’m sorry.  It was unfair for me to say what I said.  I know it hurts and I was trying to make it better by highlighting the negatives but I guess that was a failed strategy, huh?”  
I bite my lip and nod.  “Definitely.”
“Okay, so let’s start over.”  She smiles crookedly as she sits back and studies me.  “How do you feel about shock and sympathy?”  
“Hmmm… I think that shock and sympathy could work for me.”
“Okay.”  She lifts her thin arms theatrically.  “Dustin broke up with you?!  Say it isn’t so!”
I sniffle and shake my head trying not to give into her attempt at humor.  “I’m afraid it’s true.”
She feigns horror and magnifies her southern accent to a slow drawl.  “Oh Willow James, that’s just the most terrible news.  Dustin Rant was such a wonderfully well-bred young man with so much potential and I was counting on him to marry you.  Why, your eighteenth birthday is fast approaching and if we don’t get you married off to an appropriate suitor in the very near future, you’re sure to become an old maid.”  
“My thoughts exactly.”
“Truly a promising candidate.  He’s other-worldly intelligent—I would go as far as to say he can count all the way to one hundred—and with his in-depth knowledge of football and beer-guzzling he was sure to make a fabulous husband for you.”
Just as I start to laugh Aaron walks into the kitchen in his favorite pajamas.  Monkeys dressed like astronauts climb his arms and legs and the words SPACE MONKEY are emblazoned across his chest.  Sleep crawls across his features.  He stumbles.  
This is my little brother.  
He’s four and a half and somehow finds a way to be sticky ALL of the time.  Aaron escaped the curse of a loony name because Jake (that’s my step-father), insisted on naming him after a favorite cousin that died as a teenager or something.  I would have settled with being named after great-aunt Vera, who I am told was a royal pain in the ass but made a mean corn casserole.  Instead I got stuck with the moniker Willow Josephina (yes, really) James.  So basically, I was named after a tree.  Mom says it was a spur-of-the-moment decision.  I like to think that she was delirious after a fifteen hour labor and that my dad went along with it because he was high (those were his pre-lawyering days).  I haven’t been able to come up with another decent excuse for them.    
Occasionally it catches me off-guard how much my little brother looks like our mother—same exact pointy nose, over-large ears, and a mouth and chin combination so similar that if you take pictures of them at the same age and cover up the top half of their faces you can’t tell who is who.  I remember the first time I saw Aaron in the hospital and he was bundled up in a pale blue blanket with only his swollen pink face and one tight-clenched fist sticking out.   I just looked at Jake and we laughed because we couldn’t believe the similarities even then.
It is way past Aaron’s bedtime but he must have heard us and now he is using the excuse of needing water to join the action.  His soft blonde hair is pushed flat in the back from where his head was on the pillow and it sticks up near his face like a rooster’s crest.  There’s dried toothpaste on the side of his mouth that he missed.  He’s trying to bargain for a midnight snack when he spies the glass of wine in front of me.  His eyes open wide and his eyebrows disappear into his bangs.
“Is that al-co-hol?”  Aaron emphasizes the syllables slowly and deliberately like he’s speaking to a group of non English speakers.  
“Ah, yeah.”  I say and raise my glass in an air toast.  
“Is that legal?”  He asks.  
Mom and I both giggle and Aaron looks from her to me and back again insanely pleased with himself for making a joke that he doesn’t even understand.
Mom tips forward, bracketing her arm against the table so that she won’t fall out of her chair.  “We won’t tell if you won’t tell.”  Kids love a good secret and my little brother is no exception. 
“My lips,” Aaron says dramatically wiping his fingers across his lips the way that he’s seen mom do it, “are sealed.”
 


 
  
  
Clothes make the man.  Naked people have little or no influence on society.
~Mark Twain


 
CHAPTER THREE
  
No one wants to enter a shrink’s office.
I learned that on day one of this job.
On day two I learned to let them wrestle their demons in the hallway by themselves.  It’s better that way.  
On day three I learned how to make a pot of coffee.
That was more than a year ago and it never gets old.  Well, the coffee-making does, but not the people.  
Today Mr. Blomberg has come in and out of the door five times at least.  He is wearing a loose-fitted polo shirt that’s been through the wash too many times and still has the remnants of some old stain down the front.  His pants are too short and when he sits down in the upholstered chair over by the east window jiggling his leg and mumbling things under his breath, the pant legs rise up to almost mid-calf exposing one blue sock and one grey sock.  After about a minute of this he abruptly storms out of the office to the outer hallway where he paces back and forth for a minute or two.  Then the cycle begins all over again.  
Poor Mr. Blomberg.  Rough divorce.  The wife cheated on him.
I think about my own appearance and I’m starting to have a lot more sympathy for Mr. Blomberg and his weirdness.  
This morning I didn’t even bother trying.  I’m wearing my glasses, which are a startlingly bright shade of purple.  The outer corners tilt up in thick points like those old fashioned cat sunglasses you see on Rockabilly posters.  They seemed like a good idea three years ago.  
Make-up: zero.  
Fashionable clothes: definitely not.  
Hair: I won’t even talk about it.  
With a heavy sigh I turn back to the referrals on my desk and tap the blue pen in my hand lightly against the pile.  
Office worker.  
Administrative Assistant.  
Those are my titles within these walls on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons from three o’clock to six o’clock.  And—like today—one Saturday morning a month for the people that can’t make a priority of their mental health during the week.
The embossed black and gold plaque by the main door says “Dr. Patricia Snyder, Licensed Psychiatrist” in a thank-you-very-much cursive font.  There are two robust desks near the entry and a small seating area kept well-stocked with generic magazines and crossword puzzles.  And, to keep with the doctor’s office cliché, there’s a freshwater fish tank containing a variety of oversized goldfish against the far wall.  
Dr. Snyder (Patty) is a friend of Jake’s and she hired me last year to cover some of the overflow paperwork at her psychiatric practice.  Business is booming.    
Smirna’s hair tickles my shoulder as she leans over me and rests her finger on the file splayed on my desk.  
“We’ll need to make a copy of this one and can you call over to that Pharmacy over by Brickel’s?  I called in Mrs. Vaughn’s prescription an hour ago but she says that they are giving her the run around and I need to make sure she gets it before she leaves town to visit her daughter.  You know how she is.”  
She rolls her eyes and chuckles.  Ellen Vaughn is one of Patty’s more “delicate” patients.
After two more walk-ins and walk-outs, Mr. Blomberg has made it into Patty’s interior office.  Smirna rustles around on her desk and comes up with an oversized zippered pouch.  She positively hates when patients pay in cash and informs me that Susan Ferris paid for her earlier session with two crisp one hundred dollar bills.  
Smirna grimaces and repeats what she always says about it making her feel nervous to have that much money sitting around the office.  She asks me if I want her to get me anything while she runs across the street to the bank to make the deposit before they close at noon.  She reiterates the fact that she also doesn’t like ATM machines.  And she says this like she’s actually been offended by an ATM machine in the past.  
I laugh but I shake my head and wave her away.  Smirna frowns and gives me a long and overly sympathetic look which sort of confirms what I’d already guessed.   Either Jake or mom must have called the office early this morning to inform Smirna and Patty of my break-up with Dustin.  Just perfect. 
Smirna is Indian—as in from India, not Native American—and even though she moved here when she was very young, she still retains a slight accent.  I love it.  I love the way that it shapes her rrrr’s and softens her vowels.  I love her straight dark hair and her burnt caramel skin and her black eyes that slant in towards her nose.  I love the way she smells—warm and nutty.  
The bell at the door jingles.  
“Be right with you!”  I call out and straighten from my crouched position.  
I am in the back where the copy machine is kept.  It’s a closet really, lined with wire racks for holding file boxes and office supplies.  As I move to the front office, I bring the warm copies to my face and breathe them in.  This is a weird habit of mine—sniffing copies.  I do the same thing when I get a new book.  What can I say?  I have a paper sniffing problem.  Things could be worse.   
“Is there something I can do…”  The question dies on my tongue.  It falls to the floor and rolls under the desk which is exactly where I’d like to crawl and hide.  The air around me wobbles like the entire office has taken a deep breath.
Clear blue eyes pin me to where I am.  
They take me in from head to toe lingering on my stupid purple glasses and red-rimmed eyes.  My whole body is tense verging on frozen.  All but my heart.  It’s enlarged and beats out a dire warning against my ribs.  Danger!  Danger!
His mouth is parted but I’m not sure if that’s surprise to see me standing here at the heart of crazy or what.  There’s a softness to his eyes almost like happiness, but my brain is on overdrive and I’m just not sure what to make of anything.  I’m guessing that my own expression is simply put: priceless.
I look down at my trembling hands and then back up at his face—at the square line of his jaw and the way his lip curves up on one side.  His hair is shorter and scruffier looking than I’ve seen before and he’s gotten his eyebrow pierced with a small silver hoop sometime recently.  Damn.  
When he chuckles I realize that my mouth has flopped open and I snap it shut and sink into my chair knowing that if I don’t sit down I will most assuredly fall over.  I blink and breathe deeply in an attempt to assume an air of composure.  Yeah right.  
He shifts his weight casually on one foot and slips his hand into the front pocket of his jeans.  
“Happy to see me?”  He raises his eyebrows suggestively and I almost choke on my tongue.
When I stammer something completely incoherent Alex smiles broadly and saves me from having to answer his question.  
“So…  Willow, what are you doing here?”
“Huh?”  I shake my head trying to clear the fuzziness that seems to have enveloped my brain.  “I—I work here.  Um… what are you doing here Alex?”  
I glance quickly to my computer where the appointment calendar fills the screen.  How could I have missed his name?  “Are you here to see Dr. Snyder?”
“Yes,” he says and then thinks better of it, closing his eyes—those eyes—and shaking his head emphatically.  “I mean NO.  I’m not a patient.”  
Another pause.  
Deep breath.  
Blink.  
“I’ve got some papers for her to sign.”  He must read my confusion because he clarifies.  “She’s buying a house from my mom.”
Ahhh.  That explains it.  
Alex’s mother Brooke is a realtor and Patty mentioned awhile back that she was looking for an investment property.  Duh.  They probably know each other through Jake and my mom.  
As I take the clipped-together papers from him I sternly tell myself not to stare at the way his biceps pull gently against the fabric of his dark grey t-shirt.  And I’m definitely not going to stare at those clear blue eyes or that thin silver ring glinting in his eyebrow.  I. Will. Not. Stare.  IwillnotstareIwillnotstareIwillnotstare.  
Crap.
I’m staring.  
I mean, I am staring and it’s like I can’t even help it.  
Alex looks right back at me and his smile—the one that starts out shy and widens until it dominates his whole face—causes my heart to malfunction.     
His blue eyes crinkle in the corners like he knows what he does to me and he leans slightly forward, his upper body angled over my desk to point out three places where he says that Patty needs to sign.  I catch his scent.  It’s a mixture of soap and mint and something very male.
Brooke has clearly highlighted and tagged the spots that Patty needs to sign but Alex looks so serious that I nod and try to look like I’m paying attention.  Pulling away, the tip of his index finger grazes mine and I yank my hand back like I’ve been zinged by an electrical outlet.  Alex’s eyes go round and his face changes—the smile he is wearing replaced by a half-frown.  
What.  The.  Hell.  
Why is he looking at me like that?
And why exactly is Alex Faber standing here in front of me instead of being safely stowed away at college where he belongs?
Is this some kind of cosmic joke?
I have not seen Alex in over a year and now the very day after my heart gets flattened he pops back into my life?  It’s so insane that I’m afraid I’m about to launch into hysterical laughter
I squeeze my eyes closed and when I open them he’s still standing in front of me looking back at me with that face.  He looks different than the last time I saw him.  Older and… Oh my God—I won’t think it.  Stopstopstopstop!  Oh God.  I can’t help it! 
I suck in a gulp of air. 
The fact of the matter is that Alex looks even better than the last time I saw him.   The guy standing in front of me is familiar and different all at once.  The only thing I’m sure of is that he is hot.  Scalding.  Smoking.  As in: incredibly sexy.  As in: makes a girl’s pulse speed up.  As in: makes things turn over in places you don’t generally discuss in mixed company.
He has these amazing blue eyes that have been known to send shivers down my spine and hair that is so dark it’s almost black.  It grows in all directions like it can’t quite make up its mind and just now he’s wearing it cropped close to his scalp.  Even short, it somehow manages to retain that sexy and mussed-up look that people ask for at high-end salons, though I doubt Alex bothers to pay big bucks for a haircut.  He’s just naturally blessed.  
His skin is pale and under the overhead fluorescents of Patty’s office it takes on a transparent quality—a stark contrast to the few days of dark scruff growing over his jaw line.
Made of shadows and moonlight.  That’s how I used to think of Alex back when I let myself think of him.  
Ugh.   
 Alex is great.
Amazing actually.
Brilliant.
Wonderful.
Outside and inside.  The facial piercing doesn’t fool me.  I know that he’s the type of person that takes his shopping cart back into the store before getting in his car.  Alex helps old ladies cross the street and donates blood several times a year.  He cares about things.  He cares about the environment and about making the world a better place.  He cares about people.  He cares about doing the right thing.
I used to have a mad crush on him.  Or maybe it really was love or at least a twisted, juvenile version of the sentiment.  It began when I was eleven and he was thirteen and he and his dad taught me how to bowl.  Actually—roll that back—the truth is that my heart lurched the very first moment that I saw him leaning against the counter in the school office.  
Then, when he was in the eighth grade he ran for student body president of our middle school and tried to get the Styrofoam cups and plates used in the cafeteria replaced with biodegradable ones and my crush transformed into love.  
Just the sight of him makes my arm hair stand on end.  Still.
And here he is in front of me, telling me where Patty should fax the papers to after she signs them.  I notice the muscles stretching under the skin of his taut forearms and the way his square jaw moves when he swallows.  Now his smile changes.  It’s almost wary.  Hesitant.  It makes my breathing falter.  His eyes meet mine.  
“I’m here for my dad’s birthday,” he offers in answer to my unasked question.
“Oh, sure.”  This is an opening for normalcy.  This is when I’m supposed to ask him a question or say something pleasant.  “Tell Pete I said happy birthday.”
His eyes blink under a dark fringe of lashes and he smiles softly.  “I will.”
“Um, how’s school going?”
“It’s going.  Just a few more classes and then finals and then summer.  I’m not doing an internship this year or taking any summer classes so I’ll be home most of the time.”  
Am I imagining the pointed look he’s giving me?  
“How about you Willow?”
I straighten my back and try not to dwell on the sound of my name coming off of his tongue.  Absently, I pick up a pen from my desk and roll it between the fingers of my left hand.  
“I’m almost done too.  I guess now it’s all about getting  through the home stretch.”  
God.  Did I just use a baseball euphemism?
Alex steps closer to my desk and the fabric of his jeans brushes against the wood veneer.  Using his fingertips, he traces the edge of my computer monitor and gently bites his bottom lip.  “Ready for the next big adventure?”
His increased closeness does weird things to my pulse.  
“Something like that.”
“So…”  That shy smile slowly creeps back across his face.  
“So…”  I smile back this time.
“Are you doing—”
Alex  jumps back about six inches when Smirna bursts through the office door.  Before she’s even crossed the threshold, she starts complaining loudly about the bank teller.  
My brain is frantically sorting through Alex’s words but I come up with no answers.  Was he going to ask me what my plans are for later?  Would that imply some level of interest in me?  Or that he wants to be part of my plans?  Ack!  Or maybe he was going to ask me something about college?  That’s probably more realistic.  But then again he was smiling that cute smile of his…
Smirna quiets when she sees that we are not alone.  She settles into her desk chair, stowing the blue money pouch in the bottom left drawer.  As she brings her computer back to life she cuts a suspicious glance at Alex and then at me which I think he takes as his cue to leave.  
At the door he pauses momentarily like he’s going to say something more but he must think better of it because he just gives me a slight wave before letting the door swing shut behind him.  
Smirna is staring at her computer screen murmuring something else about the bank teller but I don’t hear her because my ears are straining to listen to the footsteps disappearing down the hall.  
The blood whooshing through my veins hisses a word and it’s Alex.  
Alex Faber.
***
“Shit.”  A bouquet of dead hairs sticks up from the beveled edge of the porcelain white sink.  
            “Shit.”  This is me repeating myself in case my reflection misunderstood my earlier sentiments.  
            Mom knocks once on the bathroom door.  “Everything okay sweetie?”
            I’m quiet for too long and she jiggles the doorknob.  When she calls to me through the door, I can hear an edge of panic in her voice.  “Willow!”
“Uh—yeah,” I take another look at my reflection and squeeze my eyes tight.  I try to make my voice sound as normal as possible.  “I’m fine.”
            There’s a gap of silence and then I hear a soft sigh from the other side of the door.  It’s like water rushing into the shore.  
“Okay… I’m taking Aaron with me to the grocery store.  Just call my cell if you need me or think of anything that you want.  Jake’s getting home around six tonight and we’ll do dinner and maybe something fun.  As a family.”  
            “Uh-huh.”  I hear her muffled steps disappear down the hall.  My fingers are still wrapped around the blue handled kitchen scissors.  I place them down on the tiled sink counter with a shaky hand and brave another look.  
“Shit.”  This time it’s barely a whisper.  
            Okay.  This is what happened.
When I emerged from behind my closed bedroom door this morning, I couldn’t find mom or Aaron anywhere and just assumed they’d gone over to visit Frank Wallace.  Frank lives a few doors down and last week he suffered a slipped disc from a kiteboarding incident.  Mom’s been checking up on him.  
I leaned back against the counter and chewed on a bran muffin and Friday night and the Alex debacle from yesterday and just my general state of internal disarray started to become more real with each bite.  My insides started zinging and I felt like I was a cloud moving across the blue sky.  I wanted to grab onto to something to just stop myself from moving.  I needed something to shock my system.  A change.   
            That’s when I dropped the half-eaten muffin on a plate, grabbed the kitchen scissors and came in here. 
It was one of those moments when you do before you think.  
            Bangs.
            Now I have them.  Thick and chunky across my forehead.  It registers that look about five years old.  Actually, I think the last time that I had bangs I was five years old.  
            I continue to stare at the mirror, familiarizing myself with this new girl.  
            She stares back and tilts her head to one side frowning like she’s confused.
I am the odd man out in my little family.  Where Aaron and our mother are cute and petite and blonde, I am not.  I inherited my dad’s milky complexion and a mass of thick, unruly hair that has the unfabulous distinction of not really being able to be called blonde, brown or red.  It falls into some murky category in the middle I refer to as “mud.”  Now I’ve got mud bangs as well.  
I’m big for a girl.  Not fat big—tall big.  Tall and lanky, with arms and legs that dangle loosely from my body like they were never properly attached.  I know this because I’ve watched a video of myself dancing at a wedding.  Trust me, it’s not pretty.  My version of “dancing” may, in fact, be outlawed in some states.  
Way back when, my dad had high hopes that my height advantage would make me an athlete.  One game into my basketball career it became very clear that long limbs and a few inches couldn’t make up for a complete lack of hand-eye coordination and an absurd tendency to trip over my own feet. 
Mom used to call me “yarn doll.”  She acted like it was a sweet thing—a term of endearment, but she stopped in the sixth grade when she called me that in front of some kids from school and I cried in the car on the way home.  I remember that her face looked like she’d been slapped.  
“I don’t understand why you’re so self-conscious Willow.”  She said.  Her eyes were clear and blue in the thin sliver of the rearview mirror.  “You’re beautiful.  Tall and lean like a model or a ballerina.  There are tons of girls that would give their left foot to look the way that you do. ”  
“Just stop mom.  Seriously.  Stop.  I don’t want anyone to give their left anything.”
“Laney?”  Mom plied for support.  My best friend Laney was sitting next to me in the back seat and her hand grasped mine and she didn’t say anything but I could tell by the way that her fingers squeezed me that she understood.  She wanted my mom to shut up as much as I did.  
Taking a shaky breath, I stick some bobby pins that I find clumped on the bottom of my nail polish bin into my hair to keep the new bangs off my forehead for awhile and I go crawl back under my covers.  Yes, I’m aware that staying in bed all day is such a pathetically ordinary reaction to a break up and there’s this part of me that wants to break the mold and skip around my neighborhood whistling show tunes, but she’s grossly overshadowed by the lovelorn teenager that can’t do much other than mope and settle deeper into the mattress.   
Ferdinand, our dark grey cat hops up on the bed next to me and begins to nose the covers and my ribs.  This is his signal for wanting pets.  I oblige.  The thing about Ferdinand is that it’s dangerous not to.  He’s been known to sink his teeth into an unsuspecting hand or two when he doesn’t get his way.  
As Ferdinand purrs and massages my side with his paws, his nails digging into the patterned duvet, I start to think about the things that Dustin said to me and one thing in particular.  I
thought you knew.  
Should I have known?  We’d made plans.  Lots of them.  Plans for today actually.  Plans for summer.  Plans for next year.  Plans for the college that we’d chosen together.  Dustin would major in finance.  I would major in Art History because he casually suggested that a fine arts degree wouldn’t be useful to me down the road.  He thought Art History was a tad more civilized.  We’d be busy with classes but we’d meet every day for lunch in the student union and then take a jog together in the last of the afternoon light.  
When we visited campus a few months ago we measured the distance from my dorm to his.  608 yards.  1734 steps.
Does that sound like a couple on the verge of a break up?
Ugh.  I scrape up the ashes of my shame and wrap myself like a sausage inside the duvet.  Ferdinand jumps from the bed and scatters from my room.  Maybe my mom and Aaron are home.  Jake is due back from his trip tonight and I remember mom’s warning of dinner and “family” time.  She’ll use the guise that it’s a welcome home dinner for my stepdad who has been on a business trip for the last eight days, but really it’s just a way to make sure that I’m eating real food and not free-falling into some teenage depression that will spit me out on the other side with dyed jet black hair and a tattoo sleeve.  
My phone beeps from the round table next to my bed that houses a stack of to-read books and a framed photo of Dustin and me taken on the beach last summer.  He’s got his arm draped across my shoulder and my head is wedged in the crook between his chin and collarbone.  I honestly don’t remember exactly which day it was taken, but we do look genuinely happy.  My hand snakes out of the blankets and I pick up my cell phone rolling my thumb over the blackened screen to light up the display menu.  It’s a notification letting me know that my online “relationship status” has changed.  Ouch.  
The crater in my gut cracks open further.  Water rushes in and cascades over my lungs.
I want to call someone.  Words press behind my lips, crowding my mouth.  It’s almost painful to keep them inside barred behind my teeth—caged.   If I don’t get them out maybe they’ll explode in my mouth and burn it all up.  
Mom would love to talk.  Of course she would.  I’m sure that she’s imagining that because I talked to her Friday night it will become a habit and we’re suddenly going to become the inseparable mother-daughter duo of her fantasy.  We can dress in coordinating hippie outfits and create a slew of homemade crafts together.  
I think of Laney.
I think of Taylor.
Allison.
Alex.
Dustin.
Sabine.  Even freaking Roland Corry and his awful girlfriend.  That’s how bad the wanting is.  
But here’s the thing.  I have no one that’s all mine.  And that’s no one’s fault but my own.
This feels worse than Dustin Rant breaking up with me.  This feels like being dumped.  
Way back when, Laney and I made fun of those girls.  You know the ones.  The ones that drop their friends the moment a cute guy turns their way.  I’d laughed at their utter stupidity and then, with one cut of Dustin’s hooded hazel eyes, I’d become one of them.  It was easy to rationalize it.  Sure it was.  It was easy to tell myself how lucky I was that Dustin Rant even gave me the time of day, let alone liked me.  I had spent so much time feeling awkward.  So much time longing.  
Longing to be kissed.  
Longing to be liked.  
Longing to be looked at.  
And he did look.  At me.  Me!  All I needed was his eyes on me.  I told myself that that was enough.
Now they’re on somebody else.
Time yawns.
This is what I get.  This is who I am.  
It doesn’t matter what I wear or who I date.  
I am Willow James.
Big sister to Aaron.  Daughter to Julie and Miles.  Stepdaughter to Jake.  Owner to Ferdinand the cat. 
Willow James is the kind of girl who ditches her best friend and her sketchbook because a pretty boy looks her way.
This is Willow James and she deserves all she gets.
***
Dinner is as awful as I imagined it would be.  All that forced happy and bravado.  Mom is trying way too hard, squeezing Jake’s hand when she thinks that I’m not looking, goading him to tell us funny stories from the conference.  The only problem is that stories from the latest conference of gathered marine biologists aren’t funny.
She asks about Alex so clearly she knows that I saw him yesterday at work.  That’s pretty weird but I don’t let myself dwell on it.  One emotional crisis at a time.  Alex is just another reminder of my failed romantic escapades.  
Narrowly avoiding a game of Monopoly (which I so cannot handle right now), I skulk back to my room and wait.  Sometime after ten I make the call.  My fingers press the phone hard against the skin of my face.  
Maybe this is desperation but I’ve decided to reach out to someone in the group even if no one’s reached out to me.  I’ve chosen Taylor because of all the girls, I feel closest to her.  I won’t try to pretend that she isn’t Dustin’s friend first, but maybe there’s a chance that she’s my friend too.
She answers on the third ring and I can tell by her voice that she’s seen my number on the caller ID.
“Hi!”  She sounds way too excited to hear from me.  Why should she be so excited?
“Hey,” I counter.  And then we’re both quiet for a moment.  My mouth is full of copper pennies.  
There are sounds in the background and I make out someone shouting over the thump of music.  More sounds.  The sound of fun.  Of Roland’s party.  It’s not like that got cancelled because Dustin broke up with me.  A girl’s voice asks who is on the phone and Taylor covers the mouthpiece so the sound is muffled but I can still hear my name.  I can’t make out anything else that is said.  Taylor giggles.  It echoes through my ear canal like a yell.    
“So…”  I start awkwardly but Taylor interrupts.  
“Wiiii—iii--loooow!”  Sometimes she does this: says my name with too—oo—oo many syllables.  She’s buzzed.  She’s happy.  And why shouldn’t she be?  She’s a teenager at a party with all my friends.  My ex-friends.  “I’m so bummed about you and Dustin, you know?  But don’t worry about him.  He’s just a guy and all guys are pricks, right?  Total pricks.  Pricks on sticks!”  She giggles at her joke.  “How about you?  Are you doing okay sweetie?”
I sigh.  “Yeah.  Thanks.  I’m okay I guess.  It’s just—”  
It’s just what? I think.  But I don’t need to finish.  Taylor’s mouth is at work and she’s telling me that she thinks it was a mistake and blah blah blah.  I thought this would make me feel better—less empty—but it doesn’t.  The more she talks, the more her words slur together.  Great.  I want to ask her if she knows who the other girl is—maybe she’s at the party even—but something stops me.  I do want answers but I know that once I learn them I can’t unlearn them.  
I am so pathetic.  The line falls silent and I’m clued in enough to know that even though she hasn’t said it in so many words, Taylor wants to get back to the party.  I say goodbye and we hang up with promises to talk tomorrow.  
If a dress could laugh, my gold prom dress would be laughing at me from its hanger. 
I close my eyes and take it all in: the break-up, the sad prom dress, me—friendless and still in my pajamas from the night before, the laughter at Roland’s party and Taylor’s pity. 
And a new thought takes shape in my head and it’s as real and solid as I am.  
The world spins on without you Willow.


 
  
  
Crawl ‘til dawn on my hands and knees
Goddamn these vampires for what they’ve done to me.
~Mountain Goats
“Damn These Vampires”


 
CHAPTER FOUR
  
Monday is a school holiday.  It’s one of those ambiguous teacher workdays that shows up in the middle of the semester.  Normally, I love these days.  I’d sleep in late and Dustin would come over just before noon and we’d chill on my bedroom floor alternating between making out and eating junk food.  Today I wake up to a black hole the size of multiple galaxies that’s decided to take up residence in my stomach.   
Mom and Jake are at work, and Aaron is enjoying the glue-eating and hair-pulling joys of pre-kindergarten.   As I yank on a pair of baggy shorts and a wrinkly t-shirt from the dredges of my bottom drawer, I wonder if Dustin chose this weekend in particular to end things so that I would have an extra day of no school to recover.  I think so.  In a way, that seems nice of him, but in other ways it embarrasses me even more because I wonder just how long he’s been planning this.  And how long has he been carrying on with someone else behind my back?  I think about him and the still faceless girl making out, sneaking phone calls in darkened rooms, holding hands, talking about me.  
On a whim, I decide to reorganize my room.  Using up all my arm strength, I move the bed from under the window to the east wall and I corner the desk and bookshelf creating a sort of nook.  I hide the gold dress in the back of my closet between my winter jacket and a grey corduroy jacket that doesn’t belong to me and has a story all it’s own.  
Underneath my bed, trapped under a stack of last year’s textbooks and the sketchbooks I stopped filling diligently my sophomore year, I find an old poster of astrological signs that my mom gave me on my twelfth birthday.  I decide to tack it up on the wall above the desk because the colors are bright and the illustrations are beautiful.  Despite myself I start to read the descriptions of the zodiac signs.
According to the chart, Capricorn is an earth sign and generally considered compatible with other earth signs.  
I am a Gemini—an air sign.  
Ugh!  I sound like my mother.  Is it even remotely possible that a thing as complex as love can be simplified by a guide written by a group of star-gazing old men a thousand years ago?  
The last thing I do is hang my silver framed Chagal print in its new location just above the bureau.  When I was little it was always on the wall by the front door—even at our old loft.  I would stare up at it and try to fathom the secrets buried beneath the dense colors.  It made me think of sunlit parks and mythological creatures and of something else… possibility.  One day when I came home from school it was just gone, replaced by a handmade paper collage that Mom bought with Brooke at an art show.  I found it in the hall closet, leaning against a deflated volleyball.  It’s been in my room ever since.  
Ferdinand has found a spot in the new arrangement and he looks up from his paws to stare at me while I lean against the wall and study my work.  He seems satisfied and so am I.  It’s the same but different.  In a good way.
My phone vibrates and chirps as I’m spreading cream cheese on a bagel for a late lunch.  It’s Taylor calling me.  She probably feels like a shitty friend after our last conversation.  The thought makes me slightly less sad.  
“Hey,” I say and take a bite of my bagel.  
Taylor launches into a tirade about how her head is still killing her and how she ruined a new pair of shoes at the party.  She explains that Roland and his girlfriend Hannah got into this huge fight over the way she was looking at some older guy that was their waiter the other night and that Hannah ended up shoving him into the pool.  I laugh imagining the look on his face.  Go Hannah.  I’d always thought of her as one of those boneless clichéd blondes.  Who would have thought she’d turn out to be such a badass? 
“Other than that, it was pretty uneventful,” she says.
I clear my throat and ask the question.  The only thing I really want to know.  The thing I know that I shouldn’t want to know.  “Uh.  Was Dustin there?”  
Taylor is clearly uncomfortable.  I imagine her splayed out on her bed with her light hair fanned around her, wincing at my mention of Dustin.  I have to remind myself that he’s her good friend.  She probably doesn’t know how to act about this.  “Yeah, Willow.  He was there.”
“Er.  Was he—uhhh—having a good time?”  What’s with all my mumbling?
Taylor sighs noisily.  “I don’t know.  I mean, this whole thing is sort of weird for me.  Obviously I’m sorry that this all happened, but you’ll be okay, right?  I mean, it’s not like you guys weren’t having problems.”
What????
Panic registers in my chest.  Full-blown panic.  I can actually feel my heart clenching and unclenching.  Taylor keeps talking, oblivious to my skyrocketing pulse and the fireworks going off in my head.  “And, we’re getting older, high school’s almost over and it’s time to start really thinking about college and what we want there.  Things are going to change.  They just are.”
“I guess, but—”
             Taylor interrupts before I can finish the thought.  “Dustin said that you’ve been growing apart for awhile.  This is the natural next step, right?”
            I’m spinning.  Does she want me to confirm that he said that to her or that I think it’s true?  A part of me wants to yell at her to shut up but the rest of me is desperate for her to tell me more.  I feel that familiar burning sensation in the back of my throat and I know that tears can’t be far away.  
“I don’t know,” I’m practically whispering.  “I think there’s somebody else.  Another girl.”
            “Does it make a difference?”  I try not to cringe at the slight note of annoyance that I can hear in her voice.  “Willow, if you and Dustin weren’t working out, then it was already over and whether or not he’s been with somebody else isn’t even relevant.”
            It isn’t?
            “It would have ended the same way and it’s not like Dustin is a bad guy.  I know he feels awful about the break-up, but this is the real world and people move on.”  She chuckles.  “We’re young, we’ve got our whole lives to feel guilty and stress about this sort of thing.  Right now we’re supposed to have fun and follow our hearts.  You don’t want to begrudge Dustin his happiness.  That would make you a bitter ex-girlfriend and that’s not you Willow.  Don’t you agree?”
            I have no idea if I agree or not but I can’t argue with her logic so I say “yes.”  
I suppose that Taylor’s right.  I should listen to her.  She has tons of experience with guys so she knows what she’s talking about.
“Good.  Good.  Really, in the grand scheme of things, it doesn’t matter.”
After we hang up, I decide to take a walk.
The sky is wide and blue and it swallows me up.  The clouds are so low and thick—almost like I could lift my arm and pluck one from the sky and it would feel like warmed marshmallows, melted and sticky between my fingers.  
I’ve brought my all-time favorite book with me and I open the pages at random and start reading a passage in the bright sunlight.  Good.  I love this part.
My family has always laughed at me for this.  They like to narrow their eyes and comment that I can’t make it up a spiral staircase without tripping over my feet, but I can read and walk at the same time.   Apparently, the laws of physics state that the two should be mutually exclusive.
Before I finish the chapter, I’ve walked down my street, made two right turns and am standing across from the beach.  Tucking the book under my arm, I cross the single lane road and step past a few cars parked along a crooked wooden fence.  In front of me the palms and scraggly Australian Pines lean out towards the open water with their claw-like branches framed against the sky.  If I lower my eyelids a bit so that my lashes blur my vision, the trees look almost like people searching for something.  
Beneath my feet the ground changes from dirt to rock to coarse sand and I remove my shoes and carry them under the same arm as the book.  Letting my toes sink deep into the sand, I walk a trail through the folding dunes.  On the surface, the sun-warmed sand is too hot, but turns cool where my toes make deep indentations.
Moving well past a group that’s blaring music and tossing a brightly colored ball back and forth, I settle into a vacant spot where the sand turns hard and crunchy.  I stare out at the water as it plays with the sunlight.  Moments like this my fingers itch for a pencil and some paper.  I squeeze them tight and then bury them under a layer of sand.  
My brain is crowded with too many thoughts and most of them are bad.  I hate being this person—this weak, on-the-verge-of-tears person.  I take a deep breath and try to think of things that make me happy.  Things like the water and the sand and sky above me.  And the sound that the wind makes in my ears when I close my eyes.  I love that.  I love this place that I live.  I love the way that the beach curls around the water like a comma and sometimes you can imagine that it’s just you and that you’re at the edge of the world.  
I love the smell of saltwater and the way the skin across my nose and cheeks feels tight and raw when I’ve gotten a little too much sun.  I love that there are January days when I can get by in a tank top.  
People at school are always saying how they can’t wait to leave after graduation.  They say that they want winter and peacoats and snow and hot chocolate in front of a fireplace like some sort of Dickens inspired fantasy.  Jake laughs and says that people only think like that until they’ve had to de-ice their windshield at six in the morning to get to work on time.  He’s probably right.  People are just preprogrammed to want what they don’t have.  It’s like it’s a universal law.
A seagull cries out, snapping me out of my trance.
Dusting the sand from the back of my thighs and picking up my discarded book and shoes, I stand and look out at the blue expanse in front of me a bit longer.  With my right hand I push my hair away from my face as the wind rolling in off the water picks up speed around me. 
Before Dustin, I used to come to this spot all the time to sketch.  
Before Dustin.
I half grimace, half laugh at the term and wonder how self-destructive it is to start labeling my life that way.  I already know what came before.  But what comes after?
  
  
  
  


 
  
Life isn’t fair.  It’s just fairer than death.  That’s all.
~William Goldman


 
CHAPTER FIVE
  
The darkness and soft silence of sleep is shattered by the electronic shriek of my alarm.  And I was actually having a decent dream.  Then I remember that the dream involved Dustin and the familiar dread of the past few days settles upon me.
I turn over and face my nightstand.  The picture of Dustin and me made it through the rearrangement of furniture, but now it seems silly that I kept it out in plain view.  I don’t know if I thought that he would call and tell me that he’d been playing some sort of twisted practical joke or if he’d show up outside of my window in the middle of the night with a boombox over his head shouting that he loves me.  Neither of those things has occurred.  He hasn’t even texted.
The alarm clock sounds for a second time and Ferdinand, who occasionally sleeps in bed with me, opens his eyes lazily.  He yawns and unfurls from a ball shape.
I roll my neck and listen to it crack.  I swirl a bit of spit in my mouth to get rid of that tangy morning taste.
Today is inevitable.  It’s Tuesday and that means school.  
Mom, dressed in a slim teal cotton top and black yoga pants (obviously going to fill in for an absent instructor) tells me I can stay home another day if I’d like.  I almost think she wants me to which, quite frankly, doesn’t seem like very good parenting.  Isn’t she supposed to be telling me to face up to my demons, not run and hide out in my bed under a blanket?  
Jake, light-haired and graying at the edges, is sitting at the blue kitchen table in his unofficial workweek uniform of khakis and a collared short-sleeved shirt.  He’s got Aaron propped on his lap.  The three of them keep exchanging worried looks like it’s my first day off the psych ward and I might run naked down the street yowling profanities at the good people of the town.
I say, “I’m fine.”
Mom’s face puckers.  “Talk to us sweetie,” she pleads gently.  As if anything in my demeanor encourages an impromptu heart to heart here in the kitchen while the cereal in my bowl soaks up all the milk and goes to mush. 
“I’m fine,” I repeat the phrase, this time accentuating my words with an expressive shrug.  “I’d rather if we just dropped it.”
“Maybe later?”  She looks hopeful.
“Maybe.”  I take an over-large bite of cereal so that my mouth is too full for conversation.  
She stares at me for a long time and I hang my head so that I don’t have to keep my features a mask of pretend happy.  With a resigned look, Mom turns back to the counter and continues to load food into Aaron’s lime green lunchbox.  “And you’re absolutely sure about school?”  
I swallow and say, “absolutely.”
“People would understand if you need a few days.  That would be alright Willow.”  
“Not alright with me.”  My voice comes out sharper than I intended and mom looks hurt.  Jake’s eyes widen a fraction but he smothers the awkward moment by asking Aaron to explain why he doesn’t want to see his friend Jonathan at school.  Apparently they had an argument on the playground yesterday about who crossed the monkey bars the fastest.  Oh, to have the problems of a four year old!
Mom’s face is carefully blank when she asks me if I want to pack a lunch or buy.
“Umm.  I’ll just take a granola bar and get a soda at school or something.”
She purses her lips to keep from making a comment about my poor nutritional choices and starts to go over the schedule.  This is part of the daily routine.  Jake has some major funding meeting that might run late so we’ll need to come up with something easy for dinner.  Jake is a marine biologist and he’s been working for six months to get funding for a conservation project that will focus on a mollusk that no one’s ever heard of but really should care about because it’s a member of an ecosystem that is delicately balanced and constantly under siege.  It’s grueling work.  
“Don’t forget that I’m working this afternoon so I won’t be home until after six.”
Mom looks at me like I’ve spouted two heads.  “You already worked Saturday so why don’t you ask for the day off?  I’m sure that Patty will understand under the circumstances.”
“I’m not skipping out on work because of a break-up.  That’s too pathetic even for me.”
Mom looks to Jake for support but he wisely keeps his face neutral.  “Willow…”
“I’m fine.”
“But—”
I say it again slowly.  “I’m fiiiiiine.”
She looks like she wants to fight me on this but she bites her bottom lip and continues to talk about the daily schedule and who is going to get Aaron from school.  Good.  It’s not like I’m an invalid.  And I am fine.   
I’m starting to believe it myself.
The feeling of okayness comes and goes on the way to school, sloshing around my belly like room temperature jello trying to congeal into something solid.  It’s not Dustin I tell myself as I make a left into the school parking lot.  It’s the knowing.  The feeling of knowing where to go.  Of knowing what to do.  Of knowing who to be.  Of knowing that I’m real.  Of being connected.
I’m fine.
Northridge High School is a small town unto itself.  About ten years ago, the county rezoned the local school districts and some of the fancier neighborhoods got zoned for Point High, which was basically a collection of rundown buildings masquerading as a school.  A collective of influential citizens put up a fight and the superintendent of schools realized that he would have to readjust the district lines or forfeit his job but he was afraid to come off as an elitist for sending the poorer neighborhoods back to Point High so he came up with an alternative plan.  Point High was condemned and both Northridge High and Bayview High were expanded.  
Everyone to the north of Salvo Boulevard was sent to Bayview and everyone to the south of Salvo was sent to Northridge.  The geographical irony of the name was not lost on the populace and there was a push at the same time as the rezoning to change the name of the school.  This argument polarized the community for a second time in as many months.  Yes, Northridge was located in the south end of town.  But, Northridge had been Northridge for as long as anyone could remember and that apparently meant something to a lot of people.  It came down to dollars in the end.  The Cougar booster club did not like the sound of the “Southridge Cougars,” and the booster club traditionally bought the team jerseys so the name stayed and about four hundred and eighty transplanted students were newly minted as Northridge Cougars. 
The black and gold school logo dangles from a tag on my rearview mirror.  There are still ten minutes until the bell rings but the parking lot is already packed.  I have to maneuver my silver Honda between two large SUVs and park on the gravel extension that abuts the baseball field.  Out of habit I scan the sea of parked cars for Dustin’s Beemer.  It’s hard to miss.  I catch a glimpse of it on the opposite side of the lot almost as far from my car as possible.  Taylor’s sports car is parked beside it.  My stomach flips, but I remind myself that I only have one class with him—something that we complained about at the beginning of the semester.  If I face front in calculus and don’t let my eyes drift too much, I can go most of the day without seeing him.  Except for lunch.  Ugh!  What am I going to do at lunch?
I’m fine.
Maybe he’ll come find me before school and tell me that he’s changed my mind.  
The prospect makes my heart race a bit and I pick up speed as I cross the parking lot.  I concentrate all my mental energy the way my mother has showed me and I will Dustin to be waiting for me by my locker, his long body relaxed, molded to the cool, hard metal.  I tumble through the glass-paned double-doors, half-expecting to see him smiling impishly, sorry for the mix-up and wanting to fix things.  
Of course I’m disappointed.
Of course the only person near my locker is Cade—a junior with an unfortunate lisp and friendly eyes.  He smiles as he brushes past me to his first period class.
I’m fine.
The mantra repeats itself all morning as I push past faces—a kaleidoscope of beige and brown orbs with their penetrating eyes and tongues that whisper.  I am not prepared for the whispering.  I had worried about other things but I hadn’t thought about the whispers.  It seems strange that the nameless humans that crowd the halls of school would find my life interesting enough to comment on it.   
I want to ignore them but it’s pointless.  They break into me and sniff my organs and explore bones, joints, secrets—shining their too-bright lights in corners better left dark and dank.  They pull my heart out and hold it in their hands.  The blood pumps through arteries; it pours onto the floor and puddles around naked feet.
I’m fine.

Pen in hand, I concentrate on the work in front of me and the teachers and papers coming due and I do what I need to do.  I determine that if nothing else, I can be studious.  Perhaps I am the only senior who cares this late in the year but that’s fine.  I’m fine.
Just after third period, Allison finds me by my locker and puts her hand on the pocket of my backpack.  Maybe she can’t bear to touch my skin in case I’m contagious.  Her bottom lip sticks out.  It’s obscene. 
Now Sabine surges forward and the two girls flank me and they’re all pouty faces and tin voices which is sort of annoying but then again, it’s a relief to feel tethered to something.  Someone.  Even them.  Allison and Sabine are sisters.  Twins.  Their claim to fame is that they are twins but have two separate birthdays and were actually born in two different years.  Sabine is the older of the two, born at 11:38 on the night of December 31st, and Allison is the baby, born at 12:04 on the morning of January 1st.  They are both short and curvy with wavy dark hair and round brown eyes.  
Along with Dustin, Taylor and maybe Roland, these are my friends.  Or, at least they are my group.  They belonged to Dustin first.  He grew up with them.  All of their parents move in the same circle and are members of the same country club where things like the stock market and wine vintages are common topics of discussion.  They grew up going on cruises to Alaska together and sneaking Captain Morgan and orange juice from the mini bar.  
My family vacations generally consist of tents and sleeping bags or my Aunt Delta’s couch, and my mother thinks that belonging to a country club or living in a preplanned housing community is a sure sign of moral depravity.
Last Halloween it had been suggested (by who I can’t remember) that we girls dress as an ensemble.  After much discussion we’d settled on the Spice Girls.  Clearly no longer popular, the idea was that we would seem ironic.  Allison and Sabine were Ginger and Sporty respectively.  This was pre-Hannah and Roland’s girlfriend at the time had long pale blonde hair which meant that she was Baby and Taylor in a dark wig was the clear choice for Posh with her perfect legs and pouty lips.  The girls voted me as Scary Spice which I’m still not sure was supposed to mean something or if she was simply the only Spice Girl left.  
So, even though these are Dustin’s friends, they are something to me too.  We’ve been in coordinated costumes together and I’m pretty sure that counts for something and maybe adds up to real friendship.
“How are you?”  Sabine asks.
I try to laugh but it comes out wrong, like a cross between a gasp and a moan.  “I’m fine.”
Allison cocks her head to one side.  “Really?”
Now I try for a smile.  “Really.  Of course I’m a little sad but I told Taylor on the phone yesterday that I’m going to be okay.”
The girls share an uncomfortable look between them.  Today we have Lunch A and we are walking to the cafeteria.  I will not think ahead of this hallway to where I’ll sit or who I’ll look at, or how Dustin will treat me.  The cafeteria will be our first encounter since the break-up.  Our shared calculus class is after lunch.  
Deep breath.  
Sure, it will be strange—foreign, but we’ll get through it.  My shoes make a clicking sound as my feet strike the linoleum floor and the sound fades into a heartbeat as I let my friends wrap me in a cocoon of girl-speak.   I can forget that neither of them called or even texted me over the weekend to check up on me.  It was a slight, but one that real friends move past.  
My head is starting to unfurl for the first time in days and it’s like a window being opened in a stuffy room.  I feel lighter.  I try to focus on their words—to the story about Brian dropping his wallet off the dock.  I should be laughing.  They are laughing.  I hear myself make a sound.  Maybe that was all right.  
I think of Aaron and his large eyes watching me as I read him a story, and Jake burning all the pancakes a few Saturdays ago, and the time that I dropped my gum in Laney’s hair and we cut it out with kitchen scissors and she had a spiky crest smack dab on the top of her head for months.  I’ve noticed that her hair is short now and I wonder if that’s how she got the idea.
At the swinging door Sabine stops and my arm presses sharply into her back.  She turns to me and opens her mouth as if to speak.  Her lip gloss catches the florescent light.  Later I’ll realize that she is about to warn me, but at the moment there is no need.
I see them from the door.
Long smooth legs, plump, ample breasts, cotton candy nail polish. 
They are so close their bodies merge towards their middles.  
He smiles a question.
She grins an answer.  
He brushes her hair behind her ear and leans in to murmur something.  It is secret whisper—the kind that’s just between the two of them.  She brings a French fry to her bright pink lips.  I think about how much Dustin likes ketchup and suddenly the scene feels wrong.  
Dustin Rant and Taylor Irwin. 
Dustin and Taylor.
Taylor and Dustin.
I try it out in my head.
Moments shudder past.   
My jaw is resting on my knees.
A softball could fill up my mouth.  A whole fist.  Two hundred cotton balls.  A million black ants. 
It’s like I’m in some sort of parody of high school life and I have a line that I am supposed to speak but I’ve forgotten what it is. 
I’m fine.  
Heads lift.  My neck burns with the stares of hundreds of eyes.  I look left and right and crash into Dustin’s gaze.  His eyes are squinted and his forehead ruffled like he’s embarrassed for me.  Or maybe he’s ashamed that he was ever associated with me.  Taylor’s stare flickers to mine and her chin pops up with the small gesture of a challenge.  
I die a little. 
Allison is reaching for me but I push her away.   
“I—I—uh—”  Clearly there are no right words when this level of embarrassment is breached.  Heat spreads outward from my core.  It spreads over my skin like water spilled on a glass-topped table.  
I swallow my thundering heart.  Its drumbeat thuds against my breastbone with a loud clang.  It is so loud that I worry that everyone can hear it even through the clunking metallic noises of people moving through the cafeteria line with their bright orange plastic trays and dangling silverware.  I will be famous on television for having the loudest heart in the history of ever.  
Everyone is looking at me.  Well—everyone except for the people that are really into their pudding and the weirdos that claim to be above high school drama and refuse to be caught actively taking an interest in it.  I almost feel like I’m choking—like my crazy, out-of-control pounding heart is blocking my breathing and clogging up my airway.  I do the only thing that I can think of doing in my off-kilter state, slightly psychotic state—I bolt.  


 
  
  
  
Whenever people agree with me I always feel I must be wrong.
~Oscar Wilde
  
  


 
  
CHAPTER SIX
  
My mom says that I’m slow to react when I’m processing strong emotions.  According to her, it took me four and a half months to acknowledge that my father had moved out of our house.  She claims that she tried to talk to me about the divorce over and over but I would put my fingers in my ears and hum loudly if she brought it up.  
I was five at the time so I really can’t say my memory of the time is clear, but what I do remember about being five has nothing to do with my parents breaking up.  I remember that my uncle came for a visit and took me to watch the annual boat parade and he handed me a huge stick of baby blue cotton candy and let me eat the whole thing.  
I remember that we moved into our loft apartment and I got the room with the circular window and the slanted ceilings that made me think I was living in a doll house.  
I remember that my mother dyed her hair red for a few months and that I had a bright purple bikini with a bow in the center.  
I remember that we roasted marshmallows on a burner on the top of the stove and we used them to make s’mores and that mom let me crawl into her bed if I was scared at night.  She would tuck my hair behind my ears and whisper me to sleep.  
I’ve always thought of it as selective memory and in a lot of cases it’s served me well.  Two years ago it may have been the only thing that got me through each day.  Now I’m wondering if this “selective memory” is the reason I am so blindsided by my boyfriend and my friend hooking up behind my back.  
Honestly, how could I have not known that something was happening between them?  
How did I miss it?  
How long was it going on?  
Who else knew about it?
After missing lunch and two entire class periods, I am able to pull myself together and come out of the bathroom stall.  With the scratchy school paper towels I wipe my face dry and stare into the mirror at my reflection.  Great.  I look like complete shit.  
The door swings open and Macy Jones walks in with a hall pass dangling from her hand.  She stops midstride when she sees me.  
“Are you okay Willow?”  She’s whispering even though there’s no one else around.
I just nod my head as best as I can manage and throw the wadded paper towel that I’ve been clutching into the trash.  Macie’s eyes feel like hands on my back as I walk out of the bathroom and down the deserted hall.   
The rest of the afternoon is a blur.  I stare vacantly at the board during Spanish and when Mrs. Freeman asks me to explain the answer to number twelve I don’t even know what page of the book we are supposed to be on.  I am too preoccupied with the mess in my head.
I try to remember every time that I ever saw them together.  Ever.  
I start a list.
1.      There was the time that Dustin drove her home from school junior year.  Taylor’s car had a flat tire and she needed a ride home.  Her house was on the way to Dustin’s house.  It seemed innocent enough at the time.


2.      Once, when Dustin and I were first dating I found out that their families had gone out to dinner together.  They’d shared one of those big tables at a Japanese steak house.  It bothered me at the time but Dustin told me that their fathers had a business arrangement and I was acting “clingy and jealous.”  I didn’t want to be that girl so I dropped it.


3.      They played tennis occasionally at the club where both of their families were members.  


4.      Last summer, the twins let it slip that Taylor and Dustin had kissed in the sixth grade.  Apparently, it was just on a dare and nothing came of it and Taylor called him “slobbery.”  Still, it irked me.


5.      When we dressed as the Spice Girls for Halloween Dustin had told Taylor that she “looked hot.”  He had said the same thing to me so I hadn’t been too annoyed at the time, but looking back, should a good boyfriend say that anyone but his girlfriend looks hot?  


And so on…
By the time I get to my car in the parking lot, the list reaches to thirty-four.  It might as well reach to two hundred.  
The hurt begins to soak in.  It seeps through my clothes and chills my skin.  I remember the phone conversation I’d had with Taylor.  Am I the dumbest girl in the world?
Of course she didn’t think it mattered whether or not Dustin was with someone else!  He was with her!  
I need to talk to Dustin.  The idea starts out like a small seed—a tiny black pumpernickel seed on the crust of my brain, but by the time I’ve found a parking spot downtown and locked my car door, it’s sprouted into a full-blown plant.  Wait.  Is there such a thing as a pumpernickel plant?
Ack!  It doesn’t matter!
The point is that I have made a decision to be a freaking adult and call Dustin.  If you look at all the stories about break-ups it always works about better for both parties when they stay civil and friendly.  Look at the cordial and incredible harmony of Demi Moore and Bruce Willis versus say, North Korea and South Korea.  I’m guessing that Bruce and Demi didn’t just happen.  It’s a matter of communication.
I swallow hard and pace back and forth between two parking meters going over and over the things that I intend to say.  There’s about ten minutes before I need to be to work so I sift through my purse and grasp my phone.  My fingers fumble twice, but I take in a large gulp of air and do it.  I’m calling.   
The ring is cut off and before Dustin can even muster a “hello” and I can lose my nerve, I launch into my quasi-prepared speech. 
The phrase “love of my life” may in fact cross my lips and yes, that isn’t exactly holding my cards close, but I can’t help it as words nervously spill out of me.  Dustin’s completely quiet the entire time, letting me do all the talking and I’m shaky and breathing hard and not sure how to interpret his lack of conversation.   
“Ummm…  okay?”  I finish.
“No it’s not okay,” says a voice, decidedly female and un-Dustin like.
All the air whooshes out of me.
Oh. My. God. 
It’s Taylor.  My friend.  My enemy.  My frenemy.  
It’s Taylor who answered the phone and it was Taylor that I just bared my heart to and now it’s Taylor that’s saying things that I don’t want to hear.  La-la-la.  It’s Taylor calling me all kinds of names and warning me to stay the hell away from her boyfriend.  The irony is not lost on me but I can’t think of a good retort so I just hang up.  
And then I stand in the center of the sidewalk feeling a bit shell-shocked and disgusted with myself.  There’s a sensation like I’m falling and about to take flight all at once.  Everything spins.  
With shaking legs, I sit down on the edge of my car’s hood and lean forward to rest my face in the palm of my hands.  Should I look for a paper bag to breathe into?  Is a panic attack the same as hyperventilating?  Where would I even get a paper bag?  Mom uses those reusable cloth bags and I’m not sure that will work because I’m not even clear on what the purpose of the paper bag is—it’s just something I’ve seen in movies and on television.  
Some guy who looks like he might be homeless is meandering awkwardly down the sidewalk and he pauses in front of me to ask if I’m okay.  He’s got a patch over his eye and he’s wearing a grimy pair of underwear on top of his pants and he’s concerned about me.  Lovely.


 
  
  
If you have to wear a tie on vacation then you’re visiting the wrong kinds of places.
~Jake Beagle


 
CHAPTER SEVEN
  

This morning the conversation with Taylor looms large in my mind as I find a parking space and walk through the main doors.  I wait in front of Allison’s locker because on Wednesdays we both have study hall first period and we usually walk to Mrs. Shaffer’s classroom together.  
Today she doesn’t show.  
The reason she gives when I pass her desk is fuzzy—something about an overdue assignment and having to stop at Sabine’s locker to grab a book.  For once I recognize an excuse for what it is.  
Sabine and I normally see each other in the hallway after third period but she whisks by me without even waving in my direction.  All I get from the masses is a sea of eager stares and deafening sniggers.  I’m sure that I hear my name and when I turn there’s a confusion of girl with their hands shielding their whispering mouths.    
So this is what being a leper feels like.  
In less time than it takes a potato to sprout leaves I’ve gone from Dustin Rant’s girlfriend to this.  This thing that no one wants to talk to or even look at.  I probably have barnacles growing from my eyelids.   
The only people that want to have anything to do with me are the hoard of gossips who want me to spill my guts to them so that they can spread more untruths about me around campus.  In an unfortunate bout of friskiness I tell Marie Vellar to go “suck it” when she corners me in the bathroom between the stalls and the mirror and asks if Dustin and Taylor and I had ever had a three way.  As it turns out, those catty girls are my last link to high school society.  
Taylor doesn’t exactly have a reputation for being easygoing once she starts a “thing” with someone.  I don’t know why I’m surprised.  I saw this happen to Aubree Tahan junior year.  She nicked Taylor’s car in the parking lot and didn’t leave a note.  When Taylor found out about it, she practically ruined the girl’s life by spreading a rumor that Aubree had slept with the entire basketball team.  Not surprisingly, Aubree opted to spend her senior year at a small private girl’s school on the outskirts of town.    
In Sociology we have to choose partners for an in-class project about stereo-typing and racism.  Normally this is the type of thing I don’t even think about.  But today my insides tighten as I hesitantly scan the classroom for a savior.  He comes in the form of Nate—a  lanky black kid with over-large jeans slung low on his hips and slight lisp who nods in my direction and claims the desk closest to mine.  
Nate plays on the basketball team.  He’s not a starter but he’s decent.  Back in middle school we were required to fulfill a certain number of community service hours and Nate and I worked a beach clean-up together.  We shared a trashbag for collecting the garbage and I let him eat the fruit roll-up from my lunch.  We haven’t really talked since then but I guess he remembers the fruit roll-up.  It was strawberry flavored.  
“Thanks,” I mutter when he flips his textbook open to the page our teacher has noted on the board.  
Nate smiles.  I notice that he has a gap between his two front teeth and that he smells like cinnamon.
“No problem,” he says and then he looks down at his book and grimaces.
“What’s wrong?”
When he looks up at me he’s got this tight smile on his face.  “Oh, you’ll love this.”  He laughs.  “Question number one: Have you ever felt like an outcast from your peer group?”
“Ha!”  I roll my eyes.  “Next question.”
The rest of the hour isn’t so bad.   Nate is funny and surprisingly smart and I enjoy the stories that he shares in response to the questions.  
I probably laugh more than I should when he launches into a whole tirade about being stereotyped as a juvenile delinquent that survives on a diet of fried chicken and watermelon just because he’s black.  He looks surprised when my giggle becomes a cackle.  I guess being starved for social interaction will do that to a person.  
As I walk out of the class, I’m actually smiling.  
It’s one of my first spontaneous, not forced-so-that-I-can hold-my-head-up smiles in days and the muscles in my cheeks are a little sore from the disuse.  It’s such a change that I almost expect a cartoonish bluebird to land on my shoulder and start whistling the “Zip-A-Dee-Doo-Dah” tune.
“Whoa!”  My foot gets caught up on something solid and I lurch forward catching myself against a desk before I can full-on face plant.  
“Whoops!”  Felicia Quinn smiles sweetly and yanks her foot out of the aisle as she stands with a bounce.  
She slides past me, her red ponytail swinging with the exaggerated motions of her stride.  “You should really be more careful where you step Willow.”
Sure, it could have been an accident, but Felicia is a junior on the pep squad with Taylor so probably not.   
As I walk to my next class I think that it’s like the past two years have been erased in mere days.  No more beach parties or late-night yacht runs for Willow James.  Clearly anyone and everyone think I am the wrong kind of people and I would only do when the Great and Powerful Dustin Rant was giving me the time of day.  
***
After the basketball fiasco in elementary school I’d given up the hope of being an athlete, but in the sixth grade my history teacher Mr. Dillon, who was also the junior varsity softball coach, talked me into joining the team with a promise that he could turn anyone into a “player.”  
Honestly, I joined mainly to bask in the glow of the dreamy Mr. Dillon, who wore too-short pants on purpose and a chunky leather bracelet on his left wrist.  I didn’t know at the time, but he was carrying on a covert relationship with Ms. Sue, the secretary from the front office whom he would later make an honest woman of. 
“You’ll thank me when you get a scholarship,” he’d said, smiling from the swivel chair behind his desk.
Yeah right.  
I decided he would regret asking me to join his team, but I signed my name to the bottom of form and was issued an emerald green and white uniform shirt.  
I lasted four games.
Mr. Dillon didn’t kick me off the team.  No.  He was too much of a nice guy for that.  He spent extra time with me during practice and he gave me little pep talks as I filed out of his class.  I knew that these were supposed to inspire confidence in me, but the truth is that they only made me feel like more of a loser.  In the end, I quit on my own.  
I quit because I couldn’t handle going to the plate.  The outfield I could deal with—if I missed a ball or let my mind wander, no one noticed most of the time.  But stepping up to bat while all eyes fell to me—digging into my skin like tacks on a cork pinboard—was too much.  
My heart beat deeply in my chest and the blood swirled underneath the skin of my temples as the red dust of the field whirled around me and I felt all wrong.  I knew that I looked ridiculous up there waiting for the other girl to throw to me.  I hated the waiting for failure that would eventually come from the whole thing.  
As a rule, I liked beginnings and endings—not the middle parts.  And it seemed to me that going up to bat was an endless cycle of middles.  I was the kind of girl who snuck ahead to read the last chapter of a novel.  When I was little I would creep into my mom’s closet to find my birthday presents early because I couldn’t stand the not-knowing.  
No, I am not the kind of girl who goes up to bat with anything on the line.  I wasn’t then and I’m not that girl now.  But with my whole world shifting and this empty feeling inside of me, I don’t really have a choice.  
I find Taylor by her locker and take a deep breath and pretend that my heart is not knocking.  My left hand is holding the strap of my bag so tightly that my knuckles have gone exceedingly pale.
“Excuse me.”  I tap her on the shoulder and clear my throat.  
Taylor turns to me and raises a perfectly plucked brow.  She looks graceful, feline.  “Can we talk?” I ask in a low voice. 
Even though I’m taller than Taylor by at least three inches, she somehow makes me feel small.  She always has.  Maybe it’s the way she stands with her hands on her hips like she’s modeling for the summer swimsuit catalog, or her perfectly styled blonde hair, or the designer handbags she cycles through, or the sleek black sportscar that her father bought her for her sixteenth birthday.  Think posh.  Think elegant and sophisticated.  Think a young Gwyneth Paltrow with larger breasts and a cuter nose.  
Taylor’s looking at me with an unreadable expression.  If I didn’t know better, I would think that she’s slightly bored.  
“What do you want to talk about Willow?”  Her tone is casual, unconcerned.  As if we don’t have this big elephant standing next to us.  As if we weren’t friends five minutes ago.  As if she hadn’t betrayed me in the worst possible way.   
Emotion swells inside of me, threatening to spill over like water lapping at the brim of an overfilled bathtub.  Taylor’s eyes remain quiet and cutting which unnerves me even more.  
How is it possible that she looks so composed?  Shouldn’t she be apologizing to me?
I look down and pick away phantom lint from my jeans and then scan to the left and right of us.  Expecting to find privacy in the hallway of Northridge High is like looking for something decent to eat on the cafeteria menu.  Not going to happen.  
I inch closer, trying not to notice the people pretending not to watch us.  They feign interest in their lockers, or the laces of their sneakers, or the funny thing that a friend said, but really they are waiting—hopeful that something dramatic is going to happen here.  Their stares soak me.  
Finally, I speak.  Slowly.  Carefully.  “Look Taylor, I want to know what you’re doing.  I mean, why is it that everyone is treating me like I’m the one who’s done something wrong here? I—” Grimacing, I pause and swallow a gulp of air, “I’m not the one who stole her friend’s boyfriend.”
Taylor smiles her fake smile and it feels like spiders crawling all over me, scurrying under my clothes and across my bare skin.  Her chuckle is hollow.  
“Two things Willow.  First, you assume that we were ever really friends.  The fact is that Dustin was always my friend and I put up with you for his sake and that’s all so don’t continue to live in some delusional world where we were all buddy-buddy .  And just so we’re clear—that’s how everyone feels about you.”  
“Second, in order to—as you put it—” she makes air quotes, “steal something from someone, that something has to be a possession.   The last time I checked, Dustin is still considered a human being, not a commodity.”
She has spoken too loudly and I hear a snip of laughter from behind me.  It sounds like Felicia, the girl that tripped me in Sociology.  My neck burns.  A flush is rising from beneath my collar and creeping up to my face.  Taylor sees that my embarrassment is enormous and pounces.  
“Plus, between us girls, I can’t say that Dustin put up much of a fight at being stolen, as you so eloquently put it.” 
She tilts her chin and bites her lip coyly.  “Actually, you should know that he came to me.  And I didn’t want to string you along for so long but Dustin felt sorry for you.  I thought his charity was cute so I obliged.”
I rock.  This was not at all how the conversation was supposed to go.  Words, phrases buzz through my brain like electricity but they don’t make it out my lips.  My throat is closing up and I’m seeing black spots in my peripheral vision and I can feel the waterworks kick into gear.  
I feel crazy.  Hot and cold all at once.  I start to think of strange things—like I wonder if spearmint is an actual type of mint plant or if it’s something else entirely.  And I remember that I should have picked up Ferdinand’s flea medication from the vet yesterday but I forgot.  It’s paid for and everything—just sitting there on the counter waiting for me.  
Taylor’s considering me and she’s got this look on her face that eats up all the air around us.  She doesn’t even look like a human.  I don’t know what she is but she’s something else.  Dustin comes up beside us then and I think he looks upset.  His eyes are on me and I could swear he seems concerned.
Ack.  I don’t have time to analyze his expression because I’m too busy trying not to have a meltdown in front of the entire school.  Dustin says something to me but I don’t hear the words over the buzzing in my brain.  
I squeeze the strap of my bag a little harder and rush off before my knees buckle and give me away. 
***
Books are different.  They accept me.  They watch over me in silence as I eat my lunch.  They make no comment about me eating alone.  They do not mind that I can’t or won’t speak for one is supposed to be quiet in a library.
            I’m fine.  
I don’t want to think about Dustin or Taylor Irwin or them being a “them” or the judging eyes of my classmates or my beautiful gold prom dress suffocating between two winter coats.  I want to think about this sandwich that I’m eating and the Spanish vocabulary words written in my even print on a stack of index cards.
la cartera… presumido… el hocico… la oscuridad… celosa…
“Willow?”  The voice nudges me.  A familiar voice. 
I look up from the flashcards.  The voice goes with the face.  This is Laney Putnam: pale, round, a blush of freckles across her sloped nose, soft grey eyes rimmed with thick charcoal liner, a fringe of deep brown hair cut brutally short like a pelt of fur.  She wears a chunky black bangle on her left wrist.  Bright green socks peek out from above her lace-up boots.  Her backpack is covered in stickers of bands.  I wonder if she’s seen them all perform live.  Probably so.     
She slides into the seat across from me.  “What’s up?”  She asks like we do this all the time.
Air rushes into my open mouth.  I swallow confusion and blink.
She blinks back.  
In the past two years I can count on one hand the number of times that Laney and I have spoken to each other.  Today she makes me nervous with her fluttering grey eyes and her open face, but I’m also curious.  So what I say is this: “Not much, just homework and stuff.”
She nods like she’s taking it all in and deciding something.  Her hands are clasped in front of her and she uncrosses and then recrosses her legs.  “How are you doing really?”
“I’m fine.”  
Laney’s silver earrings sway when she shifts positions.  “You cut your hair,” she says matter-of-factly.
I reach up and try to brush the awful bangs from my face.  I’ve been pinning them back with a bobby pin but they keep breaking free and dancing across my forehead.  “Yeah.  I’m not so sure about the bangs though.”
Laney smiles.  “I think bangs are cute on you with your heart-shaped face.  They make your eyes look even larger.”  
She leans across the table and pulls the pins out with her long fingers like it’s no big deal to be touching me.  I catch the scent of her minty shampoo.  “If you want my opinion, you should wear them like this tomorrow.”  
We stare at each other for a minute not speaking.  
Finally: “Macy told me that she saw you crying in the bathroom.  She was worried.”  Laney shrugs.  “I’m worried.”
This whole week has been so weird and shitty, and now the one person who I used to be able to tell anything to is sitting across from me feeling sorry for me.  It hurts too much.  It’s too overwhelming.  
Finding out from Taylor that Dustin stayed with me out of pity is killing me and I don’t think that I can take any more.  I’d rather be alone than have someone talk to me out of charity.  
My voice comes out all full of hard edges.  “Laney, you don’t have to do me any favors by checking up on me.  In the past two years we’ve barely spoken to each other.”  
“I know that you don’t like me very much anymore and you have every reason to laugh in my face right now and tell me that you told me so about Dustin.  I wouldn’t even blame you.  But seriously, can you just cut the bullshit and leave me alone right now because I’m not exactly having a perfect week if you know what I mean?” 
A minute ticks by in silence.  Then two.  I think that Laney will just get up from the chair and walk away, but she stays where she is.  
Finally, the corners of her lip curls and she snorts through her nose.  “Perfect’s fucking overrated.”   
This makes my eyebrows lift.  Then the situation strikes me as funny.  Hilarious even.  I start to giggle and pretty soon I’m laughing so hard that tears are steaming down my face.  Laney smiles but she doesn’t join me—she patiently waits for me to pull it together.
“Sorry,” I say wiping the tears from my face.  They taste like salt.  
 “Don’t be.”  She reaches into her bag and pulls out a compact.  I must look confused because she gestures to her face and says, “For under your eyes.”
Oh God, I look like a raccoon.  Luckily I’ve got a napkin from my lunch to get rid of the mascara trails.  
“Here’s what I’m thinking,” Laney starts, and I remember that this is something she says often.  It’s a Laney Putnam signature saying.  A Laney-ism.  Here’s what I’m thinking.  
“My friend Kara is singing at a club Friday night and she’s pretty amazing.  Sort of a Lily Allen meets Billie Holliday.”  She stops to pick up a piece of paper that’s slipped onto the floor.  “So… what do you think?  Do you want to hang out or not?”
Since when do Laney Putnam and Willow James hang out again?
I look away, down to the mascara-smudged napkin in my hands.  It looks a little like one of those ink blots that psychiatrists have you interpret to figure out what your mental state is.  I think my mascara blot looks like a cat yawning so what does that say about me? 
“Sure.”  My voice is slow, deliberate.  “That would be good.  I—I love Lily Allen.”  And now I look her straight in the eye.  “Thank you.”
Laney shrugs like it’s no big deal.  “No problem.  It will be fun.  I’ll be at your house to pick you up Friday night around eight.”    
She considers me for a bit longer and then she makes a move to stand but the legs of her chair catch the carpet and she has to lift the chair up to get out of it.  Before she goes, she picks up my pen and writes her number on the inside cover of my spiral Spanish notebook.  “My number’s changed.  Call me if you need me—you know?”
Yes, I know what she means.
The bell is less than two minutes away and most of the students who have hidden out in the library during lunch are packing up their things.  I watch Laney pause to check a text on her phone.  A feeling inside of me rises up and finds a voice.  
“Laney, I’m sorry that I was such a bad friend.”  I blurt it out so fast that when she turns around I have to repeat myself.
She blinks solemnly and releases a breath.  “Nah, Willow, it’s all right.”

“No.”  I don’t know why I am forcing the issue.  Shouldn’t I just nod my head and be grateful that someone at this school isn’t treating me like a leper?  
“It’s not all right.  I was a bad friend and I know it.”
She grimaces.  “Yeah, maybe you were a bad friend but I’m a good friend so I understand and I’ll take you back.  Let’s just begin again.”
I don’t know what to say to this.  It feels like my heart has exploded in my chest and the blast has turned my insides to mush.  
Laney doesn’t wait for me to say anything.  She’s back in motion—putting her cell phone in the zipper of her bag and walking to the library exit like nothing has changed even though I’m pretty sure it has.  
“Have lunch with me tomorrow?”  She asks over her shoulder.
“Sure.”  My voice wobbles but I smile and it’s a smile that feels real and true on my face.  


 
  
  
If I could do just one near perfect thing I’d be happy. They’d write it on my grave or when they scattered my ashes. On second thoughts, I’d rather hang around and be there with my best friend if she wants me.
~Belle and Sebastian
“If She Wants Me”


 
CHAPTER EIGHT
  
Things happen for a reason.
That’s something that my Uncle Danny likes to say.  He claims to have loads of proof on the topic in the form of anecdotes about how his life was transformed by fate.  One of his favorites is about the time when he was flying from Birmingham to Seattle and his plane was rerouted to Topeka, Kansas due to mechanical troubles.  
Uncle Danny was supposedly really irritated about this because he was on his way to be best man in his college roommate’s wedding and the detour meant that he was going to miss the bachelor party.  When you’re twenty-three years old and the best man in a wedding, a bachelor party is a can’t-miss event.  
Anyway, he was huffing and puffing and stuck in Topeka for the night and starving to top it off.  The story goes that he ended up at a rinky-dink diner a few miles from the airport where the only items on the menu were either drenched in gravy or deep fried.  
Uncle Danny ordered brisket and a basket of onion rings on the side.  While he was waiting for the line cook to fry up his order and cursing under his breath at his misfortune, the door of the diner opened and a plucky blonde breezed into his life with a gust of cold night air.  He took one look at her and decided that Topeka, Kansas was the greatest place in the world.
That’s the story of how Uncle Danny met Aunt Tilly.  
They got divorced ten years later but Uncle Danny keeps telling the story.  He says that fate brought him and Tilly together and then fate broke them apart.  If it wasn’t for his divorce he never would have left Topeka, which means that he never would have moved to Key West, which means that he never would have started his own business.  Uncle Danny makes beach towels and t-shirts for tourists.  He’s happy.  Plus, he says that the brisket at that diner was the best brisket he’d ever eaten.
I guess it’s all about perspective.
My mom says it’s about going with the flow.  Historically, I’m not particularly good at that.  
The best part about the week is eating lunch with Laney and her friends on Thursday and Friday.  For forty minutes I zone out and listen to them talk about concerts that they’ve seen, places they’re going to visit on a road trip this summer, classes and classmates that they can’t wait to leave behind.  No one gives me a funny look or blatantly ignores me or asks how I’m doing.  I guess they all assume I would answer honestly—that I’m sort of a mess.  
How does it feel when I see my ex-boyfriend and his new girlfriend (yes, they are official) walking down the hallway her hand knitted in the crook of his arm?
It’s like being sucker-punched.  That’s how it feels.  I’ll be standing in front of my locker, switching out my heavy morning textbooks for my slimmer Spanish notebook and I’ll be feeling okay, and then Taylor’s face will rise up in front of me like a phoenix and Dustin’s hand will be resting on her lower back.  Ugh.  Or maybe they’re laughing with their heads tucked together thick as thieves.  Or maybe he’s toying absentmindedly with the ends of her fingers the way he used to do with mine.  
It knocks the wind out of me.  
It’s acute.  It’s painful.  It’s all mine.
“At least,” Nate points out to me when we pair up again in Sociology, “the mob seems to have died down.”
He’s right.  I haven’t had to deal with much crap since my lockerside confrontation with Taylor.  There aren’t as many blatant stares and no one’s tripped me.    
“Woop-di-doo!”  I swirl my finger by my head in mock excitement.  
Nate is packing his things.  He drops our answers at our teacher’s desk and we step out of the classroom together.  
“I hope that you realize that Taylor orchestrated all that because she was insecure about what went down and she wanted to make sure that you stayed in your place.”
I give him a wry look.  “Taylor—insecure?  You, my friend, are thinking of the wrong girl.”
“Hot body, blonde hair, about yay high,” he holds his hand up to his shoulder, “popcorn for brains?”
That makes me laugh.  “Okay, maybe we’re thinking of the same person.”  
We stop in the courtyard in front of the main office.  We both have our next class in the same building but our tentative friendship doesn’t seem to extend beyond the corridor where our Sociology class is located.  
“But, Taylor doesn’t worry about me being in my place.  There’s no need.  I’m like the sludge she cleans from the bottom of her shoes.”
“Willow, I’m going to give you a tip.  I wouldn’t be so sure that you know everything about Taylor Irwin.  She’s Queen Bee around here but that doesn’t mean that she doesn’t feel threatened.” 
“You’re a cute, awesome girl with a lot more class than most of the chicks in this place and just because Dustin and a few of Taylor’s groupies have forgotten that for a nanosecond doesn’t mean that everyone else has.”
Have I mentioned how much I like Nate?
***
Later that night Laney picks me up in her Dad’s old Nissan SUV.  I get into the backseat because her friend Lance has already claimed shotgun.  Lance is the group’s token gay friend but you wouldn’t know it just by looking at him.  He’s all muscle and meat and dark sexy eyes.  
Girls and boys for that matter, if Lance Snyder can’t get your pulse racing then you might as well hang your hat because you’re done.  Seriously.  I was all clumsy tongue and wide eyes yesterday when Laney first introduced us.  According to Laney, he has that effect on most people.  She says it’s a common phenomenon known as a Lance Attack.  
We park and pass a group of clucking girls in short skirts on our way into the club.  One girl has streaks of bright purple running through her hair and all three of them are wearing lace-up black combat boots.  I look down at my jeans and my classic button down and feel incredibly self-conscious, but Laney tugs my hand and we surge forward in and out of the swaying bodies to get to the front of the crowd.   
Lance is much less intimidating tonight ever since he began his hilarious and bitingly accurate running commentary on each and every person that passes by us.   
When he takes my hand and pulls me to the dance floor I am momentarily dazed.  But then I decide to just let go because I know that dancing with Lance is just dancing and pretty soon I’m coated in a thin sheen of sweat and our bodies are a tangle of pumping limbs and skin.  A tall guy with dark hair and wispy facial hair leans in towards us and whispers something in Lance’s ear.  Lance cuts his eyes to me and then tips his head back and laughs out loud.  
“What?”  I ask.  My stomach tightens.  Somehow I know that whatever the guy said is about me.
Lance turns me into his chest.  “That guy just asked me how I got with the most beautiful girl in here.”
I look around confused and Lance’s smile broadens.  “You Willow!  He means you.”
I just shake my head in embarrassment.  
Laney’s dancing next to us with a guy she knows from her job at the music store.  Lance leans over and talks into her ear with his hand cupped over his mouth.  
She spins and smiles broadly.  “Did you tell him that you score chicks easily because of your manly physique and your in-depth knowledge of silkworm reproductive habits?”
Lance laughs again.
I look over Lance’s shoulder but the dancing crowd has sucked my admirer away.  “That guy needs to get his eyes checked.”
Lance’s eyebrows lift.  “And you need to look in a mirror girlfriend.”
I roll my eyes but my cheeks flush with warmth from the compliment.
Halfway through the first band’s set, Lance gets pulled away from us by a cute boy with longish hair and sleepy eyes.  
Laney and I twist our way through the crowd to order two sodas from the bar.  Laney makes me laugh just like she did when we were kids.  Around ten o’clock her friend gets on the stage and she’s as good as Laney said she would be.  At one point she breaks out a harmonica and does slow version of the Sex Pistols’ “Anarchy in the UK.”  It’s bizarre, but it completely works.
We pull up to my driveway just after midnight.  Lance found another way home so I am in the front seat now.  The light from the front porch shines through the windshield and creates an eerie line of shadows on our bodies.    The whole drive home, we’ve had the music from the car stereo turned up to ear-splitting loud, and now my throat is dry and scratchy from singing and laughing.
Laney reaches forward and turns the volume knob down so that we are engulfed in a new quiet.  Her dark head is resting back against the headrest.  “I had fun tonight.”
It’s a bit of a surprise when I expected to be in mourning, but the truth is that I had fun also.  
“Me too,” I say.
She fingers her earlobe and turns her head so that she’s looking at me.  “You know, I never should have let you not be my friend.  It’s not healthy for either of us.”
I can’t help but laugh.  “Laney, I don’t think that I exactly gave you a choice.  I know that I made it difficult.”  
A wave of seriousness takes over.  This part is harder to say and I have to clear my throat twice before continuing.  “I d—don’t think that I was really myself back then and I know that I apologized the other day, but I want to make sure you know that even though I acted like a bitch, I missed you.  I really did.”
“I missed you too.”  She sighs heavily and threads her fingers back through the steering wheel.  “And the thing is that I knew that you weren’t being yourself.  Willow, your mom…”
“I can’t blame everything on the stuff with my mom.  It’s not really fair.”
“God.  Your mom had cancer.  You were afraid that she was going to die.”
I cringe.  Even now, with radiation and chemo long behind us, I hate hearing the word “cancer.”  It makes me want to scream and pull on my hair.  
Mom has a clean bill of heath now.  Remission.  And all the bad stuff is over so I know that I should be able to get my emotions under control, but I can’t seem to figure out how.  I keep my head down so that Laney can’t see that I’m tearing up while she continues to talk.  
“I get why things changed and yeah, okay, you should have been a better friend, but I should have too.  I should have tried to understand what you were going through.  I should have stuck by you even when you were so wrapped up in Dustin that you pushed me away.”
Ignoring the lump in my throat, I swallow and exhale my breath slowly.  Unsure of what to say, I settle on “Thanks.”  
We’re quiet for a bit and I know that I should get out of the car but it’s one of those comfortable quiets that no one wants to break.  
“Do you miss him?”
I shift in my seat.  “Miss isn’t really the right word.  It’s like there’s been this huge hole inside of me since we broke up.”
Laney nods like she gets it.  “When Mark and I broke up last year, I felt like I’d been run over by four thousand bicycles.”
I can’t help but laugh.  “Bicycles?”
She shakes her head and this slow smile spreads across her face.  “Well, yeah.  Or trucks, or steamrollers… or whatever.  Pick your mode of transportation.”
“But I thought that I heard that you broke up with him, not the other way around.”
“You heard right.  But, it doesn’t really matter who technically broke up with who.  I still felt like crap.”  She clicks her tongue.  “He cheated on me.”  
This is news to me.  
“Twice.”
I wince.  “I’m sorry Laney.  I had no idea.  You two looked so happy.”
“Yeah well, that’s the way things usually look from a distance.”  She is staring at herself in the rearview mirror, wiping away the mascara buildup underneath her eyes. 
“Here’s what I’m thinking…”  Her voice is low and strangely resolute.  “You should get revenge.”
“On who?  Dustin?”
“Who else?”  She cocks her head to one side and looks at me.  Then she sits more upright and raises her finger dramatically.  “He will rue the day that he broke your heart.”   
I giggle at her.  
“But I don’t want revenge or even for him to rue the day, I just want things to go back to how they were—how they’re supposed to be.”  It’s the first time that I’ve said out loud to another person that I want Dustin back.  I’m sure that it’s obvious and all but saying it out loud makes it real and I’ve been scared of that feeling.  It seems too sad.  
It’s bad enough to be that depressed girl trying to recover from a crushed heart.  Being a depressed girl still struggling to put the pieces of a destroyed and broken thing back together is just plain pathetic.  
Laney studies me in the mixed shadows.  “Maybe this is the way things are supposed to be,” she offers.  
I think about that for a minute.  Then, out of the nowhere, it pops out of my mouth.  “I saw Alex a few days ago.  He came into my work to drop some papers off for my boss.”  
I haven’t really let myself think about Alex at all this week and my heart speeds up at the sound of his name coming off my tongue. 
“I guess you could say that it was a little weird since I haven’t seen him in so long.”
Her eyes bulge.  “Willow, are we talking about Alex Faber?”
“Yep.  And he was…  He was…”  I don’t even have the right words.  
Laney’s staring out the windshield.  Her hand finds mine in the dark car and she gives it a little squeeze.  
“Like I said, maybe this is the way things are supposed to be.”  


 
  
There were about seventy-nine squillion people in the world, and if you were very lucky, you would end up being loved by fifteen or twenty of them.
~Nick Hornby


 
  
CHAPTER NINE
  
Jake and my mom began dating when I was in the fourth grade.  She’d known him for years.  He was one of the regulars at the gym where she worked.  Back then she was a yoga instructor, not the manager, and Jake took one of her classes almost every day.   
She was impressed with his diligence towards achieving physical and mental discipline and one day she told him this after class.  He looked right at her and said, “Impressing you is the whole point of this so I guess I’m doing something right.”  
Then he bowed his head sheepishly and asked the question he’d wanted to ask for months, “Please go out with me?” 
They were married less than a year later.  
 In the beginning Jake moved in with us and the three of us lived in our cramped loft apartment down by the beach that had two bedrooms and one very small bathroom.  Jake would bring home real estate brochures and leave them in strategic spots—inside the lid of the kettle that my mom used to make her tea, tucked under the cover of the book that she was reading.  Mom smiled but stayed firm—she said the view of the bay made up for the small space and that she liked to be cozy with her new family.  
Then, I accidentally walked in on Jake while he was taking a shower.  I got an unwanted visual of the male anatomy and a red-faced Jake decided that enough was enough and we needed a bigger place, no more excuses.
Brooke Faber was our realtor.  
She and mom hit it off right away.  It turned out that she was from a small town in Georgia about thirty miles away from where Mom grew up and they even knew some of the same people and places.  And she had a son just about my age.  
“What a coincidence!”  Mom exclaimed as Brooke opened the door of a three-two with a wooded lot and a hot tub.  “We’ll have to get the kids together.”
Oh my…    
I knew Alex Faber from school.  
He was two grades above me and therefore completely off-limits socially, but that didn’t keep me from looking at him.  I’d noticed him way back on the very first day of sixth grade.  Somehow my schedule had been messed up and I’d been placed in the wrong math so the teacher sent me down to the office to get it worked out.  Alex was leaning against the receptionist’s counter and when I walked in he turned around.  
He grinned at me.  
Pit-a-pat, pit-a-pat
My heart swelled.
And so did the world.
He was tall (which I could relate to) and the type of thin and gawky that accompanies adolescents whose bodies grow too tall too fast.  His complexion was pale and marked with a few reddened pimples and his electric blue eyes loomed out from his face like two giant blinking moons.  
He was wearing loosely tied sneakers and pinstripe shorts and he had a black leather cord tied around his neck.  It held a small stone but I was too far away to be able to see what kind it was.  
He was filling out a form and when he turned back to it to finish, I stared at the back of his head.  I decided that it was a nicely shaped head.  A perfect head actually.  An older boy’s head.  He wore his dark hair spiky, sticking out in every direction.  I could tell that he used hair gel and to my eleven year old self, that seemed quite sophisticated.  
Alex left the office and I got my class switched and that was pretty much the extent of the interaction.  Alex Faber was older and exceptional and I knew that every thought in his head would be profound.  What could he possibly say to me?
What he finally said was: “Try this.”  He placed a bright yellow ball in my hands.  
I swallowed.
“You’re left-handed?”
I just nodded completely flabbergasted and overwhelmed by his nearness and the fact that he was practically touching me.  It was my first time in a bowling alley.  The place smelled like rubber and popcorn and among the florescent lighting and smacking sounds of balls against pins, I felt distinctly out of place.  
His father was behind him with a similar quirky smile.  A thin mustache lined his upper lip.  “Call me Pete,” he told me with a firm handshake.  “Mr. Faber is my father.”  
I didn’t normally like mustachioed men (mustaches are just cheesy, right?), but I liked Pete.  I learned that he drew comics for a living.  How cool is that?
Alex and Pete were shocked when I explained that I’d never bowled before.  Pete chided my mom and Jake for not “rounding out my education.  Alex helped me pick out a six pound lime green ball that Pete said would do me.  They explained some of the basics like how I should stand and how to adjust my aim by lining up my thumb with the arrows on the floor.  
I’d always thought of bowling as a crass non-sport that was mainly played by rednecks and losers.  But this was different.  Alex was far from being a loser and suddenly bowling seemed a rather interesting leisure activity.  I pictured Alex and me (along with our parents of course) forming a league with matching shirts and embroidered ball bags.  
All right.  Maybe I was getting ahead of myself.  
It was our family against theirs, and considering that a third of our team was me, and the last time that mom and Jake had bowled Kurt Cobain had been alive, we didn’t put up a very competitive fight.  
In between turns, Alex and his father gave me tips on how to become a better bowler.
“Tilt your torso.”
“Cross your leg like this.”
“Put your weight into it.”
Stuff like that.
And once our parents were on to their second pitcher of beer, Alex and I were comfortable enough to talk about school—about teachers that we’d both had and the assembly three months earlier when Noah Watkins had gotten up and mooned the teachers.  He and Noah were friends and he said that Noah had gotten a three-day suspension and a month of after-school clean-up for the stunt.  
Alex knew Laney’s name though he couldn’t think of her exactly.  He asked questions about my life and I answered.  I told him about deciding to become a vegetarian and how much I loved art and then I mentioned that I wanted to start a compost program at the school which he thought was a great idea.  
Alex wanted to be an architect.  
He said it like there was no question that he would one day become an architect and I liked that.  When I asked him why architecture, he looked down at his hands and I couldn’t see his eyes through the dark lashes that lay on his cheeks.  
“I want to make something beautiful from nothing,” he said finally and I thought that his answer was beautiful.  
Alex told me about Antoni Gaudi and Carlo Scarpa, who were two of his favorite architects and I loved the way his eyes brightened and his hands moved as if he could shape his words into the buildings he described.
And at the end of the night Alex handed me his box of hot tamales and told me that I could finish them off.  
I tried not to read into that.  
I tried not to imagine us at the winter dance together, in coordinated outfits swaying to a cheesy love song.  
I tried to play things cool through six more family outings, sixteen “hellos” and four casual waves in the hallways of our middle school.  Then I gave up.  
Of course I loved Alex Faber.
But I couldn’t tell him about it.  That would ruin absolutely everything.  So I kept my romantic inclinations to myself.  Laney knew and I think that my mom suspected as much, but for the most part, I crushed hard core on Alex in secret.  
I was content to watch him go out with Clarissa Kelly for exactly twenty-seven days at the end of his eighth grade year because I knew it wouldn’t last.  I was okay when Marina Hattersfield talked to him for far too long at his middle school graduation party because her laugh was frightfully high-pitched and I knew from an incident involving a whistle months earlier that his ears wouldn’t be able to withstand that laugh of hers for any significant period of time.  
Alex and I ended up going to different high schools because of zoning lines (I cursed the county commissioners), but I stayed current on his life through the constant gossip of our mothers.  When I would overhear Brooke telling my mom about the girls that called the house or the one that slipped a note under the front door on Valentine’s Day I can’t say that my stomach wasn’t churning in protest, but I lived.  
There were boys in my life too.  There was Clay Allen who I had a one-day romance with that began on the morning bus and concluded by the fourth stop of the afternoon bus.  And Jared Teague, an older boy who escorted me to the fall homecoming dance freshman year and attempted to grope me gracelessly all night.  When he tried to drive me somewhere other than home after the dance I threatened to call his house phone and tell his mother what he was up to.  
And there was the other Jared that I met on vacation at Aunt Delta’s.  He was fifteen months older than me and had a cute smile and muscled stomach that he liked to flaunt on the deck of his dad’s speedboat.  He had square fingers and a mole just above his collarbone that I kissed one night out on the dock in a sudden burst of recklessness.  
I had kissed exactly four boys a total of eleven times.    
And it was nice.  Not great, but nice. 
I figured that “great” was being saved for Alex.  The rest was practice.
Because, Alex Faber wasn’t just a boy that I thought about from time to time.  He wasn’t just a boy that I spent time with when our parents threw us together.
Alex was a world.  He was an entire galaxy.  A universe of possibilities.
I could write a ten page essay about his hands alone.  There was the way that he talked with them—rolling them in the air to describe something.  Or how he brought them to rest in his pockets when he was being particularly thoughtful.  Or the way that he held a pencil so tight that he had a permanent callus on the middle finger of his right hand.  
I could describe in detail how his face lit up when he had a good idea and how his brow furrowed into three lines when he was confused.  Or the way he stood with his shoulders rounded slightly forward and his head cocked to one side when he was listening. 
These were the things I noticed about Alex.  In fact, I noticed everything about Alex.  Like that his left nostril was slightly larger than his right nostril.  And the way he ate a Kit Kat bar: chocolate first and then the layers of wafer separately.  
I could pick his one sneeze out of a room full of sneezers.   
His voice talked to me in my dreams.  Low and soft with a touch of huskiness that made him sound a bit older than he was.
“Try this,” he said, handing me a roll of masking tape.  
“Thanks.”  There I was struggling with a strand of white paper garland for my mother’s winter solstice party.  She was trying for something “out-of-the-box” so the standard red and green holly berry theme had been passed over in favor of frothy white paper decorations and twinkling metallic stars and moons.  
By the front door there was a table set up with little slivers of colored paper and those tiny pencils that you get when you play mini golf.  Her idea was that each party guest should write down a wish and at midnight we would all throw our wishes into the backyard fire pit.  Mom theorized that the winter solstice was the perfect time to make wishes come true even if Wikipedia didn’t mention it as a traditional part of any of the worldwide rituals. 
My job was twofold:  to set up the coolers and cheese trays and to hang the garland over the French doors that led out to the patio.  Alex’s sudden appearance almost an hour before the party sent a shiver through my entire body.  I was probably lucky not to fall off the ladder considering that his presence generally resulted in a severe uptick in my rampant klutziness. 
Without meeting his infinite eyes I tore off a piece from the roll of tape that he held out to me and attached the end of the white strand to a shelf that housed stereo equipment.  Alex’s left hand rested casually on the ladder near my leg.
“My mom’s trying to stay green this year so she wanted me to use tacks instead of tape but there’s environmentally responsible and then there’s ridiculous.  I mean—I’m hanging paper decorations.  I don’t think that using a few measly strips of tape is going to increase the size of this party’s carbon footprint all that much.”
He laughed and the sound killed me.  “I think you’re right and if you want, the use of tape can be just between us.”  
I looked down at him from where I stood braced on the second rung of the ladder.  I noted the changes in him since the last time we’d seen each other.  It had only been about two months, but something had changed.  I felt the shift in the air that surrounded him.  
Alex’s squared jaw seemed somehow squarer; his cheekbones, always high and angular like his mother’s, were even more defined under his skin.  He was wearing slim pants and a soft corduroy jacket and a pair of beat-up black chucks on his feet.  He looked like he’d just rolled out of bed and I mean that in the best possible way.  His rumpled inky hair stood out in all directions like he’d just pushed his hands through it to keep it from his forehead.  
My fingers itched and it took all my willpower not to reach out right then and touch the dark strands the way that I’d dreamed about.  The half-smile he wore was all crinkles and secrets as usual, but it was those insistently bright blue eyes that did things to me.  And with the way that they were looking up at me, I thought “this is it.”  
I was fifteen.  Alex was seventeen.  We were at a party.  I had a winter solstice wish to make and I knew exactly what it would be. 
So, after I’d finished with the garland and arranged two cheese and cracker trays under the supervision of Brooke and my mother, I took extra time getting ready.  With a large round bristly brush I pulled my hair out under the blow dryer until it was as smooth and shiny as it had ever been.  Leaning closely into the mirror, I applied a second coat of mascara to emphasize my lashes and shiny coat of reddish lip gloss.  Pomegranate Pout.  That’s what it was called.  
I went through three outfits before I decided on my favorite pair of jeans and a light green raw silk top that I’d purchased the week earlier.  The long sleeves billowed gracefully around my arms and the neckline was trimmed with silver embroidery.  My earrings were silver stars.
“Knock, knock,” Laney called out, not waiting for me to respond before she opened my bedroom door.  
She took in my makeup, my hair and the new top and her eyes widened.  “Alex?”  She asked.
I smiled crookedly and I guess that was enough of an answer.
Laney laughed and clasped her hands together.  “Finally,” she squealed.
If I had dreamed up a night, I couldn’t have made it more perfect.  I was all anticipation and spin and flustered breathing.  I couldn’t remember Alex ever looking at me the way that he was looking at me and it made my heart go thump, thump—stop—and then thump some more.  
This night was special.  
I could feel that truth like it was the salty wind kissing my hair.  
It was a promise.  
And I would be more than I had ever been.  This was also a promise.  Because I looked pretty good and I was clever and full of witty party banter like I had never been before.  And I didn’t trip even when there was a chair where there shouldn’t have been on the walkway between the grill and the shrubs.  And when I told the story about the missing library book, Alex laughed along with mom’s friends from work.  
I decided that we were in love.  Mutual love.  A far better thing than singular love.  
There were too many clues to just ignore it.  By the food table when I was sorting out the silverware situation, Alex commented that the shirt that I was wearing brought out the green in my eyes and that my earrings matched the festive decor.  Were those the types of things that guys that were exclusively “friends” noticed?   
And then he placed a lemon on the side of my soda glass because he knew that’s the way that I liked it and I was sure.
It was as simple as that.
At midnight we tossed our paper wishes into the fire and although I’d told mom that the whole thing was silly, I’ll admit that it was exciting to see our dreams hover in the heavy-clinging grayish smoke and then waft upward like a hot breath.
Laney leaned into me and whispered low, sparing a glance in Alex’s direction.  “Willow, I think your wish is going to come true.”  Just then his eyes swung towards mine and his face transformed into a rare full-watt grin.  
When most of the guests had gone and Laney was in my room texting her then-boyfriend, I stood outside in the night by myself, trying to squeeze bravery out of every pore in my body.  I would speak with him.  I would tell him how I felt.  If only I could make my brain work properly. 
I shuffled my feet.
I wrung my hands.
And then Alex was there, his face lined by the glow from the outdoor lighting.  “Are you cold?”  He asked the question because I was shivering.  
I couldn’t explain that the tremble in my body was not from the cold.  
“A little,” I said.
“Here.”  He slouched out of his corduroy jacket and passed it over my shoulders.  It was still warm from his body heat and it smelled of him.  I entertained a wave of crazy thoughts.  I will never take this jacket off.  I will sleep with it tucked under my pillow.  I will cut it up into a hundred smaller pieces and always keep one in my pocket.
“Thanks.”  I said.  Alex’s smile was like a slow wink and his fingertips grazed the edges of the jacket sleeve close to the skin of my wrist.  So close.  
We talked at the same time, each of us saying the other’s name.  
“Alex—”
“Willow—” 
I laughed first and he followed. 
 “Jinx.”  Alex was facing me head-on and he was beautiful in his tangled kind of way.  I noticed a dark freckle peeking out from just above his collar.  
When he reached up to swat at a flying insect that lazily circled our heads, the front hem of his shirt lifted and I caught a slice of bare skin.  I wondered what it would feel like to run my fingertips over that smooth skin.    
I knew that I was blushing and was glad for the muted light.
Alex said something about the moon and I guess that I must have answered but I can’t remember what I said and it doesn’t really matter.  What matters is the way that my head was humming and the magic of my body tingling and the grinding of my heart against my ribs.  
There was this current between us—electrical…  magnetic.  It felt like I was connected to Alex by a string and I imagined that I could feel the slightest movement of every one of his limbs.  As he talked, his tongue sometimes came out and licked his lips and I was overwhelmed by that.  By him.  By those lips.  And those blinking blue eyes.
I wanted him.  
I was so full of wanting I thought I would explode.
I wanted to lean in.  
I wanted to reach forward and graze his face with my tongue.  
I wanted to bury my hands in his dark hair and kiss the slight indentation in the middle of his chin.  
I wanted to nestle into the curved hollow space between his neck and his jaw.  
I wanted to breathe him in and hold my breath.  
I wanted Alex more than anything that I’d ever wanted in my whole life and I was hanging onto a thread of hope that he wanted me too.  
But, how was I supposed to cross the distance?  
I could just come out and say: “Alex, I want you.”
That sounded creepy—like it should be the line of a pathetic and lonely character in a romance novel read by bored and overfed housewives.
I could go with a more classic approach.  I could tilt my head to the side and bat my eyelashes coyly and say, “I wouldn’t stop you if you kissed me.”
But, what if he said didn’t even want to kiss me?
How incredibly embarrassing would that be?
Maybe the best method would be full-on action.  I could just go for it.  That’s what a girl in a movie would do.  She would reach out and grab the leading man by the collar and pull him down towards her mouth and they would have a sweeping, grand kiss and the camera would pan up to the night sky full of pulsing stars and soft, romantic music would flare up in the background.  
Yes, that could work.  
He blinked down at me, thick, dark lashes touching his cheeks.
I swallowed my doubt and stepped in slipping my hands to his neck to pull him towards me.  
It was just like the movie!  And the music started to roar in my brain.  Stars twinkled!  But just before our lips touched he put his hands on my shoulder and pushed me back gently but firmly.
Oh. My. God.
I’d been dissed.
Majorly.
Because I was an ugly, disgusting ogre.  Snot was probably pouring from my nostrils onto the ground.   
“Whoa.”  Alex’s voice was soft, breathy.  
His hand fell to my arm.  He squeezed.  I watched his face change and the outer edges of his mouth turn down.  It was the worst kind of look and my stomach plummeted ten thousand feet.   
I stepped back, feeling hot all over, wanting to die right there on my porch.  “I—I’m sorry.  I don’t know what I was thinking.  I—”
“It’s okay, Willow.  These things happen.”  
These things happen?  Like I’d dropped and broken a piece of everyday china.  Like I’d put too much salt in the cookie batter.  
I nodded like I understood, but I couldn’t look at him and I decided that I would never look at him again.  My face was red and only getting redder as I stood there and ate my mortification with a spoon.  
I wanted to turn away but I was trapped in that spot—in that moment—by those moon eyes.  Because even though I couldn’t see them, I could feel them looking at me and they burned me so bad that my legs didn’t work.  
It was him touching me that freed me from my frozen stupor.  
Alex’s hand came forward and I jerked back so violently that he rocked on his feet.  He made a sound that might have been words but I didn’t catch them and I didn’t ask him to repeat himself.  
Somehow, I found my voice.  “I should go.  Laney’s probably wondering where I am.”  
He made a grab for my hand but I sidestepped him.  
“Willow, wait!  I think you misunderstood.  We should talk about this.”  
He was following me.  He tried to put a hand on my shoulder.  He asked me to walk down to the cave with him.  He said other things but I couldn’t even make sense of the words.  It might as well have been in another language.  
I moved quickly, my shoes slapping against the stones.  I didn’t want to talk to him.  I didn’t want to hear Alex explain to me in slow, painful detail the reasons that he didn’t think of me that way.  I didn’t want to hear him say the words that I knew were coming.  That I was a just a little girl to him.  A family friend.  Like a sister.  
“Please,” he pleaded again.
“I don’t want to talk about it Alex.”
“Willow, you have to let me explain.”  Alex’s voice was taking on a note of panic.  He was trying to place himself between me and the house.  He walked backwards, his shoes crunching in the gravel and I had to step to the right to avoid squashing his toes.  
“There’s nothing to explain.  I get it.”  
Despite myself, this time I looked up.  Alex wobbled as his foot found the path and I worried that he would trip.  I stopped walking.
“Are you crying?”  He sounded shocked.  His fingers came forward but I pushed them away.  “Willow…”
My eyes were wet.  Ugh.  I hated those tears.  I hated that I’d been betrayed by my own stupidity.  I hated my cracking voice and the way that my throat was caving in on me and that I felt so, so unbelievably stupid.  
And his concern for me only made the whole thing worse.  
Maybe it would have been easier if he’d laughed or said some chickenshit thing to make me angry.  Maybe then I could have gotten pissed and thought “good riddance.”  But he didn’t do either of those things.  He stood there with his forehead creased into three distinct lines looking very Alex-like and I still wanted to reach up and touch him.  I still wanted to kiss him.  
I took a shaky breath.  
“Let’s just forget it,” I said finally.  “I was an idiot and you don’t need to explain to me the million and one reasons why this was a terrible idea.  I get—”
Alex interrupted.  “You’re not an idiot Willow.”  The tone of his voice begged me to look up into those saltwater eyes but I couldn’t bear it.
I sighed.  “I feel like one.”
He moved close enough that I could feel his breath.  “You shouldn’t.  If you’d let me explain then you’d understand—”
But he never completed the thought because Pete appeared on the back porch and announced loudly that they were going home.  He’d had a little too much to drink and he was laughing.  I could hear Brooke behind him on the porch shushing him.  
“We have to finish this,” Alex insisted but I was looking elsewhere—anywhere but at him.
I said nothing as he took the other darkened path and met up with his parents in the driveway.  I thought that he might look back but he didn’t.  He didn’t even remember his coat.
We found out about mom’s cancer nine days later.
  
  
  
  
 
  
  
  
  


 
  
For whatever we lose (like a you or a me)
it’s always ourselves we find in the sea.
~E.E. Cummings


 
CHAPTER TEN
  
“Wait.  Did he tell you why he was in town?”  Macy is twirling a leaf between her fingers.  The sounds of traffic hum in the background.  We are outside at the picnic tables that edge the park.  A gathering of scraggly oak branches form a shade roof over us.  Colleen leans forward expectantly, waiting for me to answer.  She’s sucking on a lollipop and it’s turned her tongue a deep shade of purple.  
I shrug.  “I would assume he was in town for a long weekend and stayed for his dad’s birthday like he said.”  
“Interesting.”  Colleen chirps.  I don’t know why Laney told Macy and Colleen about Alex because now the whole group wants to know the story even though I’ve been swearing up and down that the only story is that there is no story.  
Macy vaguely remembers Alex from our middle school. “Do you think he knows about you and Dustin breaking up?”
Okay.  This is what I keep coming back to.  I didn’t let myself dwell on Alex most of last week, but once I started thinking about him, I couldn’t stop.  And thinking too much about Alex Faber is not something that is historically good for me.  
I won’t even go into how erratic my pulse gets, or the way my fingers curl tightly into my palms when I think about him.  God.  It’s so embarrassing.  
I’ve already asked myself a dozen times if Alex knew that he’d see me at Patty’s office.  I couldn’t tell from his demeanor.  
Did he know about my breakup with Dustin?  He didn’t say anything, but it would be perfectly normal for my mother to share that sort of information with Brooke, and of course Brooke could have told Alex.  
But would my relationship status or lack thereof cause Alex Faber to drop his plans and come see me at work?  Probably not.  It was dangerous to think like that.  
  I shrug at Macy, feigned indifference sneaking into my voice.  “I have no idea.  Probably not.”  
“Hmmm.”  This is Colleen.  Her platinum hair is tied to one side in a spiky ponytail.  Her fingernails are painted an iridescent dark blue.  She’s already told me that I can borrow the color.  
I like Colleen.  And she’s been amazingly cool that I’ve crashed their group of friends.  So has everyone else.  
There’s Macy and then Dizzy, whose real name is Desiree but has gone by Dizzy since she was in kindergarten.  Laney and I were friends with her back in elementary school, but then she transferred to a snotty private school and we lost touch the way kids do.  She’s been back in the unfortunate public school system for a little over two years but I don’t think we had even spoken until this week.  
Asher Grigsby is Dizzy’s boyfriend.  He’s tall and hulking and an itsy bit scary.  Asher’s got that whole emo, I-don’t-give-a-shit vibe nailed down.  The first time he talked to me I wouldn’t look him in the eye.  But then I realized something.  It’s all an act.  Maybe he’s a tad socially awkward and has multiple facial piercings, but Asher’s a total softy.  He lives with his grandparents and he dotes on his girlfriend and according to Laney he’s a genuine friend to animals, even going so far as to bring a baggy of bird seed with his lunch for our school’s finch population.  And he loves salt and vinegar potato chips with a passion.  Go figure.  
And of course there’s Lance who I’ve grown ridiculously fond of in the short amount of time that we’ve spent together.  Lance used to work with Colleen and Laney at a music store downtown, but he quit last fall in protest of some dress code amendment about closed toe shoes.  I find this interesting since so far I’ve seen Lance in nothing but closed toes shoes, but Laney says that he insisted it was the principle of the whole thing.  
Despite the dress code, the music store sounds like a good place to work.  They sell obscure vintage records as well as some current stuff in cd form.  
Laney says that digital downloads haven’t exactly been good for business but that they’ve got a pretty solid customer base so they make it.  She also tells me in a whispering tone that their manager, a scrawny twenty-three year old with terrible teeth, is painfully in love with Colleen but she remains oblivious.  This doesn’t surprise me.  Colleen’s beautiful and cool in the effortless way that people that don’t try too hard and could care less what you think of them are cool.
“And you haven’t seen him in over a year?”  Asher asks with a mouthful of salt and vinegar potato chips.  He always seems to have a bag nearby.  Seriously.
I shake my head.  “No.  He did a work study thing last summer up in Atlanta and his parents said that he went to France for some school thing in the fall and then they went skiing over Christmas break.  I know that he was home to visit his family a couple other times in the past year but we… we kind of avoid each other.  It’s not like a rule or anything—just one of those things.  But then all of a sudden he was at my work.”
“His mother knows where you work and sent him on this errand, right?  It sounds like a set-up to me.”  Laney concludes.  
“It wasn’t even one of my normal days to work.”
“Whatever.  Your mom probably told his mom.”  Her logic makes sense.  Brooke definitely knows that I work for Patty and she did send Alex to get the papers signed.  Could our mothers be trying to set us up?  That would be too weird.  
“I’m sure it was just a coincidence,” I offer with an exaggerated shrug.  
Lance is leaning his face back to catch the sun.  With his eyes still closed he says, “Well, I for one, want to hear what this guy looks like.”
I’m about to say something generic that doesn’t leave too much of an impression.  Something like this: Alex Faber has dark hair and two eyes and two ears and a mouth and wears clothes.  Most of the time.  
But Laney starts talking before I can speak up.  “Alexander Faber is freaking hot,” she gushes.  
Five pairs of eyes look in my direction as if for confirmation.  I squeeze my eyes shut but I can practically hear the hum of their grins.  
“He’s got a touch of that tortured artist look about him—you know, dark, fuck-me-please hair and these incredible sexy blue eyes.  He’s properly rumpled in all the right places.”  
“I don’t even know what that means,” I interject.  
Lance ignores me and my scowling face.  His mind lurches in a predictable direction.  “Body?”  
“Perfection,” she responds winking at me.  “Who knows?  He could even show up here today.  Practically the entire town shows up for this every year.”
“Let’s hope not,” I say.  “Anyway, it doesn’t matter because I’m completely over him.  Alex is not even my type anymore.”
Laney raises her eyebrows.  She doesn’t say aloud what she’s thinking but she doesn’t have to.  I can tell by her expression.  Isn’t Alex Faber everyone’s type?
I look away.  Onwards and upwards.  
We’re on the outskirts of Greenacres Park, the site of the annual Spring Festival.  There’s live music, funnel cakes and a huge crowd.  Like Laney said—practically the entire town comes out for this event every year.  The boats in the marina just to the south of the park are decorated with flags and whimsical lights for the boat parade that happens just before sundown.  
“Hey, come on.”  Laney grabs my hand, pulling me with her off the bench.  “Let’s go check out that band that I was telling you about.  They’re on stage four I think.”
“Actually, I was thinking that I might hang back here and sketch for awhile if you guys don’t mind.”
She drops my hand and really looks at me for a moment.  “Yeah.  You should sketch.  Just find us in like an hour or so?”
“Sure.  That would be great.”
Everyone waves as they pass by me.  Lance pinches my ass and I yelp.  
“I’m going to get food before music.  You want me to get you something?”
“Sure.  Something vegetarian.”
“Vegetarian, huh?”
“Yes.  That means no meat.”
Lance cocks his head.  “Any specific requests?  Sprouts?  Alfalfa?  Flax seeds?”
“Very funny.  I don’t eat meat but that doesn’t mean that I’m a rabbit.  Grab me like a sandwich or a salad or something simple.  I’m honestly pretty easy.”
“You’re easy, huh?”  Lance is grinning goofily.  “I’ll let that one go but just this once.  Okay?”
I snort.  “Whatever.”
He chuckles and walks off, his back disappearing into a mass of bodies.
Deciding that the wooden bench is sort of killing my butt, I settle to the grass and rest my back against a tree trunk.  I pull my knees up and prop my sketch pad against my legs.  
Deep breaths.  Slowly in and slowly out.  My brain unfocuses even as my eyes sharpen and all I see is light and shadow.  This is a sort of meditative technique one of my drawing teachers taught me years ago.  
The sound of my pencil scratching rhythmically across the paper is strange and familiar at the same time.  I start to breathe easier as I move onto the second sheet of paper.  This time I see a small boy with a bright red baseball cap on his head and a large soft pretzel gripped in his hand.  I start to draw him just as a seagull swoops down and snatches the rest of the pretzel away from him.  He wails and throws his head back, his chubby hands raised up in despair.  His red cheeks puff in and out with air and his watery eyes squeeze shut.  
My hand moves quickly but steadily across the surface of the paper.  
I’ll call this one Frustration.
I flip to the backside of the paper and swiftly make the lines—this time bolder, capturing the elongated curve of an arm as the little boy’s mother reaches over to wipe his mouth with a napkin that she’s wetted with her tongue.  He stops crying and blinks his round eyes at her.  She is telling him something that he likes.  Maybe he’ll get cotton candy to make up for the lost pretzel.
Consolation.
I haven’t done this exercise in awhile but it feels good.  I used to take my sketchbook with me nearly everywhere and I’d do this.  I’d set up in a shady spot and I’d start to draw.  First, I would warm up with quick sketches—snips of something larger—just a cockeyed brow or the twist of a jaw line descending into the arched cords of neck, and once my fingers were loose and my mind plied into the secret, reactive state that I desired, I would begin the real thing.  
There was a time when drawing had been, in a word, everything.  It kept me up late at night, my shoulders aching, and my fingers cramped from holding my pencil too tightly.  Sometimes I would bring out paints—watercolors and for a few months oils—but I always gave up and went back to the nakedness of white paper and the solid black-grey lines of my graphite pencils.  These filled the pages of a succession of sketchbooks I’d been keeping since I was twelve.  
I remember the first time that Dustin looked through my sketchbooks.  We were in my room.  He was on the floor.  I was on the bed leaning against my pillows.  My feet dangled down beside him as I read aloud from a chapter in our chemistry book.  He reached under my bed and pulled one of the sketchbooks from the pile that I kept stowed there.  
At first I’d protested but he’d insisted and trying not to feel like a self-conscious dolt, I’d gone back to reading the chemistry assignment.  Dustin flipped through the pages of the sketchbook too quickly as if it didn’t really hold his interest, but then he’d paused and cleared his throat.  When I looked up, he was grinning.  Blushing furiously, I realized why.  
He’d found several sketches of himself that I’d drawn from memory.  There were two profile drawings from the shoulder up—me remembering the way he looked in class as he sat next to me.  They captured his angular nose, the masculine chin in contrast with the soft hair that curled into his collar.  
There was only one full-body sketch and this one I’d drawn without him realizing that I was watching him.  In this one Dustin was leaning against a brick wall waiting for one of his friends after school.  I remember that I had watched him half-hidden by the shadow of the tree.  Here I’d let my mind trace the long lines of his legs, the shoulders wide and strong, his boyish smile peeking from a shadow.  This was the sketch that Dustin settled on.  The subject and pose were innocent enough but I had to admit that there was something raw and sexual about the way that I’d drawn it.  Dustin Rant may not have been an art critic but he felt it too.  He dropped the sketchbook on the floor.    
I was mortified.  
He was flattered.  
Crawling up on the bed, he trapped me between his arms and thoroughly kissed my neck.  
It was about a month later that Dustin made a comment about me taking the sketchbook everywhere. He’d said it in a joking way but I could hear the note of annoyance underneath his humor.  The next day I didn’t take my sketchbook to school.  And when it came time to choose our classes for the fall schedule I didn’t sign up for an art class.  I told myself that I needed to get serious about other things—an echo of my father’s words.  I told myself a lot of things but never the truth.  
 Now I look up, my eyes finding a focal point in the bright light.  I have sketched the crowd—shadowed silhouettes against an upturned bowl of blue sky.  When a woman in a too-bright yellow sundress moves, a boy about my age takes shape in the distance.  He leans with his back up against the pier railing.  Through dark, black-rimmed sunglasses he watches the crowd, his head moving back and forth as if he’s looking for someone.     
There’s something about the way he stands—slouched, with his hands in his front pockets that’s familiar.  
The boy tilts his head and raises his hand to his face.  Is he looking at me?  One of the things that I like about a sketchpad is that you can be stealthy while you people watch.  No one ever seems sure if you are drawing them or the general scenery.  
But this guy seems sure.  His stance changes abruptly and I wonder if he’ll come over here because he knows that I’ve been staring at him.  I duck my head and turn to a blank page.  I doodle a succession of concentric circles.  A quick glance back confirms my suspicions that the boy is still staring at me.  I wish Lance would get back here with our food or that I had just gone with Laney and Colleen to see the band on stage four when they asked.
The boy is walking towards me!  My heart speeds up.
And all at once I realize that the boy is actually Alex and the world drops away along with my stomach.  
When he’s close enough that I can see the details that make him up, I stand because once I heard someone say that higher ground gives you an advantage.  I don’t like the idea of being on the ground while all six feet of Alex Faber towers over me.  He slips the sunglasses to the top of his head and squints at the brightness of the sun.  I kind of like that he’s taken the sunglasses off for my benefit.  
“I thought that it was you but I wasn’t sure.”  He’s smiling.
I realize that I’m smiling also and it feels a little silly but I’m having a hard time not smiling.  What the hell is wrong with me?  Stop smiling Willow!  
“It’s me!”  Oh great, I sound like a total ditz.
He laughs.  He has this great laugh.  I’d nearly forgotten that.  “I was hoping that I’d be able to find you in this crowd.”  
He was?  What is that supposed to mean?  I’m about to investigate this with a question when Alex speaks.  “Wow, I’d almost forgotten how red your hair is in the sun.”
Automatically I touch the tips of my hair.  It is red in the sun—embarrassingly so.  What’s worse than having pale skin and freckles?  Having pale skin, freckles, and reddish hair.  
“Ugh.  I know.  I’ve been thinking of dyeing it for something different.  A darker brown or maybe even blond highlights.”
“No!”  Alex says it so fast that my head snaps up in surprise.  He’s got his eyebrows knitted together.  Three deep valleys meander across his forehead.  “I mean… why would you want to do that?”
I bite my lip.  “Well, you know—red hair and freckles are decidedly not cool.”
“I think that they are on you.”  
Now he’s staring at me so deeply that I feel a pressure around my heart.  What the heck is that supposed to mean?  I try to think of a compliment to say back—maybe about his sunglasses, which I completely dig, or the way his eyes match the sky today, which makes me sound like a dork, or that his shorter hair makes him look older… but the words won’t form on my tongue.  I shuffle my feet.
Alex coughs.  “Anyway, your hair’s not red—it’s more of an auburn color.”
“Auburn?”  I echo.
He reaches forward and catches a tendril between his fingers and looks carefully like he’s examining it for scientific purposes.  “Yes, auburn,” he insists with a small smile.  “And bronze with just a touch of gold.”  
I swallow a gulp of air into my constricted chest and try to ignore the sensations creeping across my scalp.  It’s like every hair on my head is standing alert, ready to betray me and shout: “touch me next!”
Clearly Alex knows that I am struggling, so he breaks the awkward moment by changing the subject.  He gestures to the small tin of pencils on the grass beside me.  “I thought you’d stopped drawing.  That’s what my mom told me awhile ago.”
So he and Brooke do talk about me…
I shrug.  “I’m just playing around today.  I’m honestly a little rusty.  When I saw you over there,” I gesture to where he’d been standing earlier, “I was experimenting with light and dark.” 
“Can I see?”
Can he see?  My sketchbook?  
Ummm… No.  
Does that sound bitchy?  
I sort of laugh but it’s not really a laugh.  “I don’t think I’m ready for that.”  I am shaking my head.  “But, I will let you pose for me.”
Did I just ask Alex if I could draw him?
What the hell is wrong with me?
He thinks about this briefly and with a wicked smile he turns his head to the side and strikes a ridiculous pose.  “Shirt on or off?”
Jesus.  I think a shirtless Alex Faber may actually cause me to go into cardiac arrest.  “Uhhh…”
“I was just kidding Willow.”  He laughs.  
I take a seat at the bench and proceed to draw Alex Faber.  It’s a quick sketch—full of brief lines and dark smudges—just to make up the edges of him.  
“Done?”
“Just about.”
A minute later Alex turns to face me head-on.  I am still looking and I catch my breath.  I start a second drawing on a new sheet of paper.  With a new purpose, I can study his eyes without feeling like a total creeper.  In the sun they are almost clear—like an aquamarine stone that you hold against the light.  
He tilts his head and the corners of his mouth lift.  He opens his mouth to say something but then it snaps shut.  His eyes, focused on something behind me, narrow and I start to turn around to see what’s captured his attention.  “Wh—?”
A large, muscled arm snakes around my middle and I jump about a foot in the air nearly toppling off the bench.  Then I see that it’s just Lance and the shriek on the tip of my tongue morphs into a laugh.  
“Jesus.  You scared the crap out of me Lance!  You’re lucky that I didn’t hurt myself or your ass would have been grass!”  I nudge him with my arm and take the crumpled brown paper bag that he’s offering me.  It smells heavenly.  I put my sketchbook down so that I won’t get grease on the pages.
“Is that so?”  Lance takes a massive bite of his gyro to show to me just how little I scare him.  Lamb juice dribbles down his chin.  Gross. 
I turn back to Alex and he’s looking between me and Lance like he’s working out what’s going on.  “Alex, this is Lance.  Lance—Alex.”
Lance turns his head to me with one eyebrow cocked up.  The look clearly says, so this is the guy.  
Awwk-waard.  
Peeling back the waxy paper, I take a bite of the vegetarian wrap that Lance brought to avoid having to referee this exchange.  It’s delicious.
Alex raises his hand and I note that his shoulders are weirdly stiff.  “Hi.”
“Nice to meet you man.”  Lance nods his head because his hands are occupied with the gyro.  “You’re at State, right?”
The question throws Alex but only for a second.  He nods and Lance starts asking questions about college life.  Alex responds but his mind is somewhere else.  I can tell that he’s thinking hard and if I had to make an informed guess, I would say that he’s wondering how Lance knows who he is and whether us being here together means anything.  
Or maybe he thinks that Lance is actually more than just a friend.  Lance is seriously hot and for a second it’s enticing to go along with the charade, but the truth is that I don’t want Alex to think of me that way.  
Alex’s gaze is direct and I force an uncomfortable smile.  He doesn’t smile back.  
Oh Lawwdy.  
Lance swallows and shoves the last of his gyro into his mouth with two fingers.  He touches the inside of my wrist.  “Willow, we should go find Laney and Colleen and everyone before they get sucked into a swirling vortex of groupies and we never see them again.”
“Sure.”  I want to say something more to Alex.  He’s standing there with his hands in his pockets looking unsettled and I’m not sure what to do about it.  His furrowed brow is only accentuated by the silver eyebrow ring reflecting the bright sunlight.  
Lance notices Alex’s demeanor too.  
“I’m gay.”  He blurts out in this oh-I’m-going-to-wash-my-hair tone.  Alex’s eyes pop wide.  
I let out a strangled choking noise and Lance automatically hits me on the back thinking that I’ve got a piece of the veggie wrap lodged in my throat.
I sputter and cough.
They’re both asking me if I’m okay and I lift my hand between coughs to show that I am not choking though I may still be in danger of death by mortification.  My eyes are watery and my face feels like it’s on fire.
I cannot believe Lance.  When we get out of sight I am going to strangle his tree trunk neck with my bare hands.  He wisely senses this and scrunches up his face.  
“Okay then…”  He says and slinks away into the crowd before I fully catch my breath.  The last thing he does is call out to me over his broad shoulder.  “Stage four!”
Alex is bent down over me and he puts his palm on my back.  I take a deep breath.  
“You sure you’re all right?”  He looks genuinely concerned.  
I nod and swallow again.  “Sorry.  I think I momentarily forgot how to chew.”  
The place where his hand is resting on my back burns even through the fabric of my shirt and I have to focus so that my heavy breathing doesn’t give too much away.  Hopefully he thinks that the flush on my face and my racing pulse has more to do with the fact that I’ve just been choking and absolutely nothing to do with his close proximity.  
I straighten and turn.  We’re so close that I can see the way his nostrils shrink and stretch when he breathes in and out.  His chin has that dark stubble like he hasn’t shaved in a few days and I think about what it would feel like against my hand—like sandpaper or would it be softer?
My lips part and I wonder if we’re sharing the same air.  Then I worry about how awful my breath must be after eating that wrap.  There was definitely garlic in it.  
I don’t worry long because Alex remembers himself and steps away.  I feel the absence of his touch throughout my whole body.  I watch him and he watches me.  
This whole situation screams of crazy.  Alex Faber is someone that I used to crush on but lost the right to think about a long time ago.  
I should just turn away and go find my friends.  Alex will go back to college and I’ll never see him again.  Right? 
I should say goodbye and have that be the end of it.  
I should remember how depressed I am about my boyfriend of two years breaking up with me last week.  
I should be thinking of ways to get him back.  
I should do a lot of things.  
What I do is this: I take a step towards Alex and pluck a stray eyelash off his cheek.  His head jerks back as I reach up, but when he sees what I’m doing he relaxes and smiles.  The skin of his face is warm—so warm.  My finger lingers on the spot and I imagine the blood moving beneath the surface.  Alex sucks in his breath.  
The eyelash evades me and I have to attempt to remove it twice before I am successful. 
 “Make a wish,” I say and he blinks at the dark eyelash balancing delicately on the tip of my index finger.  
His fingers wraps around my wrist to steady it as he blows.  He closes his eyes and opens them.  I am so close that I can see the dark pupils expand and contract in the sunlight.  I can feel the warmth of his breath in my hair.  It is a combination of pepper and honey.
“I’ll be home again next weekend.”  The watery words pour from his mouth and wash over me.  
I fall into eyes, blue and endless.  “I’ll be here,” I say, coming up for air.


 
  
We are cups, constantly and quietly being filled.  The trick is, knowing how to tip ourselves over and let the beautiful stuff out.
~Ray Bradbury


 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
  
“So will you?”
“Hmmm?”  I’m so deep in thought that I don’t realize that someone has been talking to me.  
I look up and the shadow in front of me solidifies into the shape of a boy.  It’s Wes Hardin.  He’s got this funny look on his face and he pulls on his earlobe like maybe he’s uncomfortable.  Puffy white clouds pass lazily in the blue sky that frames the space beyond his head.  “I’m sorry, Wes.  Did you need something?”
“Ummm.  I asked you to go to prom with me.”  He screws up his nose.  
“And I know that you and Dustin just broke up and that this is pretty fast, but I saw you sitting over here by yourself and I figured if I can’t ask you now then I might never do it.”  
“Oh.”  
Ohhhh.  
Crap.  
I’m stunned.  I honestly wasn’t expecting anyone to ask me to prom.  Not with the way that Taylor has been encouraging the entire school to treat me like I’ve contracted the plague.  
Wes is nice.  Cute in a nerdy glasses-wearing, skinny-armed kind of way and we would probably have an okay time at prom, but I’m not sure I even want to go anymore.  I’m definitely not ready to commit to a date.  
“Wes, that’s really nice of you to ask but I’m not really sure that this is a good idea.  Would it be horrible for me to say no?”
He lets go of a breath that he’s been holding and when he smiles tentatively it reaches his eyes.  “No, it wouldn’t.  But it would be less horrible if you say that you’ll think about it.”
I bite my bottom lip.  “Okay then… Can I think about it?”
 Wes smiles adorably.  “Thanks Willow.  You’re just... You’re so awesome and I—”  He’s blushing and it’s making me blush right back at him.  “W-will you just, you know, let me know?  Or whatever.”  
He leans forward awkwardly and grabs my wrist almost like he’s shaking my hand.  His skin is soft and slippery.  The whole thing is so incredibly strange that I almost laugh.  Wes looks back over his shoulder twice as he walks off towards the cafeteria.
“Tell us everything right this minute,” a deep voice says from behind me.
Laney and Lance plop down on either side of me.  Lance drops his backpack in my lap and I let out an oath at the weight.  
“Wes Hardin just asked me to prom.”
Laney is scribbling something on the inside flap of a folder.  “And?”
“And I told him that I would think about it.  I think that I’ll send him an email letting him down easy.”
“Wes was my chemistry lab partner sophomore year,” Lance offers.  “Pretty cool dude.  He did almost all of our assignments and I got an A in that class.”
“Well, if I need someone to go over the periodic table with me, I’ll give him a call but I don’t think that I want to go to prom with him.”
Laney shakes her head and gives me a direct look.  “Of course not.  You’re going with Alex.”
I laugh.  “Yeah right.”
Lance stretches his arm across my shoulder.  He pulls me toward his warm body.  “Look babe.  If you don’t ask Alex Faber to be your prom date then maybe I’ll take him.”
I start to giggle but the look on Lance’s face is so serious that I swallow hard.
***
Aside from staring at the back of his head in calculus, I have my first real encounter with Dustin on Tuesday morning, a week and a half after our break-up.  Today, I’m late to school because I agreed to take our neighbor’s Australian Shepherd out three times a day for the next four days while they are out of town.  This morning Aaron came with me, tripped over the leash and landed on his juicebox.  This necessitated an outfit change for both of us.  
I’m running to my locker so that I can switch out my books and make it to American Lit before Mr. Greyson sends me to the office.  Rounding the corner, I see Dustin slipping something through the locker vents.  I slow up my pace thinking that I’ll be able to shirk bumping into him, but he looks up at the sound of my steps in the nearly empty hall.  For a brief moment I wonder at the guilty look on his face and then I see where his hands are at.  
Wait.  Is that my locker?
With his head tilted slightly to the side so that his hair falls forward, Dustin flicks a wave to me.  He shoves his hands in his front pockets and rocks back on his heels while he waits for me.  I would swear that time slows to an exaggerated lop as I move toward him.  
“What are you doing?”  I croak.    
The toe of Dustin’s two-tone top-siders bounce against the locker with a thud.  He looks embarrassed.  “Oh, sorry Willow.  I was—uh—I wrote you a note.”
All I can think is: oh.
So that’s what I say.  
“Oh.”  
Very articulate, I know.  
At this point, I am really late for class so I sort of sidle past Dustin and spin my combination (which he knows) and switch out my books.  The note is in my hand and I stuff it in between the pages of my Lit book.  
I am trying not to notice that he still wears the cologne I got him or the way his shirt sleeve brushes my arm.  Dustin looks over his shoulder tensely and I briefly wonder if he’s looking for Taylor.  
He meets my eyes and says, “So read it, okay?”  
“Sure.”
Then he just looks at me for awhile and I start to feel like there’s something wrong with my face.  Maybe I have a booger dangling down from my nose.  Or maybe a bit of strawberry cream cheese from my bagel this morning is clutching my cheek.  
“What?”  I ask, defeated.  Deflated.
He says nothing.  Just more of that quiet looking and weirdness.
It’s like the rules are changed and we don’t know how to behave.  I don’t even know what the rules are anymore and maybe Dustin doesn’t either.  So I turn away because I’m not sure what else to do.  
In my head I say something about Taylor ruining everything and Dustin agrees with me.  
In my head we kiss and happily ever after sprawls out before us.   Taylor disappears in a puff of evil green smoke and Dustin and I work everything out and it’s all perfect.  
Because Dustin and I had been a couple and Taylor had interfered with that.  We had been happy.  Right?
I can feel Dustin’s eyes on the back of my neck the whole way down the hall.  It takes everything I’ve got to not look back.
A few heads turn my way as I enter the classroom, but I’m able to slip into my usual seat without Mr. Greyson making a big deal of my late entrance.  He simply acknowledges me with a weary look over his glasses that says, thank you for gracing us with your presence Miss James.  I smile innocently and flip my book open to the page number written on the board.  Mr. Greyson is a hard-ass when it comes to essay questions and papers, but for most of the other stuff he’s a pretty tame teacher.  
My seat is just below an air conditioning duct and the edges of Dustin’s note flutter temptingly.  I wait until Mr. Greyson is well into his lecture about Jonathan Swift before I risk it.
Dustin’s penmanship is awful.  It’s like trying to decipher the work of a dyslexic chimpanzee.
  
Willow, 
Saturday afternoon I was downtown with my dad and I saw you walk out of the Quick Mart with a bag of jellybeans.  I thought of the time that we picked out all the disgusting black jellybeans and dropped them on the beach and not even the seagulls would touch them.  I almost called your name but then I thought that you might not talk to me because of how things stand.  I want to apologize for what happened with Taylor.  You were a good girlfriend and didn’t deserve that shit.   I want us to be friends and I propose that we at least try it out.  I’m having a party tomorrow night after the regional track meet.  You should come.  
Dustin
  
I read it twice, my eyes lingering on the words.  The jellybeans had been a treat for Aaron who actually did eat the black ones because he’s strange like that.  
You were a good girlfriend.
What the hell is he getting at?
And the party?
Yeah right.
Because it would make a lot of sense for me to show up at my ex-boyfriend’s party and watch him make-out in a corner with my ex-friend while a bunch of people that don’t seem to like me very much stand around and talk about how awkward it is that I came to the party in the first place.   
***
  
I lace my sneakers.  Double-knots.
This is the first time I’ve jogged since the breakup and my quads are tight and stiff.  As part of my stretching routine I grab my ankle and pull it up behind me with my heel held against my butt.  Today I repeat the stretch twice to make sure my muscles are loosened up.
Jogging was really Dustin’s thing.  I picked it up the first year that we were together since he was always training for the track team and I wanted to suck all of him in, like a breath of air that I’d gulp down before diving headfirst into the water.  Dustin was thrilled that I wanted to run with him.  Mom was pleased that I’d taken an interest in keeping my body healthy.  In fact, it may be the only time that Dustin and my mother ever agreed on anything.  
With my earbuds snuggly in place and the beat of my favorite band filling me, I start out slowly.  My feet are tentative against the pavement.  My breathing is shallow. But when I round the corner where the narrow neighborhood roads meet and braid together to make one larger street, I let myself go.  
I run.  
I run like I’m screaming bloody murder.  Legs throbbing like a tidal heartbeat, arms pumping like stumpy wings at my side.  For one second, when the wind is whipping my sweat cold and the trees are green slurs blowing by, I think I might actually do it.  I might take off.   
There’s a familiar deep blue Toyota parked in the driveway when I come back from my run.  Sunlight flashes in the side mirror.  My nervousness picks up as I walk up the driveway.  Tugging gently, I pull my earbuds out and let them dangle over my right shoulder. 
Voices and laughter greet me at the door.  Using my toes for leverage, I slide out of my running sneakers.  Aaron is propped up on his elbows, his belly flat on the floor, coloring a rocket-shaped cutout.  
“Willow honey!  Don’t you look amazing.”
I grin.  “Unfortunately I don’t smell amazing at the moment.”
“Nonsense,” Brooke says pulling me into a quick hug.  Her dark hair brushes my shoulder.  She steps back to look at me, her hands still gripping my upper arms.  
I am hit full force by how alike she and Alex are, down to the clear faceted eyes and the curve of her cheekbones.  
“Tell me what you’ve been up to lately,” she says.
Mom emerges from the kitchen wiping her hands on her khaki shorts.  “Hi sweetie!  Brooke was just dropping off a brochure about the retreat we’re going on next month and I told her she should stay for dinner, but—”
“But Pete’s waiting on me,” Brooke finishes for her.  I think they share a look but I’m not sure.  Maybe I’m being paranoid.  “He’s making a new shrimp dish that he’s been wanting us to try for ages.”  
She wraps her arm around me and swings us towards the couch.  “I have a minute though.  Tell me—are you looking forward to graduation?”
I nod.  “Yeah.  Just a few more papers due and then finals and then I’ll be official.”
“Pete and I will both be there of course.  We wouldn’t miss the chance to see you in your cap and gown.  But I promise not to make you pose for too many pictures.  I thought Alex was going to kill me and stuff me in my camera bag at his graduation.”  She laughs at the memory and inclines her head to me.  
“In all honesty, I did take too many photos.  It’s not every day your only child graduates, is it?”
I shake my head.  
“You know,” Brooke says raising her eyebrows and taps her chin with her index finger.  “We need to get you guys together this summer.”
The room tilts.  My breath hitches in my throat.  
She’s watching me closely, scanning my face with her crystal blue eyes.  “You can talk about school.  He’ll be sure to have lots of pointers for you about college next year since you’ll be in the same place.  You’ll want to take advantage of him.”
Sigh.
I sure will.
  
***
After Brooke leaves, I can’t stop thinking about Alex and the way that we’d left things last weekend.  I think about the way that his skin felt and the warmth of his breath and how he’d looked almost jealous when Lance had grabbed me.  I know it’s stupid to want Alex to be jealous—of a gay guy no less—but, I can’t help the tiny thrill it sends through me.  And I can’t help when my breathing becomes more ragged as I think about his eyes moving over me and what it would feel like to have his lips do the same.  Needless to say, sleep is not so easy to come by.
I’ll be here.
I’ll be here.
Could I have been a little vaguer?  Did he think that I meant I’ll be here in town or more I specifically at the pier or just alive in general?  As in, I’ll be here on this great planet of ours and I hope you are too, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that we’ll ever see each other again.  
Am I supposed to call him?  Should I message him on Facebook or send him a text?  Texting seems more casual.  I want to appear casual, not conflicted or like I’m trying too hard.  Because I’m not.  No way.  I am not trying
anything with Alex.  Definitely not.
Ack!
I’m a spaz.  
Okay, calm down Willow.  
It’s easy to imagine that Alex was flirting with me.  That’s definitely what it felt like, but that can’t be what was happening, right?  
Right.  
Alex Faber wasn’t flirting with me, he was being friendly.  He’s a friendly guy.  He likes people.  People like him.  They talk to him.  He talks to them.  That’s what we were doing.  Talking.  Nothing more.  
Alex is in college.  He’s got better things to do than flirt with high school girls.  Especially me.  We’ve been down that road before and I know that he doesn’t see me that way.  
He was not flirting with me. 

I’m not even going to think about it anymore.

Or the fact that he looked wonderful.
Of course he did.  He is wonderful.  He’s this smart, attractive, tremendous person but that doesn’t have to mean anything to me.  It’s just nice for the human race.  You know, to have such a great person.  The bottom line is that the world is filled with lots of great people and I don’t go falling in love with them.  
I am not in love with Alex Faber.
I like him, but I don’t like like him.  
Plus, I shouldn’t even be thinking about this!  I am in no shape to think about any guys right now.  My boyfriend just broke up with me and is now dating my ex-friend.  I’m a disaster.  My heart is in a fragile state. 
“You missed my party.”  
The voice surprises me out of my thoughts.  “What?”  
I look up.  It’s Dustin.  He’s standing in front of me with a look on his face.  I don’t know the look.  I’m not sure that I like the look. 
He’s wearing the shirt we picked out together at the mall.  The blue one with the thin green stripes that I love.  It compliments his tanned skin and hugs his chest just right.  Great.  If only I hadn’t noticed that.
I’m sitting on a wooden bench on the outskirts of the quad.  My Spanish notes are sprawled on the seat beside me.  I was supposed to be studying for a quiz but I was letting myself get consumed with thoughts of boys.  Story of my life.
Dustin shuffles my notes into a messy pile so that he can sit down and then he’s next to me and my calf is touching his bare leg.  His special Dustin smell of cologne and leather surrounds me and it’s nice and decidedly weird all at once.
“You missed the party last night,” he repeats.  “I was really hoping that you’d show.”
He was?  “Oh, I—uh—I had to work.”  
Dustin looks at me.  He knows that I usually only work at Patty’s office on Tuesdays and Thursdays and I wonder if he’ll call me on my lie.  Instead, his lips purse ever so slightly and he says, “We won the track meet.”
I automatically smile and nudge his arm.  “Good for you.  See all those sprints that I forced you to do at the beach last summer paid off.”
Dustin reluctantly grins, flashing a bit of his dimple.  “I guess they did.  I should be grateful.  Shin splints and all.”  
“You’re damn right.”    
I’m just forming the thought that this isn’t so weird and that maybe Dustin, Taylor and I really can all exist in the same universe when I realize that he’s staring at me and it’s not so much that he’s staring, it’s the way that he’s staring.  I feel myself blushing and my heart starts pounding.  He looks away.
“Soooo…”  The word stretches out into the air between us…  “Sorry about the party.  I thought about coming but it’s not like I’ve been popular recently and I didn’t think that your girlfriend would exactly jump for joy if she saw me there.”  
Lie.  Lie.  Lie.  I did not think about going.  Not even close.  But Dustin doesn’t need to be privy to that information.  
Dustin winces.  “Willow, I’m sorry about all the crap that you’ve been putting up with.  I told Taylor to back off and you know that Allison and those other girls are just being bitchy because that’s what they do best.  You didn’t deserve that shit and I’m sorry that I let it happen.”  
He inhales deeply.  “I was serious about what I said in my note.  I’m sorry about a lot of things.  You were a good girlfriend and I didn’t appreciate that and Taylor is… Well, she’s not you.”  
Ack!  My head is groaning trying to figure out what he means.  I really need a translator to accompany me during these encounters.
I open my mouth to speak, but before sound makes it out of my mouth, Taylor is standing in front of us.  She clears her throat and gazes down at me with daggers in her brown eyes.  
“What am I babe?”  She manages to squish onto the bench between us which is not incredibly awkward or anything.
Dustin’s eyes get wide.  “Wh-what?”  
Taylor’s annoyance reaches a new level.  I picture her head exploding as her lips move.  “You were talking about me?”
“Uh…  I—umm...”  Dustin glances down at her hand on his arm and back at me.  He looks like a child who just got caught with a piece of candy that he was not supposed to be eating.
I scoot forward on the bench.  “Dustin was asking me about that quiz that we’re supposed to have in calculus.  We used to study together and he was telling me that he didn’t like to bother you with it.”  
Wow.  I am impressed with how self-assured and normal I sound.  No one would know that my stomach is churning like the paddlewheel on an old-fashioned steamboat.
She doesn’t acknowledge me but gives Dustin a feminine pouty face.  “You should have told me baby.  I could have helped you study for that last test.  I don’t think you have to be a genius to help in calculus.”
No.  But you have to have a basic understanding of mathematic principals and if I remember correctly you baked your way out of a failing grade in Algebra by chairing the bake sale that was Mrs. Vaughn’s pet project.
Okay.  I don’t say this.  Not really.  Only in my head.  And for now that is satisfying enough.
Taylor pecks Dustin on the cheek and he smiles weakly.  I stand up and shove my notes into my backpack because I don’t need to subject myself to this crap anymore.  Sure, Dustin’s giving me a guilty look, but that doesn’t mean that I have to give him a free pass to flaunt his new relationship in front of me.    
“The Hooch.  This Saturday night.”  He says this to my back and I lift my hand so that he knows that I heard him but I don’t turn around.  I don’t want to see the look on Taylor’s face.
Laney’s standing at the archway in front of the building texting on her phone.  
“What was that about?”  She asks, gesturing to the bench where our odd threesome had been sitting.  
I close my eyes.  “Nothing important.”  
As we round the corner, I turn back to see Taylor nestling her head on Dustin’s shoulder.  “We were talking.  He wanted me to go to some party or something.  Taylor interrupted us.”
Laney’s eyes widen.  “You still have feelings for him, huh?”
I sigh through my nose but I don’t answer.
She tilts her head.  “Do you love him?”  
I don’t know how to answer that.  I guess my heart still hurts when I think about him.  There’s a pit in my stomach right now.  Is that the same as love?  I’m not sure anymore.  There’s this part of me that wishes that I could tell Laney that I’m a strong, powerful woman and I don’t need a man—rah-rah-rah girl power and all that.  But that’s not how I feel.  I still feel empty and I’m not sure if Dustin Rant is what I need to be full.  I can’t remember what being full feels like.  
“I don’t know.”
She nods.  “You know what you need to do, right?”
I shake my head.  Obviously if I knew what I need to be doing I would be doing it.  
“Duh.”  The expression on her face can only be described as exasperation.  “You need to make him jealous.”
***
“Pass me the white-out please.”  
I stand up and take the small bottle over to Smirna’s desk.  She unscrews the lid and carefully paints over a smudge on the ledger.  Fanning her hand and blowing, she gives me a thoughtful look over the edge of the paper.  “The thing to remember is that you’re young.  This is the time to make mistakes and learn from them, no?”
“Does that mean that we should learn from them together or apart?”  
She laughs.  “If all the answers were so easy then we’d all have it figured out.”  
The waiting area has been empty since we sent the last patient of the day in to see Patty twenty minutes ago.  Smirna and I don’t normally chat about our personal lives but she asked about my “handsome young man” so I had to tell her that he was my young man no longer.  
She inclined her head and said, “Dustin is not the handsome young man that I meant.”  
And when she winked at me I knew that she meant Alex and that she’d picked up on some kind of vibe between us when he was in the office.  I hadn’t responded and I thought that I’d effectively shaken her off the trail but somehow our conversation about her quilting patterns had circled back to boys and we’re now talking about my ex.
“But I want easy!”
Smirna’s voice is careful.  “You’re a good girl Willow.  Do you really and truly want that boy back?”
I just shrug.  
She tips her head forward so that her chin is almost touching her neck.  “Answer the question.”
I throw my hands up dramatically.  “Yes!  Okay?  Yes, I want him back.  I want to see the look on Taylor’s face when he comes back to me.”
“That sounds less like love and more like revenge.”
Somehow that seems like a familiar sentiment.
Smirna turns back to her desk popping a cherry flavored cough drop in her mouth.  She looks at me halfway over her shoulder and smiles.  “If it is revenge you’re after then you must make him jealous.”
***
“You should make him jealous.”  
“Oh my God!  Why does everyone keep saying that?”  I turn in my seat knocking over a binder and a pen with my arm.  A half-dozen heads look in our direction.  
Nate ignores my grimace and smiles like the Cheshire Cat as he bends to pick up the spilled things.  His white teeth show vividly against his almond lips.  “Because we’re intelligent, in the know, on the pulse… Take your pick.”
I tuck my long hair behind my ear and lower my voice to a loud whisper.  “I just feel weird about doing that.”
He sits up.  “How do you mean?”
I sigh.  “Well, I would have to use a guy—a real guy—an actual living breathing person who might be a tad offended about being used as a subject in an experiment.”
He considers that but doesn’t seem bothered by it.  “Just tell him the truth,” he says with a mild shrug.  
“Guys aren’t like girls.  There are plenty of us that don’t mind being used by a hot girl, even if it is to get her douchy ex-boyfriend back.”
“Hey,” I say slapping his arm playfully.
Nate puts his hands up in mock surrender.  “I call ‘em like I see ‘em.”
I raise my eyebrows and point my finger at him.  “Tell me this ‘Oh Wise One.’  Would you be willing to be my faux-boyfriend?”
“And blow my chances to go to prom with Alyssa Chestnut?”  He points back mimicking my gesture.  “Not even for you sweetheart.”
My chin settles onto my palm as I look around the room, studying the faces of my classmates.  Wes Hardin did ask me to prom but he’s too nice to use for some crazy scheme.  “What about Isaac?”  I say with a nod to the occupied desk in the corner of the room.
Nate gives me a look like I’m crazy.  “Nose hair?  No, no, no,” he says on a breath.  “And if I didn’t make myself clear… NO.”
I roll my eyes.  “Come on.  His nose hair is not that long.  That’s a nickname from freshman year.  I think we can move on.”  
As if on cue, Isaac, who doesn’t realize that he has an audience, lifts his hand to his face and deftly picks his nose.  Nate and I burst into high-pitched laughter.   
The thick slab of skin underneath Mrs. Carlson’s chin shakes as her head turns in our direction.  
“Miss James, Mr. Perry, do I need to separate the two of you?”  She is looking at us over her glasses and her voice is mocking, condescending.  
“No ma’am,” Nate says picking up his pen.
“Hmmmphh…”  She settles back in her seat. 
I bend my head and pretend to be busy reading our workbook.  I angle myself so that Nate can hear me but Mrs. Carlson can’t see my lips moving.  “I don’t know what you expect.  I can’t just take my pick of guys and expect them to fall over themselves for me.”
Nate smiles.  “But I think that we can do better than Nose Hair.”  He leans closer smelling faintly of laundry soap and coconut.  “For starters, no one in this room is going to work.  We need to find someone that threatens Dustin at the cellular level.  Someone tall, dark and handsome—all that stuff that you girls go goo-goo-ga-ga over.  And Dustin needs to believe that it’s real—not some set-up.”
Okaaaay...
There is exactly one human that threatens Dustin at the cellular level.
And he told me that he would be in town this weekend.
  


 
  
Anyone who believes what a cat tells him deserves all he gets.
~Neil Gaiman


 
CHAPTER TWELVE
  
August.  The summer before junior year.
Dustin and I had been going out for about seven months.  Mom had finished the second round of chemo a few weeks before and we were waiting on the test results that would tell us how likely it was that the cancer would come back.  Jake was like a zombie during that time.  Getting Aaron to daycare, going to work, coming home and eating dinner.  I don’t think I saw him smile a normal smile for months.  So when I walked in the door and saw that goofy, lopsided grin on his face I knew.   
“We’re having a party!”  He shouted in greeting.
I think I remember that there was a group hug and maybe some tears involved.  I’m not sure of the details.  I just remember that it was the first time we had felt like a family in a long time.  
A few hours later I was letting people in through the front door.  
“Great news!” They all said as they filed in with their contribution to the potluck.  
Cheers!
Yay!  
We knew she would pull through.  
Julie’s always been a fighter.
Alex handed me a ceramic platter with assorted cookies.  
I tried not jump when his fingers brushed against mine.  
I tried not to think of other times that we’d touched, of the last time when everything had gone so horribly, horribly wrong.  
He smiled.  
I tried not melt right there in the foyer.  
He said hello.  
I tried to make coherent sounds with my tangled up tongue.  
He blinked.  
I tried not to stare deeply into his blue eyes.
“Don’t think I’ve forgotten that you never called me back,” he said with a lilt in his voice that I didn’t understand.  
I opened my mouth.  What could I say to him?  That I couldn’t handle that kind of rejection again?  That it had been much easier to avoid answering my phone and to make other plans the night a few weeks ago when I knew that he and Pete and Brooke were coming to dinner?  That I still had his jacket in my closet and I’d put it on twice just to sit around my room and feel the fabric that once touched his skin brush against mine?
And then Dustin—my boyfriend—was behind me, shaking hands and acting completely normal, like the world hadn’t just flipped on its axis.
“Who is that guy?”  Dustin asked me later as we stood by the open porch door.
I followed his gaze.  “Oh, you met him earlier.  That’s Alex.”
Dustin rolled his eyes.  “I got his name.  But, who is he?”
Oh, no big deal.  He’s just the boy I’ve been crushing on for years.  I tried to kiss him just before you and I started dating but he pushed me away.  I was devastated.  
No, I didn’t say that.  I attempted to sound blasé about the whole thing.  “His mom and my mom are good friends.”
“I don’t like him.”
“Why not?”
“He keeps looking over here.”  
He does?  I turned my head quickly and sure enough, I caught Alex’s eye.  We both smiled.  
“Jesus Willow!  What the hell is that about?”
I turned back to Dustin.  His eyes were narrowed and his mouth puckered into an angry line.  “What?”
“You’re flirting with him.”
“No.  I’m not.  We’re just old friends.”  I put my hands on my hips.  
“You have tons of friends that are girls.  Do you see me complaining that Kristin’s family and your family went on vacation together over the summer?  Or that you and Taylor played tennis together last weekend?  No.  You don’t.  So stop being a jerk.”
“Nothing’s going on with Kristin or Taylor.  Are you telling me that nothing is going on with that guy Alex?”
“Yes.”  
Dustin still didn’t look convinced so I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him lightly on the lips.  “I promise.”
Dustin wrinkled his nose.  “Okay, I still don’t like him.”
I didn’t think that it would be a good time to mention that Alex was older, taller and could probably kick the shit out of him.  I just laced my fingers with Dustin’s and walked him over to the food table.  What couldn’t a good bowl of chili fix?
***
It turns out that I don’t need to worry about how to get in touch with Alex.  He sends me an email sometime while I’m at school on Friday.  It’s waiting like a wrapped present when I get to get home in the afternoon.
  
Willow, 
I was sitting in class this morning waiting for my professor’s coffee to kick in so that he could start the lecture when I got a text from my mom.  She hasn’t quite grasped the concept of the auto-correct function on her phone so it took me a few minutes to figure out what the text was about.  Basically she was berating me for not getting in touch with you sooner to talk to you about school next year.  
She’s right.  I don’t know many people in the Art Department but I would be happy to help you out with general information or whatever you need.  I’ll be home tomorrow night.  I thought I’d get there today but an unexpected project and a much needed study group popped up.  Ahhh, the life of an “architorture” student.  
A
  
Get this—my stomach flips over as I read the email.  And then I reread it.   
I let the email breathe in my inbox for a half an hour and then crack my fingers against each other and try to formulate a response that manages to be both friendly and aloof at the same time.   
            
Alex,
            Architorture, huh?  
Thanks for the offer.  I’m sure any and all assistance will be helpful.  I haven’t settled my major yet and I actually never sent my portfolio in so I probably won’t be allowed to register for any of the major-specific art classes.  I’ll most likely get a fairly generic freshman liberal arts course load when it comes time to make my schedule.
Willow
  
Alex’s responding email hits my inbox in less than two minutes so he must be online:
                        
What?  You’re not planning to major in art?  Did I just black out and wake up in a parallel universe?  By the way, do you have plans Saturday night?
            A
  
I try to ignore the question about my major and focus on the second part of his email.  Saturday night is that party at the Hooch that Dustin mentioned.  Okay, is it completely bitchy that I wouldn’t mind seeing Dustin’s reaction if I bring Alex to the party with me?  I quickly type out an email before I lose my nerve.
                        
I’m supposed to go to a party at the beach Saturday.  Go with me?
  
            I expect Alex to email me back right away but five minutes goes by, and then a half an hour, and then an hour.  Nothing.  Great.  I probably freaked him out by basically asking him to go out with me.  And does a college guy even want to go to a high school party?  Probably not.  
            There is homework that I could be doing and laundry that I could be putting away, but my brain is completely dominated by a nervous anxiety that has everything to do with Alex.  Finally, just before I flip off my computer, he emails me back.  
  
                         I probably won’t be able to make it in time to take you out for dinner.  Party sounds good.  Pick you up at 8:30?
  
            My fingers shake as I type out a response.
  
                        See you then 
  
Oh.  My.  God.


 
  
Zombies hate that you are awesome.
~Unknown


 
  
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
  
It’s  my bi-monthly dinner with my dad and his girlfriend Diana.  She pronounces her name Dee-aaah-na and expects the rest of us to go along with it.  She has highlighted blond hair that she wears in an over-styled shoulder-length bob.  She uses so much hairspray that I think her coif could withstand hurricane force winds.  There should be a warning sign around her neck that reads: Highly Flammable Hair.  
“Did you give any thought to which weekends you’d like to visit in the summer?”  She asks.
I shake my head and swallow the bite of eggplant parmesan that I’d been chewing for the last minute.  Diana has this thing about eating slowly.  It really irritates her when people eat too quickly.  Dad is sitting next to her in the booth checking the email on his phone for the fourth time since we sat down to eat.  
“Um, not really.  I’ve had so much going on lately with school—”
She interrupts.  “And your break-up.”
“That I haven’t really looked at the calendar,” I continue choosing to ignore her comment.  
I’d been irritated earlier when mom had told me that she’d mentioned it to dad.  The last people I needed taking an interest in my personal life were my father and his girlfriend.  I’d rather face a firing squad than have to go into the details of the whole thing with them. 
She sighs, just barely hiding her disapproval.  Diana likes to schedule things.  Before she came along dad and I saw each other whenever it worked out.  Sometimes it was three times in one month.  Some months I wouldn’t see him at all because he’d be too busy working on a big case or doing whatever else was more important than me.  
When dad started dating Diana, that lax schedule changed.  It didn’t seem right to her that we didn’t have a proper visitation schedule.  Diana didn’t like the sound of “whenever” so she came up with the two monthly dinners and two week-long stays each year—one after Christmas and one in the summer.  
“Well, please look at it this week.  I know that you’ll be busy planning for college and there are a few things that your father mentioned that he wanted to do so the summer weekends are filling up fast.”
“Of course.”  I take another bite of eggplant parmesan to occupy myself.
She touches my father’s arm.  “Miles, do you think it would be too much for you to put your phone away for a few minutes and try to enjoy dinner with your daughter?”  
I hate how Diana does that—uses titles like “your daughter” and “your father” instead of just calling us Willow and Miles.  
He looks over sheepishly and punches two more keys before sliding his phone into his side pocket.  
“Sorry about that.  Busy time at work right now.  New cases coming in every day and we’re short-staffed as it is.”  He looks at me attempting to make a connection.  “Tell me how you’ve been kiddo.”
Kiddo.  That’s what he still calls me.  It bothers the hell out of me but I don’t say anything because the last time I told my father something honest—that I no longer enjoyed our annual visit to Disney World—he was completely irritated.  He called my mother and acted like it was her fault that I’d grown up and didn’t want to stand in hour-long lines in ninety-eight degree weather to see animatronic animals sing and dance to cheesy songs.  
No, speaking one’s mind does not pay off with Miles James.  He’s a strictly “on the surface” kind of father.  He wants to hear that I’m doing well in school, that I’m eating lots of vegetables and that I brush my teeth every night before bed.  Anything more tends to set off a chain reaction of negativity.
He and Diana listen attentively as I tell them about school and the paper that I have due in English.  He asks a few questions.  I answer.  And then he looks at Diana and something passes between them and he takes her hand.  “We’ve got news,” my father says with a grin like he’s holding court.
“Okaa-aay…”
“We’re getting married.”
Oi vey.
***
Now is as good a time as any to admit that I lied before.  My friendship with Laney didn’t just end with a fight.  It didn’t fizzle out.  I extinguished it.
Why?
Because Dustin didn’t like her.
The first day after Mr. Rotholz redid the seating chart and Dustin looked over at me in Chem lab—I mean, really looked at me—I blushed from the tips of my toes all the way up to my hairline.  Two months earlier Alex had turned me down and my heart had gone into a tailspin.  
Laney had called it a “bump in the road,” but it felt like a lot more than just a bump.  It felt like Kilimanjaro.  And with my mom’s cancer it felt like my entire life was in a tailspin of suckage.   
You know that saying, when it rains, it pours?  
Well, that pretty much sums up the way that I was feeling.  I was in a torrential downpour and I didn’t have an umbrella.
And then Dustin Rant smiled his cocky smile at me and it was the sun peeking out from behind a patch of storm clouds.  At this point my transformation was underway.  I’d already started paying attention to my clothes and wearing makeup to school.  I practiced my posture in the full-length mirror in my bedroom.  Mom had insisted that I talk to someone—a professional—to help me cope with the stress of her illness.  I’d only had to go to five sessions before mom was convinced that I was stable, but I still remember some of the things that Dr. Snyder (I wasn’t allowed to call her Patty then) had said to me.   
            She brought up my sudden interest in clothes.  Obviously my mother had dished about me prior to my office visit because how else would Dr. Snyder know that the tailored vest and pointy-toed shoes that I was wearing were “new for me”?  The last time she’d seen me I’d been in a pale blue loose-fitting dress with crocheted sleeves at Mom and Jake’s wedding.  Clearly that was no indication of my style preferences.  
It was easy to brush it off.  I’d shrugged.  “I’m an adolescent.  Isn’t trying new stuff what I’m supposed to be doing?”
Dr. Snyder had nodded and made this face that at the time I thought was a tad condescending, but in hindsight, I know that’s just the face that she makes when she’s thinking.  
“When you’re in crisis mode it’s normal to search for areas of your life that you can gain control over.” 
Crisis mode?  I thought that was a bit of an exaggeration and said as much.  
Maybe my reasons were simpler.  Maybe I was just trying to make a change.  People had been changing their lives for the better for centuries—getting religion, moving continents, giving up candy and fried foods.  Why did it matter so much what I wore?  Combat boots and vintage tops didn’t define me.  Neither could patent leather and breast-boosting undergarments. 
Dustin, for one, liked my new look.  “Nice shirt,” he commented as I sat down at my lab seat.  When he laughed a few minutes later I noted that his nostrils were perfectly symmetrical.
I told Laney how he walked me to my next class after our lab.  
“Duh—he likes you,” she said as if that wasn’t something that was altogether amazing. Looking back it’s entirely possible that there was a hint of disapproval in her tone.
Could it be true?  Did Dustin Rant like me?  I couldn’t fathom it.    
A week and one day later he invited me to a party at the beach.  
(!!!)
Laney came with me because I said that I needed back-up and even though she rolled her eyes at the gathering of parked luxury cars in the corner of the beach access parking lot and mumbled under her breath about spoiled little rich kids, she was my best friend and if that meant tagging along to some party that she hated, that’s what she would do.
He found me almost immediately and shoved a red plastic cup brimming with foamy beer into my hands.  It was bitter and I hated the taste instantly but I drank the entire thing within fifteen minutes because I figured that was what I was supposed to do.  When the cup was empty I moved to refill it.  This was my very first experience with a keg and some guy I didn’t know laughed at my fumbling with the spigot thingy (which I later learned is called a “tap”) and ended up filling the cup for me.
I tried to talk to people—to fit in but I was distracted by Dustin over by the bonfire laughing loudly and jokingly wrestling one of his friends that I recognized as being on the track team also.  I liked the deep dimple that appeared on his cheek when he smiled and the way that his eyes kept drifting over to mine even when other girls were talking to him.  I wondered about the smell of his skin and feel of the dark blonde curls that tickled his collar.
Couples began to fork off and in the moonlight Dustin pulled me away from the crowd down to where the water brushed the dry sand.  He held onto my hand and he kissed me for the first time while the black water lapped at our shoes.  
I felt warm all over and when his mouth moved down my neck and his hands crept up my shirt to the swell of my breasts, I didn’t stop him.  If Dustin’s mouth was a little sloppy due to him being tipsy I didn’t really care.  When his fingers grazed my zipper I held onto his hand with mine.  Dustin sighed and kissed my earlobe.  He bent his head and told me that I was gorgeous and that I was his.  
He held my hand in his as we walked back to the epicenter of the party.  
“What’s with your friend Laney?”  By the time he asked the question we were close enough to the bonfire that I could see his face.  His nose was crinkled.
“What do you mean?”  I asked even though I knew exactly what he meant.  
“She’s weird,” he said as if it were a fact, not an opinion.
I looked for her.  She was standing off to the edge of things talking to a boy I recognized as a senior.  I could barely make out the words but a few carried through the other noises.  Taxes, nouveau rich, right, decency…  I cringed.  Laney was talking politics.  At a party.  A party full of teenagers.  
Dustin frowned.  “You can do better.”  Like it was a simple thing.  Like you could choose your friends and change them like a pair of pants that don’t work for the weather.  Like that’s all it was.  
And as the senior rolled his eyes and walked away from Laney I thought that maybe Dustin was right.  
***
The beach doesn’t change much and neither do the parties.
Usually they are at the beach access over at the east end of Palmer Road.  It’s called The Hooch which is a name that no one really gets, but it sticks and I wonder if that’s because no one’s been able to think of anything better. 
The crowd at the Hooch consists mainly of kids from Northridge High, but there are always some people from Bayview, which is where Alex graduated from.  And some of the time a few people will show up from Saint Joseph’s.  In all the times that I’ve come to a party at this beach with Dustin I’ve never bumped into Alex and I’m starting to have second thoughts.
I’m glossing over the part where Alex picked me up tonight because I think that I blacked out through most of it.  Pretty much all I remember is him opening my car door and my arm brushing against his and the rest is a blur.  I didn’t recognize the soft indie music coming out of the speakers but I focused on the chords to get myself under control.  I will not even mention the way that Alex smells and that as soon as he was in the driver’s seat I was tempted to crawl over the center console and sniff his neck.   
“You’re sure?” He asks with his pierced eyebrow raised like it is completely independent of the other when I tell him where the party is.
“Yeah,” I reply, a little flustered that he’s asked the question.  Alex looks at me for what I think seems like a long time, but he doesn’t say anything—he just drives us here.  
I wait at the front of the car rubbing my upper arms while he rummages in the backseat for something.  When he comes up beside me I see that it’s a black hoodie.  
“Try this,” he says.  His blue eyes are electric in the fading light.  “You look like you’re freezing.”
It’s true.  I am shivering.  Only I could freeze when it’s practically summer but the air down by the beach is always cooler than I think it will be.  Even this time of the year, the wind picks up over the open expanse of water and blows in a chill like the breath of someone with ice cubes in their mouth.  
The jacket slouches over my shoulders and falls to the middle of my thighs where the soft cotton tickles me.  It smells like Alex and reminds me of another time and another jacket.  
“If I were you, I would hold off on making plans to go to the Antarctic anytime soon,” he says.  
I laugh.  “Damn.  I guess I should call my travel agent first thing in the morning.”
He flashes his full-on smile and my breath catches.  God.  
Though it’s almost nine, this time of year it is just getting full dark.  Even so, it’s obvious that a few people are already hammered.  A kid that can’t be more than fifteen is losing his guts over by a metal trashcan near the dunes. 
For a few minutes we stand at the edge of things, pensively perched on the sand watching the people swirl with the smoke from the bonfire.  I can feel Alex close to me as if he is in my blood, rushing through my veins on the pathway to my heart.  And when his fingertips brush against the backside of my hand, it sends a jolt of electricity through my entire body.   
 The fire throws off crackling sparks that fizzle in the darkness and float down around the shadowed bodies like fairy dust.  I close my eyes and I’m thinking of the time Alex and I went with our moms to that restaurant out west of town where we ordered corn fritters and freshly squeezed lemonades served in chilled mason jars.  That was in the summer.  I remember that Alex grabbed my hand and led me out on the dock where a crusty old fisherman was gutting his catch.  Their silver-blue bodies glistened under the sun and a few fish still jumped and writhed, their mouths forming elongated Oh’s.  And then I’m thinking of The Price is Right—and how weird is that?  Why am I thinking of that show?  And—
“Faber!”  This is some guy shouting.  
He materializes from behind a redhead in a sparkly green top.  I recognize him as someone who goes to Bayview.  His gait and his beefy shoulders and crew cut scream “football jock.”  He’s got a huge smile on his face.  He and Alex do a quasi-handshake, slap thing.  
Football guy is named Jonathan and he’s a senior at Bayview this year.  Apparently Jonathan goes out with the green-sequined redhead and he’s also responsible for acquiring the keg so “beer is free game” for “Faber and anyone who’s with him.”  He gives me a conspiratorial wink and a cocked smile.
I smile back.  
It remains unclear if Jonathan and Alex are actual friends or if Jonathan is just a bit drunk and happy to see someone that hails from Bayview even if he did graduate two years ago.  Jonathan’s hooting and guffawing and when he comes close to my face I find out that his breath is sweet and sticky.  
The redhead appears over his shoulder with a darker haired friend and Jonathan launches into the introductory spiel and now I know Alicia and Lauren.  Lauren, who I learn graduated last year, asks Alex about school and it’s clear that she knows something about him.  As I stand there and watch him interact with these people I realize that I never think of Alex as being friends with such normal people.  When we walk away a few minutes later I say something like this.
Alex laughs.  My stomach flips over at the sound.  
“What’s normal?”  He asks.
“I don’t know exactly but you’re not it.”
His expression is amused.  “I’m not?”  He shakes his head.  “It must be the facial piercing and the strange music.  Is it too much?”
I laugh.  “No.  I actually like the eyebrow ring.”  His lips form a smirk as I reach up to brush his brow with the very tips of my fingers.  “When did you get it?”
He looks slightly apologetic and I don’t understand why.  “Last summer when I was in Atlanta.  Between us, I’d had too many beers and I barely remember it.”
“Well, it’s hot.”  My eyes widen when I register that I said out loud the words that were in my head.  I bite down hard on my lip and wonder if burying myself in the sand is out of the question.  But then Alex gets this pleased look on his face and I think that if I could bottle it and hold onto it forever, I would.  
He leans down so that he’s close to my ear and his breath pushes down my neck in threads that caress my skin.  “And you don’t even know about the tattoos…”
My bottom jaw falls and Alex laughs with his head back and his face parallel to the stars.  Then he grabs the sleeve of my borrowed jacket and pulls me far enough away from the fire so that the smoke doesn’t dry out our eyes but still close enough that our faces are lit by the tangerine flames.  I can’t help but think that if he moved his hand just a bit we would be touching skin to skin.
Alex settles on one of the pieces of driftwood that has been positioned like a bench.  I sit down to his left, careful to be close to him but not too close.  A knotty lump of wood cuts into my butt cheek and I have to shift twice to get comfortable.
I’ve always liked watching people and Alex has found a perfect spot for one of my favorite activities.  We begin a game.  We imagine what the clustered people are talking about and we create amusing dialogues to accompany the stories.  
I explain to him that the sallow-faced girl sitting on the blue cooler is actually a diplomat’s daughter and the young man to her left is her hired bodyguard.  They were having a clandestine affair but have recently ended things due to an argument.
He turns to me, his head tilted to the side like a bird.  “What was the argument about?”  
“The argument,” I say on a breath, “is over a pair of underwear.”
His eyes crinkle with skepticism.  “Underwear?”
“Don’t look so unsure.  Undergarments have put many decent relationships asunder.”  I pause with exaggerated reverence.  “For years his deep, dark secret has been that he loves to wear girl’s panties underneath his clothing.”
He’s grinning.  “Interesting...  And the diplomat’s daughter discovered this weird fetish of his and decided that it was too much for her to cope with? ”
I tap my leg.  “Actually no.  She doesn’t even mind that he sneaks into her room and wears her underwear.  She’s forward thinking and progressive.”
Alex inclines his head.  “Clearly.”
“The thing that drove them apart is that she discovered him in possession of someone else’s underwear—a lacy pair of hot pink cheekies.  He claimed that they belonged to her and that she had simply forgotten about them but she knew that was a lie because she’s been strictly a bikini brief kind of girl for years.  So much better for circulation.”
This surprises a loud laugh out of him—a golden thing that fills the space around me and transforms his face.  I catch myself staring a little too intently at the creased skin around Alex’s eyes and the curve of his upper lip so I force myself to look instead at the shifting shadows thrown by the fire.  
Maybe I should consider this plan again.  It’s one thing to use Alex to get back at Dustin.  It’s an entirely different thing to fall for Alex a second time and have my heart smashed all over again.  That’s the very last thing I need right now, yet here I am, sitting on a salt-dried log next to Alex Faber while my stomach flip-flops and I try my damndest not to think about what he looks like without his shirt on or where the placement of the alluded to tattoo may be.  
Alex’s laugh fades to a smirk and he taps my arm playfully with his elbow.  “Can I ask you a question?”
“Sure,” I say though I’m anything but sure.
Alex tilts his head to one side.  “What exactly are cheekies?”
This question throws me and I feel simultaneously embarrassed that I ever brought up women’s underwear in his presence and pleased that he doesn’t seem to have a lot of working knowledge about lingerie.   
I am building up the courage to explain what “cheekies” are when I feel the prickling of a hundred tiny bugs scurrying across my back.  I recognize the tingling sensation as a sort of radar I’ve developed recently.  Laney told me that it was in my imagination.  “You can’t sense your ex-boyfriend,” she’d said as she bit a moon-round bite out of an apple.  I disagreed and Dizzy backed me up.  She told me that she experienced the same exact thing for exactly two months and four days one time.  It made me wonder what happened after two months and five days but I didn’t get the chance to ask because the class bell had rung and we’d scampered in different directions so that we wouldn’t be late.  
Tonight the awareness makes my chest hurt.  I turn my head and there is Dustin filtering through the knotted people with his hand on the back of Taylor’s neck.  I recognize the gesture because he used to touch me the same way and with the awakened memory I can practically feel the warmth of his hand on my neck, his fingers twirling absently in my hair.  
Taylor is wearing a tightly fitted cream colored short-sleeved sweater and tall shoes.  I want the shoes.  They are made of soft caramel colored leather and they look expensive.  The heels are at least three inches and I wonder if I could even pull off high-heeled boots.  I’d probably end up falling over.  And actually, high-heels seem like a stupid thing to wear to the beach, right?  I bet she can barely keep her balance on the soft sand.   
Dustin is wearing jeans that fit the way jeans are supposed to and he stops when he sees me.  His feet come to a halt like they’ve taken root and even across the distance and the shadows cast by the licking flames I can see the corners of his eyes turn down in disapproval.  I glance away quickly hoping that he didn’t see me notice him.
There are fifty witnesses to the moment when Taylor realizes what has caused her boyfriend’s abrupt change in posture.  She stares me down with a look that I swear could cause a puppy to have an aneurism.  
Alex is looking at me also.  I can feel his pupils zeroing in on the pores on the side of my face.  My nose probably looks huge from that angle and I want to pull my hair forward and hide behind it like a curtain.  Or maybe I could evaporate like water and become part of the atmosphere.  I’m staring down at my shoes trying to force back the tears that are burning the backs of my eyes.  Crying, I tell myself firmly, would only make a bad situation worse.
Blink.
Swallow.
Count slowly.
Swallow once more. 
Repeat.
This is the rhythm that I’ve developed.  
Blink.
I am about to swallow when I feel something solid at my waist.  Alex has scooted in and his chest is tilted toward me.  He brings his strong arm up and around my body.  The gesture is not friendly.  His hand settles on my hip below the waist of my jeans an inch or so away from my bare skin.  
I don’t know what my face looks like but his whisper is gentle in my ear, “This is what you wanted, right?”
And when I sit up straighter, our irises lock and I see that his eyes are as bright and shiny as mine.


 
And this is the room
One afternoon I knew that I could love you
And from above you I sank into your soul
Into that secret place where no one dares to go.
~Neutral Milk Hotel
“King of Carrot Flowers, Pt. 1”


 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
  
Later, as he drives to my house I am trying to think of what to say but I’ve got nothing.  I’m like a hard drive that’s been wiped.  Must. Reboot.
Alex talks for me.  
He says, “This is a great song,” and adjusts the volume on the car stereo.  
It’s an old song that’s been remade.  I can’t place the original but I know the lyrics and in my head I sing along for a bit.  Not out loud.  I don’t want Alex to suffer any more than he already has.
The song ends as we turn onto my street.  Time is almost up and I’ve said nothing about what happened at the beach.  But Alex doesn’t turn into my driveway.  He takes us down the street and makes a right on Windsong Terrace.  
Now I know what he is thinking and I can’t help but smile.  He parks on the shoulder and I step out of the car onto ground that is part grass and part knee-high sticky weeds.  I grunt as I brush the nettles away from the legs of my jeans.  
“Hey, remember when we accidentally let the Finkin’s Persian cat out and she came back covered in these things?”
Pushing through a particular tall patch of the offending weeds, he stops and looks over his shoulder.  Behind him the silver moon looks like an enormous winking eye.  
“Of course I remember Willow.  She screamed at me like it was my fault her cat couldn’t compete in that cat show and she claimed to my dad that I’d cost her thousands of dollars in breeding money.”  
He bends a slender branch away from our path with an outstretched hand.  “Who has ever heard of cats competing in a pageant anyway?”
“It’s ludicrous,” I agree with a grin.  We’re almost there.
“That cat should have thanked me when it wasn’t whored away to some shaggy male tomcat for the purpose of making expensive kittens”
“It was an ungrateful thing.”
“It was.”
Alex finds the spot with his shoe and we both bend to the dirt in a practiced way to clear off the edges of the board.  When the perimeter is free, we each take a side and lift.  As the quarter-inch plywood board comes up sandy dirt spills over our feet.  A rush of cool air hits my face.  It smells a tad musty.  Our eyes meet and I can’t help but feel a little giddy.  
“Have you been back here much?”  He asks.
I shake my head.  “The cave didn’t feel right without you.”  That’s the truth and I can’t help but feel glad when he looks happy about my answer.  
We sit on the edge of the gaping hole for a moment.  Alex slides in first and then in a practiced way, reaches up to help me down.  Over the layers of shirt and jacket his fingers dig into the soft skin beneath my rib cage.  
My feet greet the ground and his hands slide to my waist and I think that they linger for a beat longer than they should.  Or maybe that is my imagination.  
Alex grabs a flashlight from a small cranny in the dirt wall and switches it on.  I hold my hand to my face to shield the glaring white-blue light.  
“Sorry,” he says and shifts the beam downward.  The hard-packed dirt walls are about five feet high and I would guess that the space extends a good twelve feet behind us until it narrows into a tiny passageway that empties near the beach.  Alex has to bend his knees and head to fit.  “God, this place seems a lot smaller than it used to.”  He laughs.
We are in a hole/cave hybrid.  This large parcel of land, situated between two houses at the back of my neighborhood was once owned by a builder who planned to construct a four story residential quadruplex but was stalled by a legal dispute between himself, his insurance company and the city government.  The end result was that the city ended up purchasing the land well-below market value and the spot was zoned “unbuildable” due to low elevation and flooding concerns.  
Jake told me that in the late nineties there was talk of bringing in more dirt and transforming the space into a playground but an environmental group battled it because at one point there were some gopher tortoises that used it as their home base.  They asked Jake to assist the cause but he had to admit that he really didn’t know much about gopher tortoises.  No one wanted to deal with the controversy and the plans were scratched, the land forgotten, left to grow wild with sea grapes and palmettos.   
Five summers ago, before we knew about the cave, Alex and I surmised that the vacant land would probably provide us with a shortcut to Shell Beach which isn’t much of a beach but when you’re under the driving age anything will do.  
While Brooke and my mom played Scrabble on our porch and listened to Miles Davis, we pedaled down here—me on my lime green ten-speed and Alex on a blue monster of a thing borrowed from Jake.  
Sam Allred was emerging from the tangled growth at the same time that we were dropping our bikes and entering it.  I knew Sam from school.  He was a year older than me and a well-known stoner.  
Sam stopped and stared at us.  His brown eyes were rimmed with red.  “Want to see something?”  He asked finally.
I actually didn’t want to see anything that Sam Allred had to show me but I nodded because I didn’t know what else to do and Alex and I followed Sam over the weeds and a rocky patch of ground that dipped into a shallow puddle.  I looked away when Sam’s shirt lifted and I could see the soft rolls of his back.  I wondered what someone so chubby and clearly more comfortable on the couch was doing out in nature.  I was about to ask when we came to this spot.
“It was here before I moved into the neighborhood,” he said, gesturing to the warped wooden cover that didn’t cover the gaping hole all the way.  
At first glance it didn’t seem like much—just a hole in the ground about four feet across.  But when the flimsy board was pushed aside I could see that the hole wound back under the ground.  It was lined with dirt and jagged rocks and in one corner stood a life-sized cardboard cutout of Tom Cruise in his Mission Impossible ensemble.  
“We stole that from a store,” he responded to my unasked question about the Cruise cutout.  I didn’t ask how he’d managed to get such a huge piece out of the store without getting caught.  Some things are better left a mystery. 
“What is this place?”  I asked.
Sam shrugged.  “I don’t really know.  Maybe they built it to put a septic tank in or construction posts or something.  Who knows.”
“Hmmmm.” 
Sam looked us over—up and down like we were under inspection.  “There are only three rules.  One is that you always leave a flashlight on that ledge down there.  See it?”  
He leaned forward pointing to a small space wedged between the dirt and rock.  “Two is that you tell someone else from the neighborhood if you’re leaving.”  
He stood up and adjusted the waistband of his shorts.  I noticed the dark red marks the shorts left on the pale skin of his stomach.  “I’m leaving for a new school and that’s why I’m telling you guys.”  
When he looked out over the green space to the edges of sky, I suppose that he looked as depressed as someone like him could get.  “My parents found some of my stash so they’re sending me away to a boarding school.”
“Oh,” I muttered awkwardly.  Alex was looking at the small pile of ash and paper on the ground near his feet.  Clearly the remnants of Sam’s “stash.”  
I sat down and let my feet dangle into the shadowed air of the hole.  “Is it safe?” I asked.
“Sure, sure.”  Sam shrugged.  “Julian Mills showed me.  And his dad was a builder you know.  And this place is manmade so…” he said it like it was a qualification.  “It opens up down there just under those big rocks.”  He pointed to a spot about fifteen feet away.    
“Look…  I’m sure it’s safe,” he continues.  “But I wouldn’t mention it to your parents because then you’ll get a bunch of people down here and that’s not what you want.”  He said it like he knew what Alex and I wanted.
Standing beside me, Alex wasn’t saying much.  He just had his head cocked to the side like he always did when he was thinking.  He only asked one question.  “What’s the third thing?”  
Sam looked confused for a minute.  
“The third rule,” Alex clarified.  
“Oh yeah.”  He smiled then.  Conspiratorially.  “No sex.”
Tonight, I still blush remembering the look on Alex’s face.  I wonder if he can tell in the muted light thrown by the downturned flashlight.  There’s silence and the shuffle of our feet scraping the hardened earth.  “It looks like more people have been here,” he says pointing the beam of the flashlight at a small collection of candy wrappers.  
“Yeah, last winter I showed it to some seventh graders that live at the end of Canary Landing.”  
I almost fall over a raised rock and I have to catch myself against the wall.  Dirt falls through the spaces between my fingers.  Here the walls narrow.  I don’t like this part but I remind myself that I’m almost to the open air of the beach.  “It was probably a mistake but I was feeling generous that day.”
Alex glances back over his shoulder as we emerge on the other side.  The stars shift and then come into focus.  “Seventh graders, huh?  So you ruined a perfectly good hiding space.  I’m sure that Dustin loved that.”
I speak before I can think too hard.  “I told you that I haven’t been here.  I never brought him here.”
Alex turns and looks at me.  
I shiver.  
The wind blows in over the sea grapes and the maze of snarled branches and ruffles my hair in my face.  I taste the salt on my tongue.  The sound of the waves beyond the rocks is a whisper.  
We are quiet for two beats.  Two minutes.  Two hours.  Two years.  
“Did you want to make him jealous tonight?  Is that why you asked me to go to that party with you?”  His jaw is clenched tight like he’s waiting for me to say something that he doesn’t want to hear.
I nod.  I don’t want to admit it out loud.   
Alex looks up at the sky and the crowded stars.  I try to think about how this would go if I were better at this sort of thing.  I try to think of the perfect line that a cool and clever girl would think of, but if that girl exists she is not me. 
As usual Alex surprises me.  The words that come out of his mouth aren’t the ones that I am expecting.  “Do you love him?”
I look up and straight into his blue ocean eyes.  They are alive with the nighttime lights, almost glowing with their own bright intensity.  I don’t think that eyes like those should even exist in the real world.  
Do I love Dustin?  
That’s a very good question.  I’d told my mom that I did.  I’d been sure of it myself.  But, now when the words should come smoothly, I can’t find them.  
“I don’t know,” I croak.  I clear my throat and cough.  “Maybe I loved him once and maybe I still do.  I don’t know anymore.”
Alex takes a step closer and the breeze doesn’t cut against me so hard.  “But you want him back?”
“I’m not sure,” I say quietly pushing loose strands of hair away from my face.  
I know once I’ve said the words that it is the truth.  Maybe yesterday I thought I wanted Dustin back but suddenly I’m not so sure what I want.  Everything is swirling and I feel like I’m a kite being held by a taut string and at any moment a large gust of wind could come along and snap it.  
My heart is beating furiously.  Love, college, family, art... the future.  These things dance along with my pulse and threaten to spill from my eyes.   
Alex steps in front of me, his wide shoulders angled against the wind and his long-fingered hands braced in his pockets.  He’s a good five inches taller than me and I have to look up at him.  He’s shaved and I want to touch the smooth skin around his mouth.  I take a deep breath.  “I’m not sure what the right answer is.”
 “The right answer,” he says considering me with lidded eyes, “is no.  But I am decidedly biased so you probably shouldn’t trust me.”
In response I smile and give into temptation.  My hand comes up and I run my fingers along the side of Alex’s face.  His eyes close and his mouth parts on a sigh.  When he tilts his head into my cupped hand I stand up on my tiptoes and place a feather light kiss on his warm lips.  At the feel of my mouth his blue eyes flare open and I can see the desire there.  And I know that is exactly what he must see reflected in my own gaze.  
Strong hands find my waist and pull me in.  No longer hesitating, his mouth crashes into mine and the sensation of our lips moving together is so overwhelming that I release a moan into his mouth.  
I wind my arms up around his neck and press my body against the length of his.  I can feel that he wants me as much as I want him, and all I want is him.  His tongue slides along the inside of my upper lip and I open my mouth further to take him in fully.  Alex draws his hands across the curved lines of my body stopping when he reaches my face.  His palms are flat against my cheeks so that the tips of his fingers rest behind my ears where they graze the soft hairs at the base of my neck.  When he pulls back and looks at me, his bright eyes are smoldering.  
“Actually,” he whispers, his mouth snaking forward to sweep his hot tongue in a trail from my neck to my collarbone.  “That answer was even better.”  
***
“Oh my God!” She squeals into the phone.  I actually have to pull it away from my ear.
“Seriously Laney, will you chill?”  I’m laughing.   
“Give me every detail,” she insists.    
I start to talk but there’s a muffled noise and Laney cuts me off.  
“Wait,” she commands.  “Colleen wants to hear the story too so come down to the record store and tell us everything.”
Why not?  It’s Sunday and Mom, Jake and Aaron are out.  I don’t have any homework except for a couple chapters of reading and I can do that later.  Plus, there’s no chance of seeing Alex.  When he dropped me off last night, he told me that “unfortunately” he had to head back to school early and wouldn’t be able to see me today.  I liked that he thought that not seeing me was unfortunate.
As I fell asleep last night with Ferdinand tucked into my side and the grey-blue starlight pressing against my windows, I let myself think about that night two years ago when things went so topsy-turvy.  For the last two years I’d been telling myself—no, making myself believe that all those feelings I’d had for Alex weren’t real—that it was just a magnified crush and I’d only imagined that it could ever be anything more.  
But after our incredible kissing session, my mind began to catalog all of the things that had drawn me to Alex in the first place.  And I can’t say that the memory of all the places that his hands had been and what they had made me feel didn’t make me want to scream into my pillow in delight.
I practically skip out of my room.  I decide not to change out of my pajama pants because:
 a) If it weren’t for the small yellow ducks embroidered along the leg cuffs, they could pass for pink workout pants.
b)  I’m too hyped up to bother.  
c)  I kind of like the ducks.
Grabbing my car keys, I just slip on a pair of flip flops near the front door and pull my hair into a loose and messy ponytail.  
The record store is just around the corner from my favorite coffee shop.  I park my Honda in an angled spot and pick up a mocha cappuccino before heading to the record store.  I step off the sidewalk, narrowly avoiding a grumpy looking elderly man in a ratty jacket and I think that I hear my name being called.  
“Willow!”  Louder this time and in a recognizable voice.  My heart squeezes.
I look down, second-guessing the decision to keep these pants on.  Yellow ducks glare back at me.  I run my hands back over my hair but decide that it’s a lost cause.   
Dustin’s smiling as he jogs to catch up in a pair of loose-fitting gym shorts.  He’s not wearing a shirt.
“Nice ducks.”  Dustin pants as he leans forward with his hands braced on his knees.  I forgot that he runs this route sometimes.  A single dark blonde curl falls forward on his forehead.
I pull myself straight and try not to stare at the small bead of sweat that’s making its way down his neck to a secret place beneath his collarbone.  “Thanks.”
Two girls, who look to be in middle school, pass by us brazenly staring at Dustin in all his shirtless and sweaty glory.  They giggle.  
Dustin and I stare at each other with our mouths held in tight lines to suppress our smiles.  
When the girls are out of hearing distance I let go of the chuckle I’ve been holding in.  “It seems you have some new admirers.”
Dustin cocks his head and grins mischievously.  “Hmmm.”
His response is a challenge I can’t pass up.  “What?”
Dustin’s dimple is showing itself.  “I’d prefer to know if you’re still one of my admirers.”
I don’t want to admit this but I stagger a little.  Is Dustin Rant flirting with me?  
I swallow in an attempt to normalize my voice.  “Well, I guess that’s up for debate.”
 He turns on his mega-watt smile.  “Fair enough,” he says.  “So Willow Josephina, what are you and your ducks doing downtown?  Getting coffee?”  He nods to the shop window just beyond my shoulder.  
“Yeah, and actually I’m going to see… uh—” At the last moment I remember Dustin’s face last night when he saw me with Alex and decide that a little jealousy never hurt anyone.  “I’m meeting up with a friend.”  
A friend.  I’ll let him think what he wants to think about that.  Hopefully it will fester beneath his skin.  That’s what I wanted, right? 
Dustin’s forehead creases.  He links his thumbs together and glances down the road still puzzling through what I’d said.  “I better keep going before my heart rate gets too low.”
“Sure,” I say taking a step to the side.
As Dustin passes me he spins and jogs backward for a few feet.  “Willow?”
“Yah?”
“I’ll see you at school, okay?”   
I smile.  “Of course you will.”
Dustin tips  his chin in a confirmation.  As I walk down the block to the record store I wonder if Dustin is watching.  I imagine that I can feel his eyes on me but I don’t look to make sure. 
***
Taylor stops texting and looks up.  She’s waiting in front of my locker.  The first bell just sounded so that means we have five minutes before we have to be in class.  It’s Monday morning.
Hi,” she says slipping her cell phone into the front pocket of her green leather bag.  
I nod because I feel uncomfortable and I don’t know how to talk to her now that we’re not friends.  Not anymore.  Maybe we never were.
“I saw you at the Hooch Saturday,” she starts out casually like it’s up for debate whether we saw each other or not.  
She’s leaning into the locker, her thin shoulders popped forward and her honey-colored head cocked to the side as she looks at me.  “You’re boyfriend is cute.”
I know that she’s digging.  I can tell that she’s dying to know the who, what, where, and why of Alex and me.  There’s no way I’m going to grant her the satisfaction so I simply nod again because it’s the simplest thing to do.  Under the best circumstances I’m not a great liar and these are not the best circumstances.
Taylor’s body weight shifts to her other foot.  Strangely enough she seems almost as uncomfortable as me.  “I want to apologize about the way I was to you after the…”  She takes a visible breath.  “You know.”
Well, that’s one way to phrase it.  
“Okay,” I mutter, continuing to shuffle my things around my locker.  “Apology accepted.”
She twists a strand of long hair around her index finger.  “So, was that guy someone you’re seeing?”
I pause and give her a look that I hope chills her.  “That’s really none of your business Taylor.”
Taylor half-smiles—impish and girly.  I’m not sure what she means by it but somehow that is the end of our conversation.  She moves towards her first class, her blonde hair waltzing around her shoulders as she walks away.  
I chide myself because I didn’t have the guts to ask her the right questions in the beginning and I don’t have the guts now.  There are still things I want to know—to work out.  
Momentous things.  
My eyes swing down the hall to Taylor’s disappearing back.  Our classes are in the same direction.  I have to go that way anyway…
And just like that I am running to catch up to her.  
“How long?”  My voice is high and breaks her stride.  She turns to me.
There is silence even though the hallway is clogged with students chatting, humming, stomping.  The silence exists in the four feet between Taylor and me.    
Taylor cringes as if this scene is actually bothering her.  
“Since that party at Finn Perry’s house.  I think that you were with your dad,” she says finally.    
“Huh.”  I do some quick calculations.  That party was just before Valentine’s Day so that means that Dustin and Taylor were going behind my back for over two months.  And Dustin got me flowers on Valentine’s Day.  Red roses.  A whole dozen in a crystal vase spliced with Baby’s Breath and green ferns.  
“What can I say Willow?  I’m sorry.”  Taylor is looking at me closely.  Probably she’s working out if I’m going to freak out or cry or something.  
“Whatever” I mumble.  
And as I walk to my first period class hoping that I make it through the door before the bell rings, I realize that all the feeling that I can muster up really does amount to that one word.  Whatever.


 
  
Nothing’s more fun than being carried away.
~Jerry Spinelli


 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
  
The sex question comes up a lot lately.
Laney asks.  Nate asks.  Colleen asks.
Like all of a sudden it matters.
Had we done it?
Well, yeah.
We had.
Dustin and I dated for almost two years.  
We were prone to teenage hormones.
Neither of us was from an uber-religious family.
Yes, we’d done it.
It happened last summer in the spare bedroom at Adam’s house while a party raged outside the locked door.  I know that’s cliché and I wish the story was better—more romantic—but in light of current events maybe it’s fitting.
We’d talked about it before—for months actually.  Dustin was ready, eager.  Maybe even a little desperate.  I was a virgin.  He was not.  He’d lost his virginity at the beginning of sophomore year when he was fifteen to Melanie Kwarcinski who was a senior at the time.  To say this intimidated me would be a gross understatement.
Melanie Kwarcinski had been Homecoming Queen and captain of the pep squad and was considered by nearly everyone to be the most popular girl at Northridge.  Melanie was Taylor before Taylor was Taylor if that makes any sense.  
I assumed that she was also experienced sexually and considering the fact that I had seen her body flex and flip in a tight top and short skirt at many sporting events, I think that my nervousness was warranted.  
It wasn’t that I didn’t want to have sex with Dustin.  I did.  It had almost happened over Christmas break.  And then again that June when my mom and Jake had taken Aaron on a weekend trip to visit Jake’s parents in Miami.  
I always stopped it.  Dustin would tell me that it was okay, but I kind of felt like it wasn’t.  He’d lean back and sigh through his nose and we wouldn’t touch again after that.  At all.  
I hated that I was making such a big deal out of the whole thing.  Sex was just sex.  Everyone did it.  Every living being on the planet.  I understood the basic mechanics.  How hard could it be?
Mom had always made a point that she was liberal on the matter.  She’d been talking to me about sex since before I’d had my first kiss, and her openness embarrassed me.  I didn’t want to “communicate” my feelings with her.  I didn’t want to ask questions and I especially didn’t want to hear her answers.  It mortified me that my mother could use words like “condom” and “oral sex” in my presence without her skin blistering with red splotches.   
When mom got diagnosed with cancer and her hair fell out and she started to worry about dying, she pushed me even more.  It was like she was afraid that we were running out of time for all the hard stuff.
“Tell me about it,” she’d say when I came home from a date with Dustin.  
Are you being careful?
You know that you can come to me.
I won’t judge.
But by that point in her treatment I’d stopped talking to her about my life or boys or about anything that mattered.  I knew that she felt it—the distance that lay there like a wet towel on the floor between us.  
She would come into my room at night and perch at the end of my bed and watch me read and I would play a game in my head to see how long she could wait for me to break the silence.  I’d continue to read and she’d watch me and sometimes she’d say something mundane just so that she could hear words fill the thinness of the air.  Sometimes she would walk out of my room without saying a thing and I would hear her gasp in the hallway outside of my room.  And I would want to go to her, but I never did.  
Then her cancer was cured and life moved forward and nothing was the same but we were both too busy to dwell.  Or maybe I’d made things too difficult and my mom had given up on me.  Whatever the reasons, by the time Adam’s party came along, she’d quit asking me so many questions.  
I hadn’t planned on that being the big night but then Melanie Kwarcinski had shown up to the party.  She was home for break and she was still the same as she’d been in high school only better.  Melanie was social chairman of her sorority.  She was majoring in Biomedical Engineering.  She’d spent a semester abroad in Paris and a few weeks in Madrid.  She wore an expensive scarf loosely tied around her neck. 
Dustin hadn’t done anything wrong.  Not exactly.  
He had talked to her.  He listened to her story about going to the Eifel Tower when the elevators were down and hiking all the way to the top.  He offered to fill up her beer when he went to get more for himself.  
And when I saw Melanie smile her perfect smile all I could think about was that this girl had gone out with my boyfriend for about five minutes but she’d been the one to have sex with him.  She could say things like: “Oh, do you see that guy over there?  Yeah, Dustin.  We had sex.”  
And I couldn’t.  
It killed me.  
After a few cups full of liquid courage I’d asked Taylor of all people for a condom because I knew that she carried them in her purse “just in case.”  
I remember the way my hands shook when I led Dustin to the upstairs bedroom and how his eyes had widened when he realized what was happening.  I remember that he fumbled with the condom.  I remember that we laughed together.  I remember that it hurt a little but not as much as I’d worried it would.  I remember that afterward I lay my head on his chest and I wanted him to say something perfect and romantic but instead he asked me if I wanted to go back to the party.
***
I fall into a routine over the next few days. 
            It starts out on Monday afternoon as I walk from my car up the path to the house.  My phone titters.  I look at the name of the sender twice before I read the text and respond.
  
            Alex: Hey there
            Me:  Hey yourself
            Alex: How’s your week so far?
            Me: Slightly better than crappy
            Alex: lol.  I think we can do better than that…
            Somehow that easy line of conversation turns into two hours of texting and the only reason it stops is because Alex is late for a study group.  I smile so much at dinner that Jake asks me if I’m feeling all right.  That only makes me smile more.
            The next day Alex sends me a picture of his roommate passed out buck naked on the floor.  The caption reads: Apparently, Joey had a rough night.
Luckily Joey is facedown.
            I respond with a photo of Ferdinand wearing the hat that Diana had bought me on our ski trip last winter.  The red pompon that embellishes the top is nearly as big as his entire head and the whole thing slouches down over his eyes and to his whiskers.  
            And it goes like that for days.  Eventually we move to the computer where we can expand our vocabulary without worrying about our texting thumbs falling off.  
Alex tells me about his classes and his three dorm-mates.  Their room is considered a quad—two guys to a bedroom and a shared bathroom and living space that Alex laments is really not much more than a glorified closet.  
There’s Monroe—a junior who collects rocks and all things related to geology for fun; and Joey, who pledged a fraternity last fall and keeps a notebook in his desk drawer detailing the number of pushups and sit-ups he does each morning.  Alex is convinced that Joey must have a cotton allergy because he never wears a shirt.  I laugh but he insists that he’s not joking.  Adam, he tells me, is the person he shares his bedroom with, though Adam has a serious girlfriend (Sarah) and he stays at her apartment off-campus most nights.  I can tell by his words that this is a person that Alex genuinely likes.
I reciprocate with stories about my mom and Jake and Aaron and Ferdinand.  I mention art school and when he pushes me further, I say it all.  How I bailed on my dream and never even applied to art school.  I realize how much easier is to describe what a tremendous failure I’d turned out to be over a keyboard and monitor.  He writes me back right away.  
  
                        You could never be a failure at anything Willow.
  
            True or not, it is one of the best things that anyone has ever said to me.  
Then on Thursday night comes a text that makes my heart skip.
  
            Alex: Can I take you out tomorrow night on an official date?
  
***
  
I hate to sound like every girl on the planet but I am in the middle of a crisis.
I can’t decide what to wear!
It’s like the clothes hanging in the closet, seemingly unaware of their treachery, have morphed into a puzzle far too advanced for me to decipher.  I will myself not to start freaking out and pull down a shirt and jeans.
No…
Cropped pants and a light grey sweater.
No…  The pants are all wrong and the short sleeved sweater washes out my complexion.
A vintage inspired skirt and plain fitted green tee-shirt.
No, no, no.  All wrong.
Ferdinand stares up lazily from the bed and I stick my tongue out at him.  Not surprisingly, his response is to close his eyes and go back to sleep.  Cats.  
Alex is going to be here in ten—no—five minutes and my brain is starting to spin the roulette wheel of panic-inducing thoughts.  With make-up splayed out on the floor by a propped mirror and discarded clothes in a frenetic pile near the closet, my room has taken on the hectic look of a department store the day before Christmas.  
            In a last-ditch effort for casual-yet-fashionable, I pull down a lightweight cotton dress—dark blue, nearly black—and slip into clunky grey shoes with a thick strap that buckles on the side.  I assess myself in the mirror.  Not terrible, but will he think I’m trying too hard if I’m wearing a dress?  The hemline dances across my upper thighs.
I turn to one side to check my reflection from this angle.  I’m about to change back into the lengthier vintage skirt but then I hear the doorbell chime and the muffled tones of a greeting.  
Alex has arrived.  I brush aside the sticky cobwebs of doubt and open my bedroom door.  
            He is standing in the arched entryway that leads into the living room. And if my pulse skips or speeds up I can’t hear it over the whirling of my brain.  My mother is half-blocking him and Jake is beside her, his hand hovering above her back as if to guide her to one side.  All that I can see are his shoes—black and leather and peeking at me, and his dark messy hair.  
Mom moves a step to her left opening up my line of sight.  The first thing that I think of is the way that his mouth felt on my flesh  last weekend so of course I’m staring at his lips and it’s like the dormant embers under my skin have been rekindled and are beginning to burn.  I’m betting that a warm, red flush is creeping up from my neck.  Alex lifts his gaze from my mother and when his eyes land on me, his head snaps up.  I watch his as he takes in my bare legs and loose hair and I’m suddenly very glad that I settled on the dress.  His open-mouthed expression sends a tingling sensation through my veins.  
            Mom is smiling widely.  Almost to the point of looking ridiculous and although I’d been hoping to avoid the thousand and one questions that will likely accompany this situation, I can tell by her face that she won’t be appeased so easily.  The look she gives me as she opens the front door for us clearly says: “And we’ll talk later.”   
            After the step-down from the porch the front path widens with room enough for two people to walk side-by-side.  Alex keeps pace with me and opens my car door.  I try to think if Dustin ever opened the door for me.  I can’t remember.  Images from our first few dates pass through my head but I realize that I shouldn’t be thinking about one boy when I’m on a date with another.  A date.  With Alex Faber.
Ack!  
Nervously looking forward, I wait for Alex to round the car to the driver side and slip into his seat.  He turns the ignition and backs out of the driveway, making a northbound turn out of my neighborhood.  I’m so full of electricity right now that I think I could power a small appliance.  I wonder if Alex feels it too.  
Cautiously, I cut a glance to my left and catch him looking back at me.  We both smile shyly.  
            “So…” he says biting on his lip. 
            “So…”  I answer biting my own lip.
             We laugh.  It’s timorous but softens the tense line between us and we begin again—hesitantly, but better this time.  
By the time Alex parks the car and we are walking in the direction of the movie theater, we have fallen into something resembling a comfortable banter.  As we round the corner his elbow touches my arm and I wonder what it would feel like to hold his hand but I quickly quash that idea.  I am not going to be the one who makes a move tonight.  At least that much I’m certain of.
We step, carefully avoiding the shallow rain puddles that mottle the sidewalk.  It rained earlier and the familiar musky aroma of freshly washed world whorls around us.  
I look at Alex in profile.  He’s fallen quiet and I can’t help but wonder what he’s thinking about.  I don’t have to wait in suspense for long.
            “You didn’t tell your mom that I was coming to pick you up,” he says matter-of-factly. 
            I wasn’t expecting him to bring up my mother and I’m momentarily thrown.  “No, I didn’t.”
            “Why not?”
            There’s something in Alex’s voice that forces me to stop walking and look at him.  
He is nibbling on his lip and I wonder if he is worried that I was embarrassed to be going out with him.  Nothing could be more ridiculous and I want to reassure him.  I place one hand on his forearm and he turns to me.  
We are standing still in the middle of the sidewalk.  A man and woman pass beside us, their feet kicking up water on the rain-stained sidewalk. 
“Alex, my mom and I…”  I trail off.  This part is hard to put into words.     
            “You were so close.”  Alex prompts.  “Before.”  
            I don’t need to ask what he means by before.  He means before the cancer, before the winter solstice debacle, before Dustin, before I stopped drawing.  Take your pick.  
His blue eyes search mine.  I realize that I want someone to understand and I want that someone to be Alex.  So I do what everyone has been trying to get me to do for almost two years—I open up.  
“There’s this picture of my mom and me on a side table in the living room,” I make a rectangle with my fingers.  
“It’s black and white and framed the way you frame special pictures.  It’s my mom and me a few years ago and even though we don’t look anything alike, we look the same—like mother and daughter.  It’s the way we’re standing, our bodies leaning towards each other, her arms wrapped around me, our heads tilted exactly the same way, you know?”
            He nods.  I don’t know if I’m making any sense but I keep talking.
            “And people would always make comments like ‘you can tell who you belong to,’ or ‘you’re just like your mother,’ and I guess I took them as compliments.  But, when she got diagnosed with cancer I would look at that picture of us and it would feel like it was already a memory—like she’d already died and everything else was just a flashback of what happened before.  Like I was living a life that I already lived and I knew what was going to happen and I didn’t want it to hurt so much,” I sigh.  
“I can’t explain it but it was like I grieved for her or something and when it was over I couldn’t figure out what normal was supposed to be like.  I couldn’t figure out who I belonged to anymore.”
            “Willow, you don’t have to belong to anyone but yourself.”
            “Wise you are indeed,” I say in a stupid imitation of Yoda.
            Alex chuckles.  He raises his pierced eyebrow and says, “You’re scared.”
            I jerk my chin up.  “Do you know the relapse rate for cancer patients?”
            “You’re scared,” he repeats without answering my question. 
            “Maybe,” I admit turning away from him without saying anything else.  
All at once I feel exposed on the open street and I don’t want to be where I am.  I start to walk too fast.  
            “Whoa!”  He moves his feet faster to keep up.
I turn to him, my hair whipped in front of my face.  It sticks to my moist mouth and I push it away with my fingers.  “Honestly, I don’t even know where to begin with my mom.  It seems too hard.  Or maybe too late.”
            Alex steps closer.  
He reaches forward and tucks my hair back behind my ear and his fingers linger on the side of my face.  I want them to pull me in.  I want them on every part of my body.  I think that he’s going to kiss me on my lips and I close my eyes and breathe in.  Alex wraps his free arm around my shoulders and places a soft kiss on the top of my head.  
When he speaks into my hair, it is barely a whisper.  “Willow, it’s never too late.  And there’s always a way to begin again.”
            Holy hell.  
How is it that every single thing that he does is so sexy?  I am so far gone that I’m surprised that I can even stand on my own.  I take a big, steeling breath and swallow.  
We don’t say much the rest of the way to the theater and then we’re in the movie and we really can’t talk, but it’s crazy how singularly he occupies my mind.  Just sitting there beside me I can sense every little movement that he makes.  I’m aware of Alex’s arm draped over the armrest between us, and the way his fingers crawl the distance to a bag of popcorn propped on his lap.  I suck in an embarrassing gulp of air when his lips part to meet the straw of his drink.  The creaky sound the theater chair makes and the rhythm of Alex’s breathing in the darkened space are amplified in my mind and I shift nervously.   
A half hour into the movie Alex’s calf brushes up against mine.  It stays parked there, still as a cat that has found a sunny spot to take a nap.  
            If someone were to ask me what the movie was about, I don’t think I’d be able to come up with a coherent response.  All I know is that there’s a girl.  And a guy.  And something happens with someone’s uncle and there’s a scene on a boat and I laugh because everyone else laughs but I’m not following it.  Instead I’m thinking about Alex Faber’s leg touching mine, and Alex Faber’s eyes and then his lips and the way he smells like soap and something else so incredibly masculine that it causes my stomach to clench.  
            After the movie lets out, he buys me an ice cream cone from the metal cart in front of the theater.  The vendor is wearing a silly hat embellished with pastel polka dots and a smiling black and white cow.  He hands me a scoop of mint chocolate chip on a sugar cone.  Alex gets strawberry for himself.  I don’t comment on the rainbow sprinkles.
            We scoot along the railing of the pier.  My eyes sting.  They narrow against the salty wind pushing in from the water.  After the rain and the falling black night I expect it to be cooler than it is, but the air that moves against my skin is moist and warm and for the first time in what feels like awhile, I am not cold.  
            Here the sidewalk ends in a half-moon slab of concrete.  Curving metal rails make a perimeter—a guard against small children falling into the water.  Alex presses his forearms against the iron—his body wrapping itself around the smooth hardness of the metal.  I stand straight, licking the last of the green ice cream from the top of the cone before consuming the thing entirely.
            Abruptly, Alex puts an arm around my waist and pulls me close, and when he kisses me hard I have a newfound respect for strawberry ice cream.


 
  
  
            
In spite of ourselves we’ll end up a’sittin’ on a rainbow
Against all odds, honey, we’re the big door prize
We’re gonna spite our noses right off of our faces
There won’t be nothin’ but big ole hearts dancin’ in our eyes.
  
~John Prine
“In Spite of Ourselves”


 
  
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
  
The rain starts early in the morning while it’s still almost yesterday.  I wake up in the dark as the thunderstorm pounds its angry fist on my window demanding to be noticed and I finally fall back to sleep slowly just as soft grey dawn light is washing over the sky. 
            Mom wakes me up after ten and as she sits on the side of my bed and lazily brushes the hair from my face she asks me if I can babysit Aaron tonight.  She and Jake were invited to a fancy shindig over at the Royal Palm Resort at the last minute.  Jake thinks it will be a perfect opportunity to schmooze and gain funding for his program.  Myself, I highly doubt that the type of people that socialize at the Royal Palm Resort genuinely care about protecting our reef systems.  But that’s just me.  
            I send Alex a text around noon telling him that I am babysitting my little brother tonight.  We didn’t make plans and I don’t know if he’s staying in town another night since I didn’t ask.  I was afraid to sound presumptive.  
            My phone hasn’t even made it back to my pocket when it chirps alerting me that I have a text message.
  
            `           Alex: Can I help?
  
            I wasn’t expecting that and for a few minutes I don’t respond.  I’m thinking.
            The phone sounds again.
  
                        Alex: I understand if it’s not okay.
                        Me: No, it’s more than ok.  Come over at 6?
                        Alex: Sure. Want me to pick up chinese?
                        Me: You don’t have to…
                        Alex:  I want to
                        Me: Ok. Veg chow mein for me and cashew chick for Aaron. I’ll give you money when you get here.
                        Alex:  It’s on me
                        Me: I’m giving you money. Period.
                        Alex:  I’m not taking it. Period to infinity.
                        Me:  Lol. We’ll resume negotiations tonight.
                        Alex:  K. See you at 6 
                        Me:  Perfect.
  
            Sometimes time pounces for me.  It whooshes by with the easy gait of a thoroughbred and I’ll look up at the clock and it will be hours later than I think.  Today is not one of those days.  Today plods along with the slow throb of a cold syrup.  
            I paint my toenails.  The color is called “Jazzy Night,” which is a deep purple mottled with silver glitter.
            I catch up on my homework.
            I call Laney.
            I explain to my mother for the second time in under an hour that Alex is just a friend.  She uses phrases like “back in the picture,” and “pleased as punch.”  Soooooo annoying!
            I sketch.
            I change my clothes four times, settling on a pair of dark skinny jeans and a capped-sleeve tee shirt.  
            I engage in a war with my hair.
            I lose the war.  
Due to all the rain, the Florida humidity has reached a crescendo and a tube of straightening gel, mousse and pomade are all deemed failures in the face of Mother Nature.  My hair is a nest of writhing snakes.  I end up brushing the bangs out and braiding the rest of it to one side so that a single plait falls over my shoulder.  There doesn’t seem to be anything that I can do about the frizzy baby hairs that have exploded from around my face and seem to glow with haloed light.  
            I stare at the girl in the mirror.  She stares back.  A few weeks ago this girl was getting ready like this for another boy.  This brings an image of Dustin—of his dimple and his laugh.  I realize that the memory doesn’t sting.  Am I over him?  Is Alex really the cure—like some magic panacea?
            Part of me wonders what would happen if Dustin were the one to show up on my doorstep tonight instead of Alex.  I shake my head as if I can discard the residue of the thought like a dog shedding water.  I won’t let myself go down that path.  The nerves in my belly are already snaking themselves into knots and now is not the time to play head games with myself.
While mom and Jake buzz about the house dressing in their formal wear, I attempt to tackle my reading assignment for English but I end up having to start the chapter twice because I haven’t comprehended a word.  
5:50 arrives.  And then 5:51… and then 5:52… When I look up next it’s 5:55 and I hear the doorbell.  
Alex has always been prompt verging on early.  He gets it from his mother.  Two summers ago mom and I went to a modern dance performance with Brooke, who insisted on leaving the house ridiculously early.  We ended up waiting in the hot car for twenty minutes for the box office to open.
The scene in the front hall is almost identical to the one last night.  My mom and Jake are hovering, talking over one another.  Aaron is hopping on one foot, his head bobbing with excitement as he shows Alex the lego-constructed creation clutched in his tiny hand.  Alex’s eyes are moving from Jake to my mom, who is trying to take the bag containing our Chinese food from his hand, to Aaron.  Even Ferdinand has decided to get in the mix and is currently zig zagging in and out of the clustered legs.  
I almost want to giggle at the overwhelmed expression on Alex’s face.  Frankly, it’s a shocker when he doesn’t take a step back and excuse himself out the front door never to be seen or heard from again.
“Oi,” I say, stepping into the fray, “give the man some room to breathe.”
Alex’s blue eyes dart up and my belly does a flip.  
“Hi.”  He sounds a bit breathless.
My mother’s stare is burning a hole in my cheek but I don’t look at her.  I don’t think I can handle her cat-ate-the-canary expression right now.  
“Jules,” Jake says and then jingles the keys.  
Mom springs into action, grabbing her shimmery shawl from the back of the blue upholstered chair in the sun room.  Her heels click against the tiled floor as she lists off things that I already know about my little brother like how much toothpaste he likes on his toothbrush and to make sure to cut his food into small enough pieces.  
“…and if you let him watch that movie with the witches before bed he’ll—”
            “Have nightmares,” I finish the sentence for her.  
 Mom gives me a look and then turns to the hall mirror and wipes her finger over her teeth to remove a smudge of bronzy lipstick.  As she and Jake pass through the front door, her hand touches Alex’s shoulder affectionately.  
“Keep an eye on them,” she says to him, just loudly enough for me to hear and be mortified.  
            “I will,” Alex promises as the door shuts behind my parents.  We stand, perched awkwardly on opposite ends of the hall.  
            Finally, Alex clears his throat and his eyes venture to mine.  There is a question there.  “Chinese?” 
***
The root of the problem is that I’m still not sure what’s happening between Alex and me. 
The lines are blurred.  I’m balanced on the cleft of this invisible valley and I can feel the wind rushing up from the empty space below me—it whooshes by carrying my breath away with a tug.  Goosebumps ripple across my arms and my heart spasms as I lean out over the infinite depths.  I can’t see a thing.  Just a mass of dense shapes that range from black to blacker and then slip away all together.  
I’ve spent the last hour trying to convince myself that this is completely normal—that Alex Faber and my little brother sprawled out on their stomachs racing remote-controlled cars across the living room floor is my regular Saturday night routine.  
Alex sits up and tosses me one of the plastic-wrapped fortune cookies from the coffee table before rolling back to the floor.  His shirt catches and exposes a sliver of his stomach.  It’s incredibly sexy and I imagine how the skin there would feel underneath my fingertips.  
He cracks the hard shell of both his and Aaron’s fortune cookie and pulls out the slim pieces of white paper and pops one of the halves into his mouth.  
“Read mine!”  Aaron shoves the fortune into Alex’s hand.
Alex sits up and clears his throat.  “You have a kind heart and a gentle soul.”
Aaron screws up his face and we laugh.  “That’s silly!  It’s not a fortune.  It’s more like a—like a—”
“Statement?”  I offer.
Aaron bobs his head my way.  “Yeah.  I guess.  But I don’t really know what a sta-ment is.”  
“Statement,” I reiterate.  “And it’s like a sentence—a declaration of facts.”  
Aaron’s head moves between us.  “Huh,” he mumbles and then he turns his attention back to the far-more-interesting toy car. 
I am still chuckling when I look at Alex.  “What’s yours say?”
He blinks.  “You first,” he says indicating the cookie in my hand with an inclined head.  
“Okay…”  I break my cookie in half and read the words printed on the sliver of white paper.  “A ship in the harbor is safe, but that’s not why ships are built.”
He responds much like my little brother.  “Huh.”
I laugh.  “Your turn.”
Alex looks down at the small piece of paper trapped between his thumb and index finger.  “What is to give light must endure the burning.”  
He shrugs and smiles at me sheepishly and when he blinks those dark lashes of his, my heart beats a frenzied concert and I can feel the blood start to move to my neck and face.  The air in the space between us grows heavy and thick with something.  Alex’s blue eyes smolder and move from my head down my body and—
“Yow!”  Effectively dashing the moment, Aaron’s car has zoomed over and smashed into my foot.  I turn the vehicle around and point it towards the hall. 
“Jammies!” I call out as my little brother follows the battery-operated machine around the hallway corner in the direction of his room.
“Be right back,” I say as I stand.  
Alex smiles and I can feel his eyes on my back as I head off in the same direction as my little brother.  I manage to get Aaron cleaned and dressed for bed in record time and when he asks for popcorn after we’ve just brushed his teeth, I think I manage a pretty frightening you’ve got be kidding me look.  He doesn’t ask twice.
When I get back to the living room, Alex is stretched out on the large area rug with his back against the floor and his knees propped up.  He reaches his arms over his head and once again, his shirt comes up so that I catch a flash of skin.  Holy hell.  He is so gorgeous.  
Alex turns his head to me and there’s that ghost smile that makes my heartbeat skip.  I settle onto the floor and lay on my back in the same pose as Alex.  The length of our bodies touch and I can feel the fire within me getting hotter. 
“So,” I begin shyly.  “You mentioned a tattoo?”
One side of his mouth comes up and he raises himself so that he’s half sitting.   Angling his back to me, Alex pulls up his shirt and tucks it under his elbows so that I can view his entire muscular back and oh, what a back it is!  There, just below his shoulder blade dark script is permanently inked under the surface of his skin.  It is beautiful as is the boy that wears it forever.  As I touch the words with my fingers he exhales a long breath.   
I lose and find myself in the long water
I am gathered once more
“I got it when I went to Paris…”
I listen while Alex tells me about the ten-day long trip that he took with a group of architecture students and a few professors from the university.  
“I was feeling fairly introspective in the city of love and I decided to put that feeling on my body so that I could carry it with me forever.  It’s from a Theodore Roethke poem.”
Slowly, I reach forward and run my fingertip over the lines of the poem.  The skin is smooth under my touch.  
Alex moves just barely—his shoulders tensing momentarily before relaxing.  I watch the careful way that his back moves in and out as he breathes—almost like he’s trying to hold it all together.  With a sudden gust of courage I bend over and I press my lips to his skin, caressing the inked words delicately.  He stifles a gasps and spins so quickly that my heart skips.  
Our eyes meet and I am filled with a fierce intensity.  Fire pools in my belly as he brushes my hair away from my neck and kisses me there—in that sensitive spot just below my jaw.  It drives me mad and I lift my body towards his conscious of all the places where we touch.  Hips, fingers, shoulders, legs.  His tongue gently circles back towards my ear and I squirm and make an inarticulate moan of pleasure.  Just when I think I can’t take any more of his teasing, he digs his hands into the flesh at my waist and pulls me closer to him and our mouths come together at last.
I’m sure there are more enjoyable things on this planet than kissing Alex Faber on my living room floor, but at the moment I can’t quite think of them.  And if feeling this way is just some sort of subconscious ploy to get myself over my ex it’s sort of overkill because… because… well, I can’t even recall what my ex looks like right now.
“Can I ask you something?”  I manage between kisses, my breath coming out hot and fast.
Alex is doing his fair share of hard breathing.  He pulls away from my face and smiles.  “Anything.”
 “Did you know I would be at Dr. Snyder’s office that day when you came in?”
Alex sighs.  He looks up at the ceiling though his fingers still move delicately over my skin.  
“Yes.  Your mom told my mom so if you’re asking if I was surprised to see you there, then the answer is no.”
I think even his chin is lovely.  He didn’t shave this morning and there’s a day’s worth of dark stubble there.  I tilt my head and kiss him there.  
“Did you really need those papers signed?”  
Alex’s eyes lock with mine.  “Yes.  Brooke needed her to sign the papers.  That was legit.  But I was there to see you Willow.  And I was at the park to see you also.”  
I’m confused so Alex explains lifting my face to his with his free hand.  
“Laney told me where you’d be.  She sent me a message on Facebook and one thing led to the other...”
Okay, I wasn’t expecting to hear that.  
“What?”  I practically shout.  I could kill Laney Putnam right now.    
Alex shifts onto his elbows and cradles the back of my neck.  “Please don’t be mad.  She—Laney, was trying to be a good friend.  And I wanted to see you.  I drove down just in the hopes that I might be able to see you for a half an hour.”  He cringes.  “Jesus.  Do I sound like a total stalker?”  
Okay, maybe I won’t actually have to kill Laney.  
“Nooooo, but I am curious about… about how and why you—”
Alex doesn’t let me finish the question.  He speaks softly to the small space between us.  “After that night,” he begins and he doesn’t have to clarify which night.  I know that he means the night that I tried to kiss him.  The night of the winter solstice party.  The night of the silver stars.  
“I was so confused.  Willow, it just took me by surprise when you kissed me because I was supposed to be the one that wanted to kiss you and…and I know that I didn’t handle things right, but I was nervous.  And that’s no excuse but what can I say?”
Big breath.  “The thing is,” he continues, grabbing at my fingers and pulling my hand to his chest.   “I liked you.  God, I thought about you all of the time and I swear that I couldn’t stop thinking about you if I tried.  Trust me.  I did try.”
My head is moving back and forth.  “But, why didn’t you say anything?
His shoulders drop.  “Because you were too young.  Because of our parents.  Because I was going to be leaving for college.  I know that those aren’t good reasons but I kept telling myself that it was a bad idea.  That we would both get hurt.”
I continue to shake my head and roll my hand flat over the place where his heart beats.  “Wow.”  
Alex looks away from me.  His eyes are squinted.  
“I called a few times after that night but you never called me back.  I know now that I should have come over here.  I should have climbed up the trellis to your balcony like—”
I can’t help but giggle.  “Alex, I don’t have a trellis or a balcony.”  
He smiles faintly.  “You know what I mean Willow.”  
And I do know what he means.  
“But, I didn’t come over here.  I even stopped calling.  I had a lot of excuses.  I told myself that you’d changed your mind, or that I was waiting for the perfect moment.  But the truth is that I was scared.  And when we found out that Julie was sick, I didn’t want to be another complication in your life.  I thought that I could hold out until things were more certain with your mom before throwing this huge thing at you.  I know now that it was an idiotic move because one day my mom mentioned that you had a new boyfriend.”  He pauses, searching my eyes for something.  
“At first, I didn’t worry.  I thought that he would be like the others—around just long enough for you to learn his middle name.  But, then he ended up being around longer than I’d planned on and well… well, you know the rest of the story.”
Yes, I do.
Alex is waiting for me.  He’s already said so much and now it’s my turn.  I try to think of the words but it’s like there’s not even enough air to breathe.  My mind spins… unsure that Alex means what I think he means… unsure if I’m hallucinating or dreaming or…  I flick through my mental journal—the bowling alley all those years ago, the way the corners of his mouth droops when he’s tired, his blue eyes reflecting the sun on a perfect day.  And it all burbles inside of me threatening to come out in a silly jumble.  
Slowly, he leans in and his mouth grazes the side of my face.  I close my eyes and let myself feel his warm tongue as he makes a trail of kisses down my neck. 
This is Alex.
Warm breath singes my hair.  “Is this okay?”  
“Yes,” I exhale.  And, God, as his mouth moves faster I pray to all that is holy that Aaron is already asleep and doesn’t come out asking for a glass of water or something.  
I am so lost in sensation that when Alex pulls away it’s jarring.  
He’s got a serious expression on his face and my stomach tightens as if on alert for bad news.  
“W-what is it?”
He closes his eyes and when he reopens them, I watch his pupils grow and then shrink again.  “Willow, I don’t want to just be some rebound for you.  I don’t think I could take that.”
I cup his chin in my hands and kiss him on the mouth.  “I don’t want that either.  Alex, trust me, you are not rebound material.”
“Good,” he says but he’s still frowning.  “And Dustin?  Is it really over with him?  Please tell me the truth.”
“If you want to know if I love Dustin anymore, I can say honestly that I don’t.”  My heart is so full of Alex that I’m afraid it might burst and there is no room for anyone else within its walls.  “We’re through.” 
“For sure?”
“Yes.  For sure.”
A puff of air leaves him and I realize that’s he’s been holding his breath for too long.  His shoulders slacken slightly and he curls his hand around my arm.  I feel his finger tracing small circles across my skin.  “Good, because… I don’t think I could handle that Willow.  I’m not so great with jealousy and after wanting you for this long...”
I know that modern women are supposed to confront jealousy in men with disdain because jealousy is: 1) immature, 2) a prehistoric throwback emotion to the days of hunting and gathering and fur wraps and living in caves, 3) a sentiment that implies possession and well, we’re humans, not things.  But, I’ll be totally honest—Alex’s acknowledged jealousy does thrilling things to me.  
His hands move under the hem of my shirt so that they can feel the skin of my stomach.  I am shaking despite the warmth of his body so near to mine and the flames growing within.  When I finally look up from Alex’s mouth to his eyes all the stars in the night sky start clapping and cheering.  It’s a standing ovation.  
This next kiss is gentler than I think it will be.  In technical terms it’s chaste—lips touching lips, no tongue.  But between those words there is a universe of something else.  I’ve never been kissed like this—like a whisper, soft and gentle, floating up from the inside.  Like a long sigh that first sucks in the thick air around us and then propels it outward.  
Then Alex kisses my neck almost frantically.  I can feel the singeing heat of his tongue trailing delicate lines on the soft skin there and I tremble.  He grips my waist and pulls me closer.  
Closer.  
Closer.  
I let my hands move up the long, taut lines of his biceps and over his shoulders so that my fingers loop behind his neck.  
Fire, air, water, and earth.  
All the elements wrapped in blood and muscle.  My mouth touches the soft hair along his jaw.  When I follow a line back behind his ear, he groans into my hair.   Our lips meet again and this time our mouths part.  As his tongue finds mine, flicking and tasting the shape of me, I am lost.  
Later, I’m sure that I’ll relive the moments in detail.  I’ll rewind over and over the part where he breathlessly rolls over me and I can feel the hard lines of his body above me.  Or his hands climbing over my bare, hot skin—his fingers pausing over my heart, the scratchy tickle of his stubble on my neck, the sweet taste of him, his fingers in my hair and rolling down my side.  Later I can pull these things apart like a puzzle and twist them around in my fingers as I put them back together one by one. 
But, right now, in this exploding moment…
I can do nothing but live.
Live.

And it’s all right.
It’s all right. 


 
I have serious issues with families in coordinated clothing.  Just sayin’
~Laney Putnam


 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
  
“Earth to Willow,” Diana snaps her fingers in front of my face.  
She’s wearing this white puffy thing composed of more taffeta, lace and rosettes than I’ve ever seen.  It’s almost unbearable.  She’s officially surpassed storybook bride to something ominous.  Her eyes are saucers and her normally pristine hair has been mussed by the tug of so much fabric.  At the first bridal salon we went to, she kept trying to fix her hair with a round brush and the small bottle of hairspray she keeps hidden in her purse.  Now she’s given up and has pulled it back into a hairclip borrowed from me.  
            “It’s uh… uh,” I sit up straighter and try to take it all in.  “It’s really nice Diana.”  I make sure to pronounce her name right.  
            She’s got her hands on her hips.  Her eyes sweep left to right, from mirror to mirror to mirror, her face creased in contemplation.  
A woman in a non-descript black skirted suit is standing off to the right beneath an arched entryway.  She’s got a clipboard in one hand and a fresh mimosa for my soon-to-be-step-mom in the other hand.  The walls of the oversized dressing room are a rustic pink trimmed in pearly ivory.  It’s all very prim.  
“I think I like the one with the empire waist better,” Diana declares.  She looks at me and I can tell that I’m supposed to acknowledge this.
            Which one?  To me, they morphed into white cupcake frosting about seven dresses ago.  “Uh huh,” I mutter sheepishly.  
            Diana’s eyes narrow.  Great.  She turns to the woman in the black suit and asks a question.  It’s like a foreign language.  Something about crinoline and “hideaway buttons.”  They disappear  behind a slotted door and I am left alone in the dressing room to make sense of the whole thing.  
            This trip has been nothing short of a disaster.  Diana’s sister had to back out at the last-minute because of bronchitis and my father called me and asked me in a panicked voice to be Diana’s wedding gown shopping buddy.  As if I have any interest in wedding gowns or Diana.  
            She picked me up early this morning, and we spent three hours in the car listening to an audio book about risk assessment and not speaking.  At lunch Diana finally spoke.  She asked a few questions—mainly about college.  
I told her, “I’m considering some art courses.  I’m too late to apply for RISD or another arts school for this next fall but maybe if I work on my portfolio and take some intro classes, I could be a transfer student next year.”  
Alex actually suggested this the other night on the phone and I didn’t realize that I’d been thinking about it seriously until the words were out there on the table in front of Diana and me dancing around the black olives in my Greek salad.   
Diana pursed her lips, which is the universal sign of disapproval.  She and my father don’t think a fine arts degree from the Rhode Island School of Design or an art degree from anywhere else for that matter is very impressive.  When she put a forkful of salmon in her mouth without saying anything, I figured that the conversation was effectively over.  
            Now, her head peeking around the door, strands of blonde hair escaping her clip, she asks me, “veil or no veil?”
            This time I need to appear more certain.  “Veil,” I say in an assured voice. 
            Diana buys it.  She nods very businesslike and her head disappears again.
            On reprieve, I sink back into the velvety chaise lounge.  My mind floats away, over the past week, over Alex.  It’s a complete cliché but I am on cloud nine.  We’ve been talking twice a day and we’ve sent cute, quirky emails at two in the morning.  
I’m ninety-nine point four percent sure that I can’t even think about him without smiling wider than a circus clown.  Two nights ago we laughed for an hour discussing British terminology that we wish would become popularized in the States.  
            “Who wouldn’t want to attend a ‘fancy dress party’ over a regular party?”  He asked with an exaggeratedly proper British accent.  
“It is total bullocks,” I responded.  
            We laughed.  The only time I didn’t laugh was when he told me that our weekend plans had been thwarted by the professor for his Technical Drafting course.  He assigned a massive project due early next week and there was no way Alex would be able to make the trip home to see me.  
I was disappointed but obviously I understood.  These are exactly the types of things that you have to cope with in grown-up relationships.  At least, that’s the advice that Laney had given me and I know that she’s right.  Plus, dad called about coming on this trip with Diana and even though the amount of lace that I’ve encountered has made me physically nauseous, I have to admit that it’s been distracting.  
            “So you like it?”  
            My faraway eyes refocus on the space in front of me.  Diana is on the raised carpeted platform half-twirling in the empire waist gown and a delicate lacey veil that falls to just below her bent elbows.  She is looking intently at my smiling face and her eyes are open wide.  She’s taken the clip out and her hair is loose, falling in soft waves that curl up at the ends near her collarbone.  
Maybe it’s the lighting or maybe it’s the dress—I’m not sure, but for the first time since I’ve known her, Diana looks… I search for the word.  It’s there, just in front of me and I don’t realize how simple it is until the word comes to me.  Diana looks happy.  
            “It’s perfect,” I say and this time I mean it.  
            Her shiny eyes get even shinier when she smiles back.  She turns and picks up the skirts of the dress between her thumbs and forefingers and sways her body from side to side, watching in the mirror as the light plays on the almost iridescent fabric.  
“It is isn’t it?  It’s just perfect.” 
***
“So this weekend…”
            Silence.
            “Um… Is this weekend not good? I thought—”  I can tell by Alex’s voice that he’s worried.  It’s cute.  Very cute.
I laugh.  “No.  I just like for you to squirm.”  
I roll over, my arm disengaging from beneath Ferdinand’s big belly.  He doesn’t wake and only burrows deeper into my bed covers.  “I thought we could do something fun like play pinochle or learn about the history of macramé plant holders.”
He adds, “Or we could make wind chimes out of seashells.”
“Or whatnot.”
“I like the sound of whatnot,” he says and I can hear papers shifting in the background.  
I realize that he didn’t mean it to sound sexual, but considering where my head’s been over the past week, everything sounds sexual.  It took me over a year to feel ready to have sex with Dustin, and I’m not saying I’m ready with Alex, but it’s… it’s different.  Sure, Dustin’s touch stirred heat and longing in me, but just thinking about being with Alex like that is like tossing a match on a heap of papers.  Papers doused in gasoline.  
God.  
I am in trouble.  
I try to ignore the sudden increase in my heartbeat.  Alex clears his throat before he continues.  “Honestly, I don’t think Friday can get here fast enough.  This is going to be a hellish three days.”
“Because you miss me?”  I ask and my voice hits a note somewhere between joking and honesty.
“Well there’s that… and the fact that I put off all my other work so I could complete that project last weekend and now I’ve got a backlog the size of Everest.”
I wince.  “And here you are spending oh…”  I look over at the digital clock on my desk.  “Over an hour on the phone with me.  Why didn’t you just say that you had stuff to do?  You don’t have to spend so much time on the phone with me.  You’re in college and you have big boy stuff to do and it’s not like just because we’re—” 
We’re what? What exactly was I about to say?  
My brain is going madly trying to figure out how to cover my tracks.  For the first time all night I’m thankful for the phone and the miles between us so that Alex can’t see the scarlet blush overtaking my face.  
He doesn’t even catch my embarrassment. “Willow, I’m not on the phone with you because I have to be on the phone with you.  I want to be on the phone with you.  In fact, I’ve considered having it surgically implanted in my ear.”  
Alex pauses for my laughter.  “I’ve waited two years to be able to call you whenever I want and now that I can—”  His voice trails off like he’s working through the words and I think that I catch a soft sigh.  I wonder if his heart is beating as fast as mine.  I squeeze the phone up to my ear.  “You’re the bright spot in my day.”
And you’re the bright spot in mine.  I don’t say the words but I think them.  
***
Last year, the prom theme was “Glittering Lights” and the auditorium was decorated with dozens of threaded white Christmas lights we found marked down forty percent in January.  I was on the committee last year and spent two Saturdays twisting strands of crepe paper and debating the angle of the droop in the center with six other girls as if we were engineering a four lane bridge over Jackson’s Bay.  I felt important—important to be assisting in what seemed at the time to be something big—something larger than my own pathetic life.  
This year is different.  I’ve been avoiding the posters emblazoned with the school logo and the title “Arabian Nights.”  I’m not even sure what that’s all about.  
Answer me this: is everyone going to come in Middle Eastern garb?  Will camels complete the romantic ambience?  
I did email Wes Hardin awhile back to tell him that although his offer was wonderful to receive, I couldn’t go to prom with him.  He responded right away assuring me that he understood and that he would be fine going stag.  His words were kind and understanding but I still felt like a bit of a dolt.  
When Sabine washes her hands beside me in the oblong sinks in the first floor girl’s bathroom between second and third period and asks into the mirror what I’m wearing to prom, I barely flinch as I say, “nothing.”  By the look on her face I can’t tell if she thinks that I’m going naked or if she understood that I meant that I’m not going at all.  Katie Evans is coming out of a stall behind us and she cracks a funny sort of smile.  
Ugh.
Laney and I are browsing the racks of a vintage store downtown.  I’ve decided to buy a ridiculous metallic silver cowboy hat because it’s a metallic silver cowboy hat.  Come on.    
“I’m thinking of asking Brian to go with me.”  Her platform boots sidestep a display of scarves slithering colorful tails to the floor.  She bends down to release her heel from a persistently clingy purple one.
            Watching a salesgirl move past us, her arms loaded with clothes to return to the racks, I round the corner in Laney’s wake.  “To prom?” 
            Laney pauses at a cluster of long dresses and glances back at me over a bony shoulder.  Small lines appear around her clear grey eyes.  “Is that weird?” 
            Looking down and running my fingers over a silky green dress, I shake my head.  “No.  It’s not weird I guess.  Brian seems… Well, he seems really great.”  
It’s true.  I’ve met Brian only once when he came by the record store on Monday afternoon to return Laney’s silver hoop earrings.  She said that she left them in his car on Saturday night when they met at a party.  She’d invited me to go with her but I was away on the wedding dress adventure with Diana.  
I refrained from asking Laney why she’d taken her earrings off to begin with.  From her coquettish grin and the wistful look that’s been plastered on her face for the past few days, I figure that my guesses on the matter are pretty accurate.
            Brian is about two inches shorter than Laney.  His face is pale and freckled and his dusty hair is in need of some attention, but there’s something about him.  Some people have it and some people don’t and Brian has it.  He’s three years older than us but he isn’t in college.  By day he works behind the counter of a sandwich shop and by night he’s the bass guitarist for an indie rock band called Phosphorescent.  
            She says, “It’s not for two more weeks so I guess that I can think about it for a little while longer before I ask him.”  
Laney’s fingers pause on a dress with slim blue straps and ruched sides.  “He probably wouldn’t even want to go, right?  A high school prom seems sort of lame.”
            I sidle closer to her so that she is forced to look at me.  “If he likes you as much as he should, he won’t think that going to prom with you is lame—he’ll jump at the chance.”  I pull the dress off the rack.  
“Try it on,” I suggest.  “It will look great with your complexion and eyes.”
            She doesn’t look entirely convinced but a tiny smile plays at her lips.  “Can you imagine me in heels and a corsage?”
            “Well, I’ve seen you in a smocked dress with ladybugs that your mom made you wear to school when she was taking that sewing class so...”
            Laney’s groan transforms into a laugh.  “Please don’t remind me of that ever again.  I thought that I’d taken care of all the witnesses already.”  
She yanks the dress from my hands and moves towards the rear of the store where a girl with lemon-colored pigtails, a dangling name tag and a mouth full of pink gum leads her into a fitting room.  Laney pulls the curtain closed behind her and I sit down on a wire bench just on the other side of the fabric barrier so that we can still talk.  I try not to dwell on the fact that this is the second time in less than a week that I am in a dressing room waiting to give my non-professional opinion about dresses.
            “Are you going to invite Alex?” She asks.     
“I haven’t thought about it.”  
Lie. Lie. Lie.  Okay, I have thought about it.  Of course I’ve thought about it.  
I almost tell Laney that Alex might think that a high school prom is stupid, but considering the advice that I’ve just given her, that seems a bit hypocritical.  And, if I want to build a relationship based on trust and mutual respect, I should tell Alex the truth—that I want him to go to my senior prom with me.  Mutual respect?  God, I sound like my mother.
            “You already have a dress, don’t you?”  
“Hmmph…”    
Her head peeks out from behind the dressing room curtain.  “I’ll take that as a yes.”  She waits for my nod before she moves behind the dark fabric curtain again.  
“And it will be fun.  Maybe we can go together.  Like rent a limo or something cheesy.  I’ll ask Asher and Dizzy what they’re planning on doing.”  
Abruptly, the curtain pulls away and Laney steps out of her dressing room.  She’s left her boots on and the chunky black leather toes peek out from beneath the silky fabric giving her a look all her own.
“Ya think?”  She asks even though I haven’t said a word.
“Yes,” I breathe.  “Definitely.”
“Definitely sounds pretty sure.”  She turns, checking her reflection from a side angle.
I am smiling.  “Laney, you have to get that one.”
“It’s not very Arabian.”
“Who cares?”
Laney sticks out her thin hips.  “Honestly, I don’t get the whole Arabian theme.  Are we supposed to show up on camels or something?”
I laugh.  My thoughts exactly.  I am going to say this but my phone buzzes and I leap for it, my heart thumping at the prospect of a text from Alex.
It’s not Alex.
Laney notices my quiet and spins to me.  “What is it?”  
I look up.  Suddenly the light overhead seems too bright and I have to squint to see Laney’s face.  
“It’s from Dustin.”  His name feels weird on my tongue, like when you put on flip flops for the first time after months of wearing closed-toed shoes and your feet feel strange, almost like their afraid of so much freedom.  I stare at my phone.  It stares back but the text on the display screen is the same.
  
            Dustin: Can we meet up?  
Me:  Why?

Dustin:  I want us to try to be friends.

  
Um.  What does that even mean?
I hold up my phone so that Laney can read the screen.  She leans forward squinting into the blue light of my phone and then her face clears and she laughs.  It sounds bitter and unlike her.  My stomach hurts.  I think about lying down on the bench and going to sleep.
“It’s just typical,” she says simply.  Her lips pinch together.
“What’s typical?”
“I told you that Dustin would get jealous about you spending time with Alex and now, right on cue, he wants to shove his way back into the picture.”
I wince, my mind wrapping itself around the idea.  “I wanted that before but not now when things with Alex are....”
“Are what?”
Inexplicably I blush.  “Well… progressing.”  Progressing seems like a fairly safe word.  
“Ahh,” she says, slipping back behind the dressing room curtain.  “Here’s what I’m thinking… Meet with Dustin anyway and clear the air.  It will give you some closure.”  I hear the fabric of the dress rustling as she pulls it over her head.  “Closure is good.”
I swallow.
Is it?
***
  
I’ve reasonably started to think that this part of my life is over.  Waiting for Dustin.  That was from before.  That was then—when I would sit on an uncomfortable bench outside and wait the three hours it took for track practice to be over so that we could make the ten minute ride to my house together all in the name of sharing a few measly slippery kisses.  Or when we’d study for a calculus test and I would hang back, waiting for him to catch up.  Or when I’d wait on him to be ready to leave a party after I’d told him I needed to be home an hour before.  
            It’s easy enough to think those days are in the past, but here I am, sitting in a corner booth at Pacelli’s.  It’s Thursday and I left Patty’s office fifteen minutes early to meet my ex-boyfriend for pizza.  Diet coke fizzes in a tumbler in front of me—the caramel bubbles scurrying along the inside of the glass like tiny prehistoric one-celled animals.  I lean in and suck the drink through a straw.  It’s cold and sweet and for a moment I forget about the dull throbbing coming from behind my ribs. 
            When I sit back, Dustin is standing at the end of the booth, his chin tilted down.  He’s smiling.  He’s looking charming.  His clothes are expensive.   
            Okay, I think, I can do this.
He slides into the other side of the booth.  His knee kisses mine and I scoot left, shifting to avoid anymore skin-to-skin contact.  
The restaurant is practically empty.  It’s early for dinner and the only people here are very young families and a few elderly people.  The interior lights are turned low, but sunshine filters in through the street-facing floor to ceiling windows that line the front wall.  
Dustin moves in, the weight of his upper-body balanced on his forearms.  I move back.  
Before we have to wade through any awkwardness, the waitress is upon us asking to take Dustin’s drink order.  He doesn’t wait.  He just goes ahead and orders a whole pizza at the same time that he orders his soda.  Half green pepper and half salami.  This is what we always used to get here.  
“How have you been?”  He asks once we are alone.
My answer is standard issue.  “I’m fine.”
Dustin barrels through this moment and tells me about things I haven’t asked about—his parents, classes, track.  I let him talk.  I let him have this time and I stay quiet.  When the pizza arrives, rattling around on the waitress’ black tray, I even let him serve me a slice topped with green peppers.
After we eat, as I dab my mouth with a paper napkin, Dustin says that he thinks that we should get back together.  
That’s exactly how he says it.  
I think we should get back together. 
Like it’s a completely normal thing to say to me.  
I am not surprised.  I have seen this coming since he sat down in the booth and he smiled his sideways smile.  
“Taylor was a mistake,” Dustin tells me and he’s looking straight at me like the words mean something else.  
I just sit there and look back. 
“I miss you, Willow.”  His expression sours and it hits me that maybe he does feel a bit of regret.  
I think that I should be happy.  I think that I should be happier when he reaches across the table and takes my hand in his.  It is warm.  I think that I should feel something big.  Is vindication the right term?  Relief?  I don’t know.  I don’t feel that way.  I don’t feel happy or vindicated, or like I want to start jumping around on the tabletop or running around the streets.   
I don’t know exactly what I feel but it’s not that.  Maybe I’m a little sad.  Not the cry-in-my-room kind of sad but still sad.  Not because I miss Dustin.  No, I consider that and it’s all wrong.  Dustin is my past and that is not shameful, but I don’t miss him.  Not anymore.  I am sad because this feels like an ending.  And this time it’s a real one.
The pad of his thumb runs up and down my palm.  
“I was hoping that you would go to prom with me.”  There’s an edge to his voice.
“Prom?”
He nods slowly and his dusty blonde hair falls forward over one eye.
“What about the campaign posters for King and Queen all over campus for you and Taylor?  Don’t you think it might be a tad awkward when you show up with someone else?”
Dustin winces.  “I don’t care about that.”  
He leans in closer and I can feel his warm breath against my face.  “I miss you Willow.  Trying to make prom court with Taylor was another mistake.  You know how she can be.  She’s obsessed with being Prom Queen and she thinks that I’m a shoo-in for King and honestly, I’m not sure if she ever really liked me like that or if—”  His voice falls off and he’s looking at me so intently I can practically feel his eyes like fingers over my skin.  
“She’s just not you and the past few weeks have been one big disaster that I’m hoping we can help each other forget.  We used to be so good together.”
I sink against the back of the booth.  “Did we Dustin?  I’m not so sure…”
“Willow you can’t mean that.  Tonight I’ll call Taylor and—”
Something clicks in my head and I stop him before he can go on.  “Wait.  Does Taylor even know that you’re here?”
He shakes his head and glances at the waitress as she delivers a tray of steaming plates to the table in the corner.  “No.  I was planning on talking to her after I talked to you.”
“God, Dustin.”
He grips my hand tighter and his eyes plead with me.  “The thing is Willow that I realize now that I should have just been happy with just you.”
Just me?  I think he means this as a compliment but it feels like a slap in the face.  
Dustin rolls his shoulders slightly and I take the opportunity to pull my hand from his.  His eyes follow my fingers as they disappear under the table into my lap and I can tell that he is not expecting this.  I can see by his furrowed brow and his straight-line mouth that he thought I would respond differently.  I dig around my purse for a ten dollar bill.   
“You’re absolutely right Dustin.  You should have been happy with just me but you weren’t and you can’t go back in time.  Now it’s too little too late.  Look, I’m sorry that things aren’t going well for you and Taylor,” I say, dropping the money onto the table in front of me.  The bill sticks to a glob of tomato sauce.  Oh well.  
“I really am, but you shouldn’t be telling me this kind of stuff.  It doesn’t feel right anymore.”  My eyes are on Dustin.  “I don’t think that we can be friends after all.”
Dustin’s mouth flops open.  “Willow…”  My name sounds like a complaint coming from him.  “What is this?”  He demands.
“This,” I say, feeling a little tired, “is me leaving.”
“Leaving?”  He echoes as I stand up.
I look down.  His face is pinched.  
“Dustin, I’m not trying to get back at you or be mean.  Honestly.  But the thing is that you hurt me and you did it in the worst possible way.  And I can forgive you and wish you the best in life and blah, blah, blah,” my fingers make curled quotations in the air, “but I can’t forget it, you know?”  
I pull the strap of my bag onto my shoulder and move out of the booth in a half-sitting, half-standing crouch. 
Dustin’s mouth moves soundlessly like he’s working out something to say but I don’t give him the chance.  I turn.  My hair settles around my shoulders.  
“I guess that I should have told you from the start that I have a boyfriend now and I don’t think that he’d want me to be having pizza with you.” 
And as I walk away I do feel like a girl in a movie.  My heart is swelling in my chest and my feet are light on the ground.  The waitress and the bar staff applaud as I move past them. Okay.  Not really.  But it sort of feels that way.
EXIT LEFT.
END SCENE.


 
  
  
What we need are more people that specialize in the impossible.
~Theodore Roethke


 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
  
…And I lived happily ever after.
Okay, maybe I’m jumping the gun, but that’s how I feel today—like I’ve vanquished the horned dragon and pushed the evil queen from the highest turret of the stone castle.  
I am invincible.
I am She-Ra, Princess of Power.
I am woman, hear me ROAR.
Today I am new.  
I am standing outside, under the gaze of the yellow sun.  Scraggly, brown-tipped palmettos contrasting the liquid blue sky are the backdrop.  Fresh, musky smelling mulch is my platform.  My hands are on my hips.  My neck is craning.  
Dustin and Taylor pass me as they walk into the main building before first period.  Her arm is tucked between his forearm and his chest, and her mouth is moving rapidly.  She wears her hair in a sideswept bun.  Loose tendrils drip in front of her cat eyes.  Cough syrup pink lipstick coats her lips.  
Dustin’s gaze falls on me and skips away quickly.  Taylor is too preoccupied with herself to notice me, standing in the hollow where the sidewalk turns to ground and students mill about freely on the dewy earth.   
“You could tell her.”  It’s Laney.  She has come up beside me.  Her eyes follow mine.  I called her last night and told her what happened with Dustin at the restaurant.  No one else knows.  
“Then you’d have your revenge.”
I look at Laney’s profile: a slightly upturned nose, freckles on a bed of pale peach skin.  Small silver earrings smile from the swell of her earlobes.  
“Maybe,” I say feeling my shoulders rise and fall automatically.  “But, it seems sort of obnoxious, right?”
The sides of Laney’s mouth lift only slightly.  Small lines creep from her eyes to her hairline.  
“A little obnoxious,” she agrees.  “But, she deserves it and so does he.”
“You’re probably right, but I guess I just feel like they aren’t worth it anymore.  Yes.  I could tell Taylor that her boyfriend asked me to get back together with him and called her a mistake, but what’s the point?  I might feel good about that for about five minutes but then I’d feel shitty all over again and...”  
The first bell sounds overhead.  We turn north and begin walking towards our classes. 
“And you have Alex now,” Laney finishes for me.
I laugh.  “It’s not all about Alex, but yes, I have him and the rest of this crap seems like a waste of time.”
Laney grins big.  “Good answer Willow,” she chirps over her shoulder as she turns left toward her first period class.  
I am walking alone, but a few people smile and wave along the way.  Dizzy squeezes my arm as she goes by and Lance twirls me around—up off my feet into the air.  He laughs.  When I am back on the ground Nate comes up beside me to ask me a question about the homework that we are supposed to turn in today.  Francesca, a girl from my English class pauses to tell me that she likes my shoes and asks where I got them.  
I look left and right.  Nobody is whispering my name or giving me weird looks.  Something bubbles inside of me and at first I barely recognize it.  This is called being happy.  
Here’s what I think: it’s not about another person.  It’s about liking yourself.  And today I think that I’m okay.
***
  
It is Friday, and after school I’ve agreed to work an extra day.  We end up staying late for a hysterical patient and Smirna and I don’t get to our cars until the sky is turning pink and purple at the edges and the outlines of the buildings look black in silhouette.  
Mentally, I’m running through a checklist of all the things that I need to do when I get home.  Shower.  Definitely shave.  My legs have sprouted a jungle of hair this week.  Makeup.  Hair.  Maybe I’ll even curl it with the larger attachment on my curling iron so that it falls in those thick, rounded waves.  
I’m not even sure what time to expect Alex, but when we talked last it was Wednesday after school and he said that he wanted to take me on a “proper date,” whatever that is.  I would think that a proper date includes dinner and the digital clock on the dashboard confirms that dinnertime is happening sooner rather than later.  
For the fourth time in the past ten minutes, I check my phone.  No messages or missed calls.  It’s a little weird that I haven’t heard from Alex, but he’d said that he would be busy for the rest of the week with school.  I’ve only texted him once.  I don’t want to be a nuisance.  The last thing I want is for him to think that I’m one of those needy, overwhelming girls that freaks out easily.  
Tonight I’m going to ask Alex to go to my prom with me.  It’s in exactly eight days.  There might not be enough time to rent a tux at this point, or maybe he can’t make it down from school next weekend but I’m going to ask anyway.
I stop at the red light at the corner of Osprey and Wilton Drive tapping the steering wheel impatiently.  I have to remind myself to come to a full and complete stop at the four-way intersection at the front of my neighborhood.  Inside the house my family is being crazy.  Jake bought Aaron some new dancing game for the game system and now they’re all in the living room following the dance moves of four neon-clad teenagers on the television screen.  Aaron is laughing.  They barely notice me breaking through the front door and disappearing into the bathroom.
Twenty-eight minutes later I’m sitting on one side of my bed staring at my phone.  It looks the same as it did one minute ago.  Metallic Black with a backlit screen.  No messages.  No missed calls.  I even try calling it from the house phone to make sure that it’s all in working order.  It is.  
I log onto the computer to see if there’s an email that I missed.  There’s not.  
By now I’m starting to worry.  I’m imagining all the things that could have happened to Alex.  I picture him at the bottom of a set of concrete stairs, his neck twisted at a bizarre angle.  Or trapped in the belly of a mangled mess of metal that used to be a car, his head lolling backwards, drips of reddish brown blood drying up on his cheeks.
Outside my bedroom window, the sky is a broken charcoal grey.  My empty stomach grumbles.  The last thing I ate was an apple right before I got to work.  That was around three this afternoon.  
I pick up my cell phone and my heart fires off rapidly.  The line rings five times and then Alex’s voicemail picks up.  Sorry you missed me.  Leave a message.  I’ll either call you back or I won’t.  I end the call without leaving a message.
Another two minutes go by and now I’m pacing an orbit around my bed.  I call again determined to leave a message.  
I push my shoes off and shove them under the bed with my toes.  Alex’s voicemail beeps, which is my cue to speak.  I think that I can do normal if I try.  “Hey, it’s Willow.  Call me back.” 
Did that sound alright?  I’m not sure.  If Alex is hurt and he’s at the hospital and he gets his phone back from one of the nurses, what’s he going to think if he listens to his messages and all he’s got from me is one lousy, blasé message about calling me back?
I call again.  This time, I let the anxiousness seep into my voice.  
“I’m uh… I’m really worried about you.  I’m sure you’re fine, but you haven’t called and I don’t know if you’re on the road or what.  Just please call me back, okay? Okay.”
***.  
            In the morning I wake up on top of the blankets, stiff from sleeping in the wrong position, my body still clothed in my “proper date” outfit, the pockets of skin under my eyes coated in mascara sludge and my lip gloss pooled crusty chunks at the corners of my mouth.  At least I’m not wearing any shoes.  They lay peeking out from beneath the dust ruffle of my bed exactly where I left them last night.
My tongue tastes like melted pennies and disappointment.  Leaning over the bathroom sink with my hand cupped, I take a deep drink of hot tap water and swirl it around my mouth before spitting it down the drain.  
After a quick shower, my hair dries around my shoulders in mass of tangles as I slip into a pair of worn jeans and a soft t-shirt.  I don’t bother with make-up.  That would be fighting a losing battle because there’s no way that concealer would even work to get rid of the dark circles that are under my eyes this morning.  I am out the front door before anyone notices that I am up or gone.
Then I’m sitting in my car at the Quick Stop on White Shell Drive.  I’ve gathered my thick hair in a messy coil and secured it with a large-mouthed clip that I found beneath the passenger’s seat of my car.  I also discovered a half-eaten roll of Sweetarts, a ticket stub from a bad movie that I saw last November with Taylor and Allison, and a Xeroxed diorama of a cathedral in Spain.  Go figure. 
The radio plays out in the background but I’m not really listening.  White Shell is a major road and cars are whooshing by even this early on a Saturday morning.  It takes a dozen passing minutes for me to decide but then I’m turning the wheel and checking my mirrors and pretty soon I’m parking my car at the curb in front of Alex’s house.  I don’t see his car but it could be parked by the garage which is actually hidden from the road at the back side of the house.
            On the front stoop, I hesitate, pondering the implications between ringing the doorbell and knocking.  There’s a potted plant to my right that could use a little water.  It’s even got one of those stained glass watering globes poking up from the dirt that’s supposed to make watering easier, but that’s dry too.  
There’s a brass knocker declaring Faber just below a crescent moon window.  I lift it up and let it fall.  The sound isn’t what I’d hoped for so I use my knuckles this time, knocking three rapid hollow beats against the white wood.  
            I see the top of a head framed in the window, and then Brooke is opening the door and she looks surprised and sorry all at once.  Her eyes are a clear blue.  My gut clenches tight.
            “Is he okay?”  I ask before the door is even all the way open.
            Brooke’s mouth hangs open like she is going to say something but then she doesn’t.  Uncle Danny would call it “catching flies.”  She reaches out for my hand and gently pulls me forward.  
“Oh, Willow honey, come in.”  
And it’s the way she says it that I know with certainty that Alex is fine and his not answering my calls or coming to my house last night has nothing to do with him falling down stairs or getting crushed in his car.
            We’re sitting in two upholstered chairs in the familiar sunroom.  I haven’t been here for nearly two years but it’s the same as I remember.  Only the family photographs have been updated.  The one on the mantle used to be of a twelve year old Alex proudly displaying a fish in front of his bare chest, his face triumphant, his dark hair a mess of wind, salt, and sun.  Today the frame boasts a photo of the same boy, now a young man, in his graduation cap and gown.  His arm rests on a low brick wall, the tassel of the cap dangles in front of eyes the color of calm water, his smile is a challenging secret for the camera.
            Brooke offers me tea.  I ask for water, though I’m not sure why since I’m not at all thirsty.  My skin feels too warm against the cold tempered glass that she sets in my hands.  I wonder how red my face is.  
            She sits back down and clears her throat.  Alex looks so much like her.  I can see it in the eyes and the chin and the straight nose.  And the hands.  This is incredibly awkward.  
“I promised Alex that I wasn’t going to get involved in this mess and I haven’t even told your mom but, Willow, I care about you and the look on your face is too much.”  
She shifts her weight and I see that the chair she’s in is a bit wobbly like the legs aren’t quite even.  
“Alex thought that he was going to have an awful week finishing up some work and studying for an exam, but on Thursday morning his professor moved the exam back and Alex decided to take advantage of it and come home early.  I assume that was mostly to see you.”  There’s a note of accusation in her voice.  She fingers the glass in her hands.
            “So, he drove home and when he got into town, before he even came home to drop his bags off, he decided to surprise you after work.”  
At this point, Brooke is looking at me like I’m supposed to understand where this story is going.  I don’t.  I don’t get it.  I’m confused as hell and I’m about to tell her so when all of a sudden it happens.
            I do understand.
            I do get it.
            Thursday.
            Dustin.
            Pizza.
            The big picture window with the glaring sun and the perfect street view.
            I stand up but then I have to sit down again because I don’t feel right.  My face is hot.  Brooke says something but it doesn’t register.  I think she’s talking about Dustin and asking me a question but my brain is going in a different direction.  I’m thinking about Alex and I’m wondering what he saw and of course it’s all a mess.
            “I should go,” I say and this time when I stand up I stay up on my feet.
            Brooke follows me to the door, her hand lingering in the crook of my elbow.  I turn to her before I leave and I give her a hug and I wonder briefly if she notices the wetness brimming in my eyes or the way that my hands are trembling.  She stands in the open doorway and watches me as I move down the front steps and over the lawn to where my car is parked.  When I get to the car, I wave.  She is leaning against the threshold of her flat house.  She waves back.  
            With a shaky breath I turn the ignition over pull out into the street.  In front of me the world is wide and silent and I can see all around.


 
  
Be obscure clearly.
~E.B. White


 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
  
“I have bougainvilleas!”  She throws open my bedroom door with this falsely cheerful, swaggering look on her face as if this exclamation should make sense to me.
            Blink.
            Blink.
            I roll over and try to block everything out, but my mother is in my room, twisting the window blinds to the open position.  It’s far too bright.  And loud!  Mom is shuffling the papers on my desk and talking animatedly about flowering plants.  Aaron is at her heels, chirping in excitement.
            Every so often—no one knows exactly what sets it off—my mother gets the gardening bug.  She dons a straw hat and floral printed gloves especially for the occasion and sets about getting dirty, mucking up the earth, all in the name of “communing with nature.”  Two years ago there was a plan to grow lavender and then to infuse it into soaps and candles to sell at a friend’s shop.  Unfortunately, none of the plants grew.  
About this time last year, my mother (based on knowledge acquired from an undetermined origin) decided that our soil was perfect for vegetable growing.  She enlisted Jake and me for two straight weekends to help her start the garden from seed.  Four, ten by ten wooden garden boxes were built between the house and the back edge of the lot.  We filled them with dirt and seeds and water and then we waited.  We birthed exactly six ill-formed tomatoes, thirteen green pea pods and seven scraggly carrots from the season-long venture.  
            Today, the entire family has been recruited.  Aaron has been given a small shovel and the task of burying tiny seeds from a paper pouch into evenly spaced indentations in the earth.  Jake is just outside the wooden garden plots planting the aforementioned bougainvilleas along the short retaining wall bordering our yard and the neighbor’s yard.  
Mom’s pants look like they’re made from a potato sack and I remember that she bought them from an online retailer during her all natural clothing kick.  Jake has on the rubber sandals he normally wears for beach walking.  We could be the poster family for an au naturale commune.  
            I try not to remember that it’s Saturday.  Prom Day.  This week moved by in a strange sort of way for me.  Some parts went so slowly that I would find myself spacing out into nothingness and when I came back to earth I’d have forgotten what I’d been doing.  Like I’d stand in the kitchen for five minutes wondering why I had a fork in my hand before I remembered the food sitting on my plate growing steadily colder. 
             Other parts of the week moved too quick for me to catch up and I would be barely able to breathe—my chest squeezing painfully like I’d run too fast for too long and was paying the price for it.  
            Even my dreams were strange.  I’d wake up sweaty, trying to grasp something real just beyond the plane of knowing.  These moments shook me up so much that I couldn’t fall back asleep so I’d spend tedious hours in the dark thinking about Alex and what a mess I’d made.
            Laney tells me to call him and get it over with.  Colleen suggests texting—a technique that she claims was invented by someone with a deep-seated fear of rejection. 
            I have explicitly forbidden Laney from contacting him in any way and she looked at me with this sympathetic expression that made me want to barf, but she nodded her head.  
            I’m sick.
            Alexlessness is a disease that I’ve acquired.   
            I think about all the “I’m sorry’s” I’ve ever said in my whole life.  I think about tying them up on a big balloon and sending them on a gust of wind to land at his dorm.  But obviously that’s stupid.  
His charred words that night under the stars keep coming back to me.  I’m not so good with jealousy.  
Yeah.  And I’m not so good with life.  So there.  
Alex hasn’t posted a thing online.  I’ve spent hours stalking his profile page, waiting for some sort of update, refreshing my computer screen so often that it’s become a weird sort of tick.  How sad is that?
            I am killing myself.     
My friends think I should just go to prom stag but I don’t want to.  I want to be here.  Well, not here here, on all fours in the dirt with a three-pronged gardening rake in my right hand and an assignment to “decimate the weed population.”  What I mean is that I want to be alone—away from society.  I’m not fit for human companionship.  My family puts up with it because they are legally bound to me for another twenty days until my eighteenth birthday.  And then they’ll probably hand me a sack on a stick and tell me to get the hell out of town.  
I’m miserable but the thing is that I want to be miserable.  It’s kind of nice.  Like a comfortable sweater that you put on around the house because it feels so good but wouldn’t want to be caught dead wearing it in public. 
            “Did you get the northwest corner yet?
            I look up, blinking away a drop of salty sweat.  “Ummm…. which way is northwest?”
            Mom is kneeling beside me.  Her wide brimmed hat is bright green like a ginormous scoop of pistachio ice cream haloed around her face.  She points.
            “Then, yes, I did that corner and I’m working my way in this direction towards the house.”  My head sweeps the space.  
            She nods and then she’s talking about trimming azaleas and whether or not this is the right light for zinnia and about planting milkweed to lure in butterflies.  She turns to me smiling, and then the smile disappears.  
“Willow.”  She says my name.  Just my name.  
            “Julie,” I say back with what my mother would call “a tone.”  
            I dislike the way that she’s looking at me.  I dislike the way that she turns back to the earth without another word but with this pursed up look on her face like I’ve intentionally hurt her.  I dislike the feeling it unlodges in my stomach.  
            I hold my breath waiting for her to say something, but she doesn’t.  That would be too easy.  
“What.” I speak to the silence.  It should have a question mark attached to it, but the word comes out of my mouth hard and wrong.
            Mom stops working.  She sits back on her heels and looks at me from under the shade of the hat.  Her garden tool catches a sparkle of sunshine and throws it back at me.  
“You must hate me,” she says, rolling back even farther on her feet.  I think that she’ll stand up but she remains down in a crouch, her gloved fingers grazing the dirt.  
            I’m stupefied.  Numb really.  
            I don’t know how to respond.  My first impulse is to get up and run away, but I don’t move.  I just go on kneeling in the moist dirt, my right hand wrapped around the rubberized handle of the hand rake.  
            “Well, you must,” she continues as if I’ve spoken, lifting her face up toward the sky so that the shadows fall away from her features.  Her eyes are wet.  
“Why else would you shut me out and treat me like an annoying gnat buzzing around your head?  Should I have just died two years ago?  Is that it?  Would that have made you happy?”  
            The words are daggers thrown at me from close proximity.  They land in the dirt all around, caging me in.  For a few moments, I stare down at my hands, my feet.  I concentrate on the upturned earth and in particular a smallish earth worm blindly trying to burrow a tunnel back to safety.  
            “Look at me, Willow.”  
Slowly, I meet my mother’s measuring gaze.  I hate that she’s crying over me.  I hate that I can’t talk to her anymore.  I hate the tears that are slowly slipping down my cheeks right now.  But I don’t hate her.      
“I don’t hate you,” I say, shaking my head.   
            Mom wipes underneath her eyes and turns away to where Aaron and Jake have abandoned their duties and are throwing a ball back and forth instead.  
I want my mother to turn back to me so that I can see her face.  
I want to know what she’s thinking.
            I want to say, I’m sorry.
            I want to crawl into her lap and bury my head into her chest.  
I want her to hug me back and call me her little girl.  
            I want her to kiss my forehead, just above my eyes and smooth my hair back away from face.
            I want her to tell me what to do about Alex.
            I want her to make all the hurt go away.
            I want cancer to eat up my yesterdays and let my tomorrows go.
            I want everything to be okay.
            I clear my throat.  Her eyes flick to me.  
            There’s always a way to begin.  That’s what Alex said.  And, isn’t that what Laney and I did?  Found a new beginning.
I take a deep breath, my throat flexing.  “Alex saw me getting pizza with Dustin and now we’re not talking.”
            Mom waits a long time before saying anything.  She seems barely surprised and I figure that she’s already spoken to Brooke and knows all of this but that’s not really the point of this conversation, is it?  She blinks and wipes her cheeks.  Her hands move again with purpose over the earth. 
 “And?”  She finally prompts me, her face shrouded in the hat’s shade. 
             My shoulders sag with relief.  I smack the rake to the ground, snagging it on a root.  “And, Dustin wanted to get back together but I told him that I didn’t think that was such a great idea.  But Alex saw us together and it’s all messed up and now I’m gardening with my mother when I should be getting ready for my prom so I guess that’s really the end of the story.”
            She raises her head.  “That’s a pretty pathetic ending, don’t you think?”
            “Maybe it is.”
            “Well, what did Alex say when you explained that you turned Dustin down?”
            I shrug.  “I wouldn’t know because like I said—we haven’t talked.  He bailed on Friday and has yet to return my calls.  He warned me that he was the jealous type and even though nothing happened with Dustin, I guess that seeing us together was just too much.”  
            “How many times did you try to call him?”
            “Two I guess.”
            “Did you leave a message explaining that what he saw is not what he probably thinks he saw?”
            “Nooooo,” I put my rake down.  “Not exactly.”
            “Not exactly?”  
Now we’re staring at each other and I can feel my mother thinking.  
“So you’re telling me that you had a misunderstanding with the boy that you’ve liked since you were in middle school and you’re just going to let it fall apart without even trying?”
            A blush is starting at the base of my neck working its way up.  “I didn’t say that—”
            “Willow, don’t let yourself be defeated so easily.  This is just like the art thing.  Here you are a little girl who draws and sees the world in beautiful snatches of lines and light,” she says and her eyes are dancing with water.  The shadow of a cloud descends on her and her whole body takes on a blueish quality.  Even the hat.  “You loved art your whole life and wanted to build your life around it and you let one boy take that away from you.”
            “Mom, this isn’t about art or—”
            But she isn’t waiting for me.  She ignores my unsure breathing and keeps going.  “Let’s call this what it is Willow.  This is you being afraid.”  I try not to flinch at the familiarity of the words.  It’s like déjà vu, but not totally because this is not a glistening sidewalk and those are not Alex’s lips moving.  This is my mother and it is clear that I’ve been pretending all this time.  She sees right through me.  
“Afraid of rejection, of failure, of cancer… Afraid of love.” 
What do you do when your own mother throws something so real and true in your face?
What do you do when your body cracks open and everything inside of you is spilling out?
What do you do when the blue sky flattens you to the earth? 
            I don’t know, so I just go on looking—my lips numb and my eyeballs hurting.
Mom’s face drops.  “If I remember correctly, Alex is a Libra.  Libras are particularly known for understanding and fairness.”  
She pulls a packet of seeds from the crocheted satchel on a braided strap that she’s been carrying around her waist and rips a strip off the top.  She pours a little pile of dark seeds into the open palm of her hand.
            I feel weirdly confused, like I don’t know what just happened.  
            I don’t cry even though I sort of feel like I might.  There are definite tears in my eyes but somehow they never brim over.  I think about Alex and I wish that he was a seed that I could hold in my hand and plant in this dirt and water and dazzle with sunshine and then pluck after he’s sprouted. 
***
So, I did end up going to prom.  With a push from my mom, I called Wes Hardin in the early afternoon and asked him if he still wanted me to go as his date.  He said yes and picked me up at six thirty in his grandfather’s Cadillac.  Wes told me that I looked beautiful when I came out of my bedroom door.  He had a wrist corsage of lilies for me and he seemed incredibly nervous as my mother took a series of pictures of him putting it over my hand.    
Even though Wes protested, I insisted on paying for my own ticket and dinner. 
Prom ended up being better than I thought it would be.  I danced almost every slow song with Wes, but the rest of the time I just had fun with my friends.   
On Monday at lunch Laney and Colleen chortle about Ellie Grabove’s pink bubble dress that we all agree looked like an enlarged Barbie outfit.  I ask them if they think that Melanie Cullum was wearing a hairpiece on top of her head or if they think that poof was real.  
Dizzy and Asher can’t add much to the conversation because they disappeared from the dance after the first song (presumably to have sex in the rented white limo).  Lance is the only one that thinks that prom was only “so-so.”  His date, a junior from Bayview with a dyed black fauxhawk, was wasted and ended up spending the second half of the night vomiting in a urinal.  Classic.  
In an unexpected twist, Taylor Irwin was not inaugurated as reigning Queen of the senior class.  That honor was reserved for Kathleen Osterman, a girl with a mild form of cerebral palsy who has a wheelchair and an aid that accompanies her to class.  She didn’t campaign for the title and was a write-in on the ballot.  
Taylor took it hard and left the dance in a haze of light blue taffeta and drippy mascara, pulling Dustin in her wake.   
The other surprise is that long-shot Michael Donovan—Valedictorian and all-around nice guy—was chosen as Prom King.
Whodathunkit. 
I don’t think I’ve ever liked my fellow classmates as much as I do right now.  
I run into Taylor as I’m walking to my last class of the day.  If she’s still feeling the sting of not being made Prom Queen, she’s not showing it.  She looks like a photo that’s been snipped from the page of a fashion magazine.  Her honey blonde hair is blown out and drapes long and smooth over her shoulders.  She’s wearing a thick black patent leather belt over a red short-sleeved tunic and leggings.  Black wedges hug her narrow feet.  I wonder if the fabric is itchy and I’m willing to bet that she’s sweating under all the material.  
I look down at the thin tee shirt dress and the patterned green tights that I borrowed from Colleen last week.  Normally having Taylor see me like this when she looks like that would make me feel small or like I’m a complete spaz who showed up to school wearing a garbage bag and a glittery headdress.  But today I just keep walking because frankly, I like the tights and the dress is simply comfortable.   
This is what happens when our eyes meet and I smile: Taylor’s gaze slides away and she focuses on some interesting patch of air beyond me.  
That’s it.  
There’s no confrontation or nasty looks or bad feelings.  
I don’t feel upset anymore or distracted by her presence.  Something is changing inside of me.  Something is clearing up and Taylor Irwin and Dustin Rant have no part in it.


 
  
I would feel really badly about killing you in a post-apocalyptic death match.
~Lance Everest (to Willow James)


 
CHAPTER TWENTY
  
“You’re mom’s a baller.”
            I look around, momentarily confused.  We’re sitting at one end of the reserved-for-special occasions dining room table.  Stacks of papers and envelopes litter the surface.  Mom is vibrating in and out of her seat answering questions, jotting things down on a notepad, placing stamped envelopes in the “ready” pile.  Her hair is wrapped in a fringy scarf that’s tied in a loose loop at the nape of her neck.  She catches me looking and smiles.
            I turn to Lance.  “What do you mean?
            “I mean that she’s pretty fucking cool.”  
I must look skeptical because he chuckles.  
“Willow, my mom sits around the house eating those frosted animal cookies out of a giant bowl and complaining about her shows not coming on.”  He says this last part dramatically and with a tiny bit of contempt as he peels the sticky paper off an envelope and hands it to me.  
I place an address sticker on it and slide it across the length of the table to my mom’s friend Deb.  Deb stamps the envelope and places it in a box.  
Brooke is on Lance’s other side stuffing the envelopes with a pre-folded Xeroxed letter.  She smiles at me when she catches me looking at her.  Alex only came up once—when Deb ignorantly asked Brooke how he was doing.  My ears burned with the heat of a thousand suns as I dumbly tried not to listen as Brooke said that he was doing fine and glad that the semester was almost over.  
I wanted Deb to ask if he was coming home for the summer.  Or if he’d mentioned that he was madly in love with some girl and couldn’t believe that a silly misunderstanding had led to so much emotional decimation.  But of course, Deb asked none of those things.  She smiled a satisfied smile and asked if anyone knew a reliable plumber she could call to look at a drain in her second bathroom.  
            Oh well.
One of our neighbors, Siena Groff is making phone calls from the couch and checking names off a white print-out.  
            Lance’s cheeks are a blushy peach as he continues to tell me about his mother.  “Then, she bitches at my Dad and me for not taking the garbage out, or about the dog, or for not laughing at her lame jokes, or if that isn’t enough—for breathing too loudly.”  
He sees the doubt on my face.  “I’m completely serious Willow.  She would never in a million years get off her fat ass to organize a letter-writing party or give two shits about a species of clam.”
            “Mollusk.”
            “Whatever.  She couldn’t care less about clams, mollusks, squirrels, slugs, ameobas, people…”  Lance pauses to take a big breath.  His head shakes.  “Well… you get the idea.”
            I look at Lance carefully.  I do get the idea.
            My elbow on the wooden table, I lean in and whisper loudly.  “If you think my mom is intense about the mollusks, don’t even get her started about funding for the bird sanctuary on Lewis Key or the new power plant that they’re trying to build just outside of town.”
            “Ahem… What are you two talking about so intently?”  Mom is hovering in the space behind our chairs.  One hand is on her hip, the other cradles a blue spiral notebook.  
            “Oh, Mrs. Beagle,” Lance starts though my mother has asked him to call her Julie three times already.  “I was wondering if you knew anything about that bird sanctuary on Lewis Key.”  
And I swear that Lance flashes me the wickedest grin imaginable.  
            Mom’s expression is priceless.  It breaks her face apart into pieces—her wide eyes, her scrunched nose, her oval mouth.  
“Why yes, Lance I do know quite a bit about the sanctuary.”
            I roll my eyes but I’m laughing inside.
***
“You really need to do something Willow.”
“What do you mean?”  Today it’s raining so we’re pushing through the crowded cafeteria to where Asher is waving from a corner table.  In one hand I’ve got a bagel with cream cheese and chives, and a soda in the other.
Laney stalls.  She added an extra layer of kohl eyeliner today so she looks even more otherworldly than normal.  Knee-high purple boots climb her calves.
“Here’s what I’m thinking.  It all comes down to making a decision,” she says, flicking her wrist as she shakes out a pen.  I told her that I’d help her with an English worksheet during lunch.
“And what might that decision be?”  I ask feebly.
“You have to decide who you want to be.”
***
Once I’ve decided, I expect the rest of the week to drag, but it doesn’t.  
            I’m really busy with school.  We’ve only got a week and half left until graduation and all the teachers are laying it on thick in what I think may be an attempt to flaunt their authority in our faces one last time.  
            I hadn’t intended to, but I actually end up creating a calculus study group to get ready for the final.  We meet at my favorite coffee place after I’m off work on Thursday.  Nate and Colleen come, Katie Evans and Daniel Patel, and I have to wipe my eyebrows off the ceiling when Dustin and Roland walk in.  They’re really completely civil to me and the whole thing ends up being sort of fun and unweird.  Bizarre.
            On Friday night I think about sleeping outside under the stars and the lazing moon, using their light like a soft lace coverlet.  I think about the shadowy leaves and the dewy fog wrapping its arms around me while I dream, but that just seems crazy, right?  
In the end I decide that I have a big day ahead of me and not to be a cliché or anything—I need my beauty rest.  I fall asleep just after dinner watching a movie with Aaron.  
            The distance is forty miles.  
According to Jake, the drive should take no more than forty-five minutes even if there’s traffic, but I have a steadfast rule that if you’re going to be trapped in a vehicle for more than thirty miles, you should get a consolation prize in the form of treats.  This rule results in one stop on my way out of town for those mini peanut butter cookies and a fountain drink so large that I have to place the cup in between my thighs since it won’t fit in the Honda’s drink holder.  This necessitates a second stop halfway through the drive to use a bathroom and defrost the insides of my thighs.  
The drive ends up taking me just over an hour.
            Once I’m off the exit ramp, I focus on following road signs directing me toward campus.  At one point I’m twisting through a residential neighborhood and I think I’ve made a wrong turn, but then the curtain of wooden houses pulls away and in front of me is a mosaic of hulking brick and cement buildings.
            Parking is far more complicated than anticipated and I have to circle the block four times before I find a space in a visitor lot.  Now, I’m all turned around and I hate doing it, but I have to call Jake and have him look up directions to the dorm because I can’t figure it out on my phone.  
            “Okay, turn right when you see a sign for Morgan Hall,” he’s saying, and the whole time he’s been talking me through the navigation Mom’s been chirping in the background.  I can picture her grabbing at Jake’s arm.
            “Done,” I say.
            “Now look for a tall brick building.”
            “Oh my God Jake!  They’re all tall brick buildings.”
            “Well, this one should be taller than the rest and you should see a spire or something jutting from the top.”
            I scan the space, my eyes sifting in and out of shadows and sky.  
“Okay.  I think I see it…  Am I looking for a name or something?”
            “It should be called Wyman.”
            I walk closer, side-stepping to let a girl on a bike pass me.  
“Yeah.  I see the sign.  This is definitely Wyman.”
            “Okay,” he says brightly.
            “Okay what?”
            “Okay, as in… You’re there.  You made it kiddo.  Wyman is the name of the dorm.”  When I’m quiet, Jake sighs into the phone.  “Honestly, Willow, did you even read the directions that I wrote for you this morning?”
            I click my left heel against a large landscaping rock that’s braced at the edge of the path.  “Of course.  And I completely appreciated it.”
            “Sure you did.  Now your mom is begging me to tell you that she asked her friend Alana to do a reading this morning and all the signs look good.”
            “Well, isn’t that a relief.”        
            Jake chuckles.  “Good luck.  And don’t forget to call us before you get back on the road.”
            “I know, I know.  And I’ll make sure to stick to the speed limit and buckle my seatbelt.  And I won’t take candy from strange men in unmarked white vans.”
            “Actually, don’t take candy from anyone.”
            “Fair enough.”
            We hang up and I stare up at the lofty brick mammoth with curling spirals of white stone outlining the windows.  Long sloping walls angle out from four identical gables.  Is that called a buttress?   I’m not really up on my architectural terms.
By the time I walk up the seven steps to the front entrance my nerves are crackling with anticipation.  I know my hands are clammy because they slip on the doorknob.  
            The inside of the beast is not at all like I expect.  It’s a cross between shabby and antiseptic—with walls the color of masking tape and a trail of humming florescent lights dotting the ceiling.  There’s a foosball table to my right and a sofa in an unfortunate pattern of browns and greens facing an extra-large television.  A guy about my age is asleep in a corner chair.  His socked feet are propped up on an empty laundry basket.  
To my left there is a window and a counter of blue laminate that I think must be some kind of check-in desk.  A floppy haired boy with glasses is sitting behind the window thrumming through a paperback.  He looks up when I walk in. 
“Guest?”  He asks in a bored tone.
My first impulse is to turn around and walk back out the door to my car and drive home.  How stupid is that?  
I take a breath and rally.  “Um… yeah, I guess.”
The boy slides a clipboard forward and instructs me to sign in and not to forget to sign out when I leave.  Then he points to a sad looking bulletin board that declares “Rules” in faded black construction paper letters across the top.   
“How do I know which room?”  I ask.
“Who are you here to see?”
My cheeks flush.  “Alex Faber.”
Glasses finally looks at me and he’s wearing this expression like, And who the hell are you?  I take a step back, my nerves retreating with my body.  
He puts down his book and clears his throat.  “Does he know you’re coming?”
My voice is weightless, like smoke crawling up into the air.  “No, he doesn’t.”
I am sure that this boy is going to laugh and tell me to call Alex or go home, but he just shakes his head and says, “Room 311.”  And then he turns back to his book like I’m no longer there.  
I swallow and put my name down on the list in blue ink, and then I’m in the elevator pressing the button for floor three.  
Room 311 is around a corner and towards the end of a hall just beyond the stairwell.  Each door I pass has a little silver-framed plate beside it with the names of the room’s inhabitants.  I pause in front of the beige door and double-check.  There it is.  Alexander Faber.  
My pulse is buzzing and my stomach is a riot of butterflies and half-digested peanut butter cookies.  I lift my hand and let it fall.  Once… twice… three times.  
A few millennia pass. 
The hair on my head goes grey.  
My teeth turn brittle and fall out, clattering to the floor like dropped beads.
            Finally, the door cracks and a pair of blue eyes peek out and my heart pops.  The door opens wider and in front of me is a pretty brown-haired girl with fluttering blue eyes and a pink tulip mouth.  
My insides feel sick.
“Hi,” she says.  “Are you looking for somebody?”
Am I?  What am I doing here?  
It’s like my brain is an engine that’s stalled.  The girl is starting to look at me suspiciously and I can’t say that I blame her.  
I mumble something that she can’t hear and then crank the volume up a notch.  “I’m here to see Alex.”
“Oh,” the girl’s voice is star-bright and sweet.  “He’s actually out right now.  Do you want me to get him a message?” 
“Uh—no, that’s fine,” I manage to croak out as I back up.  I turn around not wanting to incriminate myself further.  “Signs look good” my ass.  I’ll have to let mom know that her friend Alana is a hack.
“Wait!”  The pretty girl calls, catching up with me at a bend in the hall.  
“Wait!” She says again and this time she’s right behind me.  I really have no choice but to turn around and face her.
She’s got her nose crinkled up and her eyebrows pulled together.  
“You’re not Willow by any chance, are you?”


 
  
Hard is trying to rebuild yourself, piece by piece, with no instruction book, and no clue as to where all the important bits are supposed to go.
~Nick Hornby


 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
  
Sarah’s pulling my hand with purpose.  
            “You have no idea,” she says for the tenth time in the past five minutes.  Her feet are almost skipping on the sidewalk.  
“I told him to call you last week but he wouldn’t listen to me.  Even Adam told him that he was being a jerk, but you know boys.”  Sarah rolls her blue eyes.  She’s grinning wildly, her voice on the verge of a squeal.
            It turns out that the girl that answered the door is Sarah—the girlfriend of Alex’s roommate Adam, who—get this—is the glasses-wearing bookworm at the front counter of the dorm.  
            In a cloud of peppermint and chattiness, Sarah rushes me out of the dorm in the direction of the intramural fields where she says that Alex is playing lacrosse.
            “I didn’t even know that Alex played lacrosse,” I say, my hand brushing loose hairs away from my face.  
            Sarah looks over her shoulder.  “Oh, he doesn’t.  It’s actually Joey’s team, but Joey being Joey partied too hard last night and Alex agreed to fill in for him.”
            “Oh.”  
We cross an intersection and Sarah’s gait slows down, settling to a stop.  In front of us is hodgepodge of green sports fields speckled with sweaty boys.  
            She makes a sunshield with one hand and points with the other.  “There,” she says.
            I follow the direction of her finger, my eyes lighting on a bare-chested boy leaning against a set of low silver bleachers.  If I had a pencil I would sketch him.  His torso is long and rippled with firm muscles—hard lines that cascade into legs and arms.  He has a red tee shirt draped across his broad shoulders and when he bends to pick up a water bottle I spot the two lines of script inked on his back even from this distance.   
There are a handful of other guys around him and they are laughing about something.  
“The game must be over,” I say flatly, giving no hint that my heart is a tightly-balled fist.
            “Looks like it.”  Sarah presses two fingers into my back.  I don’t budge.  She turns and her face is sympathetic.  “Don’t chicken out on me now Willow.”
            I’m going to say that I’m not chickening out.  I’m going to take a step.  I’m going to surge across a lacrosse field of waiting boys and tell Alex exactly what I’m doing here.  
I’m in love with you, I’ll say and actually, I’ll sing it—belting it out in soprano like a Broadway star.  I’m going to do it.  Honestly.  I’m about to make my move, but then Alex’s gaze flicks, landing hard on mine.  It’s like a snap.  A crackle.  A pop.  
            His mouth falls open in surprise.  
            Beside me, Sarah waves.  
            I think the atmosphere boils over and melts all the remaining polar icecaps.
            The clouds halt in the sky.  
            Then it’s actually happening.  Sarah and I are walking and I can feel the grass kissing the tops of my feet through the cuts of my sandals.  
            We stop maybe seven feet from the bleachers and Sarah’s talking to the other guys like she knows them, and she’s making introductions but I’m not really paying attention.  I’m looking at Alex’s face and I’m trying to figure out what he’s thinking but everything’s moving so fast, like all the molecules around us are heating up.  And I want so badly for him to say something to me.  Anything.  But, instead, there’s an awful, lulling nothing coming from his lips.  
            He shakes his head slowly and looks down at the clenched fingers resting on his thighs.  Suddenly, standing exposed in front of these boys with fantastic bodies in this foreign land, I feel all wrong.  Nothing is in its right place—especially not me.
Excuse me sir, I’ve gotten off the train at the wrong stop.  
I stagger back and spin, the sun hurling far too much brightness in my face.  My feet are moving before my body’s even registered the right direction.  I think that Sarah is shouting behind me.  I hear other voices but they’re coming at me in faraway echoes like we’re underwater.  
I am flying—building up speed across the field, the intersection of thrumming cars, and down the curving sidewalk.  
I know that I parked in Visitor Lot B, but who the hell knows where that is?  I realize too late that I didn’t pay attention as Sarah and I walked over to the lacrosse fields and now I’m completely lost.  I’m going to have to call Jake back and my mom is going to ask how it went with Alex and I’m going to have to explain that I didn’t even get one word out before bailing.
Breathing hard, I slump onto a bench, thankful for tree shade and a deserted campus.  I guess Saturday before lunch is not exactly a bustling time for college students.  Good.  Alone is the perfect way to be miserable.  
I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to calm my hurried blood and keep my tears from falling.
What was I thinking coming here?
Alex is probably still back by the bleachers laughing about me with all of his friends.  Yeah, she’s still in high school.  It’s pathetic.  She drove all the way up here to throw herself at me.      
            He’s right.  I am pathetic.  
            This is Dustin all over again.  I didn’t pick up on the clues and now I’m sitting here, my eyes trilling with watery shame, all sweaty and gross, with the drive home still ahead of me.  
I focus on breathing properly. 
In. Out. In.
Good.
I count to ten. 
One, two, three, four, five…
Good. 
… Eight, nine, ten.
I clench and unclench my hands, forcing my fingers to stretch into the air.  
Good.
By the time I’ve finished this routine, the drumming in my ears has quieted and I can hear the sounds of the air softly filtering through the branches overhead, and voices, and a faraway siren.  
            When I blink and focus in front of me, two stars—clear and blue and soulful, are looking back.
“I… I—”  Actually, I’ve forgotten how to breathe which makes talking sort of a challenge. 
 The wide sky blares beyond him, casting a grey shadow over his face.  Alex is crouched low on the sidewalk in front of the bench where I’m sitting.  His shirt is still off and I have to force my eyes up from his muscular stomach.  He lifts his right hand and cradles my head in his palm.  When he leans in and brushes his warm lips against my forehead, my breath hitches and my heart takes off.  It goes up, up, up and away!  Birds start chirping.  I wish that I had an armful of confetti that I could toss into the air.
“I can’t believe you’re here,” he says so quietly that I almost don’t hear him, but I do and even though I am biting my bottom lip, I’m also smiling.  
Alex treats me to one of his rare full-on grins and moments pass in silence while we stare at each other grinning like fools.  
I let my fingers and thumbs roam the delectable planes of his chest up to his face where I rest all ten pads of my fingers against the stubble that dusts his jaw.  
“God, Alex I am so, so sorry,” I tell him, my eyes brimming with tears and my head moving subtly back and forth.  “What you saw with Dustin wasn’t what you think!  He asked me to meet him and I should never have agreed to it, but I did and I’m sorry.  But, everything with him is over.  Completely.  I only want you.” 
I’m talking so fast that all the air has whooshed out of my lungs.  I’m practically shivering with nerves.  Alex is still looking at me like he’s not sure what to do with me and I try not to fall apart.  After what feels like an eternity he lifts his hand and cups it around the back of my neck.  He pulls me to him so that my head is tucked into the space between his chin and his collarbone.  He’s got a twinge of sweaty boy smell to him.  Is it weird that I think it’s sexy?  
“It doesn’t even matter,” he whispers and gently kisses me just below my ear.  I shudder.  “All week I’ve been thinking about how I fucked this up by running away, but I was afraid…”  Alex stiffens and takes a deep breath.  
“I was afraid that you were still using me to get Dustin back and I couldn’t take that.”  When he pulls back and ducks his head so that we are eye level, I see the earnestness in his gaze.  “I can’t take being just some rebound or a means to an end.  I—”  
I cut him off placing my finger over the soft skin of his lips.  “Shhh.  I am not using you and you are not a rebound guy.  You never could be.”
I quickly squeeze my eyes shut for courage before I continue.  I need to say this.  “Maybe I gave my heart away to you once and I never really got it back in the first place.  It feels like I’ve either been chasing you or running from you for most of my life and when that didn’t work I locked you away into a box because it was safer and easier.  But I’m not trying to do that anymore.”
“I’m not either.”
By now, we’re both smiling so hard and loony that we’re almost laughing and Alex leans closer, resting his forehead against mine.  He reaches for my hands, intertwining our fingers.  “You drove all this way.”
I nod against him.  
“To see me,” he whispers almost accusingly.
I nod again.
Then he rolls back and just looks at me for a minute like he’s figuring something out.  My skin is prickling.  
Alex stands and pulls me to my feet.  “Come with me?”  
This time he doesn’t wait for me to nod; he just starts walking, trailing me behind him.  We make two rights and then a left and we pass a tall building that I recognize as Wyman, and then we go up a flight of cascading stairs that open onto a sunny concrete balcony bordered in sturdy-looking steel rails.  
On one side of the raised courtyard is a modern building of rocketing glass and shiny metal and on the other side is a complex of three smaller buildings that look almost like industrial sheds.  Sandwiched between the sheds and the stairs are a cluster of tables and mismatched chairs buffeted from the sun by drooping trees bursting with a constellation of delicate star-shaped flowers the color of a kitten’s tongue.  
“What is this?” I ask.
“This,” Alex says, taking a step away from me, his hands held outward like he’s pushing the air away from his body, “is where the University’s Art Department is.”
I look around again and now I notice a tall boy with crazy, puffed up hair and ripped jeans carrying a black artist’s portfolio under one arm.  He disappears beyond the double doors of the modern building.  
Alex starts talking and he’s pointing, telling me which shed the kilns are in and what sketching classes are offered.  There’s even a letterpress class being taught in the fall.
I am shaking something off, as if I’m waking up from a lucid dream into a fog of sunshine.  “Wait.  How do you know all this?”
His face turns sheepish.  His bottom lip disappears into his quirked mouth.  
“I got a tour last week and I may have talked to a few professors.”
“What—”  
But Alex cuts me off, encircling my arms with his hands, his face an earnest canvas.  “I still want you to apply to whatever art school you end up settling on—whether it’s in Rhode Island, or New York, or the Antarctic,” he insists.  
“And I’m there, right beside you.  I can promise you that. I just figured that with next year already a done deal, you should at least be as happy here as you can be.  And one of the professors that I talked to assured me that you still have time to get them to look at your portfolio before you have to register for classes.  And if you can get at least one recommendation from a past teacher, it shouldn’t be a problem for you to get into any of the classes.”
Whoa.  My brain is lagging seconds behind.  “You got a tour last week?   But that was while you were still mad at me.”
“Yeah, well....  You may have beaten me to the main event by showing up here today, but I told you that I had already decided that I’d messed things up royally.”  He laughs.  “I was just so crazy—so crazy about you that I wasn’t thinking right.”
My face must show all of the wonder I feel.  He pulls me to him with one hand on my lower back and the other cupping my waist.  His thumb plays against my ribs and his fingers make a small repeating pattern on my skin.  My body is flaming and I want to attack his mouth, but I also want to hear the words that are coming out of it. 
“Willow, I was just waiting for your finals to be over then I figured that I’d come and sweep you off your feet and we’d have the entire summer to you know—figure things out.”  
I cock my head to one side.  “You mean that you’d climb a trellis up to my window?”
“Something like that.”  Alex takes a deep breath and squeezes his eyes shut.  When they open again, his pupils refigure as if they are two inflated black balls bobbing on a watery surface.  “I’m done running.”
I smile.  “Me too.”  
Alex reaches between us for my left hand and places it on his naked chest just over his heart.  His voice is softer now.  “Do you feel how fast my heart is beating?”
This time my nod is barely perceptible.  Alex’s heart is insistent under my hand like a racehorse pounding it’s hooves on the red earth impatient to be released from the paddock.  
Alex sucks in another long, steeling breath, flexing the muscles of his jaw.  I shiver.  
“I love you,” he says quickly, his blue eyes spilling light over me all at once. 
There is a silence.  A breath passes.  Then five.  Then twelve.  
I am taking too long to answer and his beautiful face dims.  He looks down at the octagonal pattern etched into the pavement.  
“I’m sorry.  That was too much too fast.  You don’t have to say it back.  Honestly.  I don’t know what I was thinking laying that on you so soon.  I’ve just been thinking it for so long,” he says, his teeth sinking into the words.
Now it is my turn.  I pick up his hand and place it over my chest.  
“Do you feel how fast my heart is beating?”  I ask.
Alex looks up.  His nod is wary.
“I love you too,” I say.
Now we really are kissing and maybe the sun blows up and maybe the universe is reborn.  And maybe we actually do take off into the air this time.  
All I feel is Alex all above me, below me—everywhere.  His fingers grip me tighter, grazing half-forgotten places, edging up the pale skin on the inside of my arms and winding into my hair.  I can barely breathe but I think that his lips might be better than oxygen at the moment.
Alex’s mouth stills against the scorched skin of my neck and he mumbles in a funny voice that we should head back to his dorm so that he can put his shirt on.  I pull his face back to mine and tell him that if he thinks I’m going to let him put more clothes on he’s out of his mind.  
He laughs and kisses me again.
The sky is everywhere—open and wide all around us.  
It’s infinite.
Anything can happen.
And I’ll be here.
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