
  
    
      
    
  


  [image: ]


  


  [image: ]


  Charles Sheehan-Miles


  


  Cincinnatus Press


  Bethesda, Maryland


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Acknowledgements


  I want to take this opportunity to thank Sarah Hansen for creating such a beautiful cover for A Song for Julia, and my editor, Lori Sabin, for being so patient with me as we worked through all of the various problems in the manuscript.


  Thank you also to the wonderful beta readers who helped out. Your suggestions, questions and feedback helped me shape this into a much stronger book. Jackie Trippier Holt, Jennifer Mirabelli, Stephenie Thomas, David Leibensperger, Darcie Sherrick, Wendy Wilken, Kerri Williams, Carol Davis Luce, Shaina Salisbury-Abbs, Rich Perez, Bryan James, Amy Burt, Elle Chardou: thank you all.


  Veronica, Khalil and Amirah: thank you for giving me the space and time to focus on my writing. This has been a truly life changing year for me, and wouldn’t have been possible without the three of you.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  


  Suburban Princess (Crank)


  October 26, 2002


  


  


  


  Maybe it’s just me. But I would have thought that a girl at the center of the biggest anti-war protest since the Vietnam War might not have had such a gigantic stick up her ass.


  But no … there she was, her mouth moving, and I didn’t understand a word. To be fair, she was wicked hot, even if she did dress like a librarian; she wore a floral knee-length skirt that hugged her thighs and a pastel colored sweater with what looked like a thousand bangles and bracelets running up her right wrist. Her eyes were a striking pale blue, framed with dark brownish-blonde hair. She had this schoolgirl look about her that made me want to lick the back of her neck. It was the hostile stream of words out of her sexy little mouth that caused me to step back, both irritated and defensive.


  “What was that?” I asked, hoping to get the torrent of words to just stop.


  She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. I grinned.


  “What I said was, you guys can’t set up here just yet. Mark Tashburn is about to go on … then there’s a fifteen-minute break. You guys can set up after that.”


  I rolled my eyes. “And we go on at the end of the fifteen minutes?”


  She smiled, her face relaxing a little. I don’t think she liked me that much. Her smile looked fake. Those ice cold eyes? Her smile never reached that far. I wondered what a genuine smile from her would look like.


  “That’s right,” she replied.


  “That won’t work,” I said. “Takes longer to set up than fifteen minutes.”


  She sighed. “And why, exactly, are we just finding this out now?”


  “Hey, not my fault. I don’t know who organized the time schedule on this thing, but it’s a complete mess. If you want us playing in 30 minutes, we needed to start setting up an hour ago. Takes time to set up the equipment and tune up.”


  She huffed a little and said, “Fine. Just … try not to distract the audience too much.”


  Jesus, whatever. She came running up the moment we’d started to carry equipment on stage. Not like the crowd was paying attention anyway, there must be a hundred thousand people out there. Bunch of hippies and peace freaks and what looked to be effing soccer moms. For the hundredth time, I asked myself how the hell I’d gotten roped into playing at an anti-war protest.


  Of course, this was the biggest venue we’d ever played. But seriously, so far, the speakers had been a series of retreads from the 1960s. If that didn’t show how disconnected this thing was from reality, I didn’t know what did.


  Whatever. This was Serena’s deal. She was big in the anti-war politics. And what Serena was into, the band did. We didn’t have a manager, but she was the closest to it. She sang with me and played rhythm guitar and had a magic sense for what music would work and what wouldn’t.


  We rushed to get set up without alarming the natives or hippies. Finished in record time, no thanks to the princess who was off to the side of the stage with a clipboard, directing people here and there.


  So, between the setup, tune up, and start, I had about fifteen seconds to take a breath and then launched into the first licks. The college kids in the audience started to groove on it right away, but the senior citizens and soccer moms … and holy shit, there was a lot of them … stared up at us as if the stage had been swept with radioactive contamination. I gave the guitar and vocals just an extra twinge for them, blasting out the raunchiest original version of the lyrics to our song “Fuck the War” rather than the extra special sensitive studio lyrics we’d ended up releasing.


  I don’t want to mislead you. Morbid Obesity isn’t a punk band, more alternative rock, with a bit of an edge. I’m the edge. To date, our most popular song was “Fuck the War,” which we released on an EP a few months back. It’s a love song about my mom and dad, but you’ve got to listen to the lyrics to get that. I put a lot of emotion into it when I was writing it and when I performed it.


  It was a perfect day to be on stage and outdoors: cool, but not cold. The sky was clear and cloudless, an occasional breeze wafting across the stage, a hundred thousand people of all shapes, sizes and colors spread across the frickin’ National Mall. I’d never seen anything like it.


  I was on the second round of the chorus when I looked to the right of the stage and saw Miss Princess. She was grooving on the music. Moving just slightly, her lips were parted in a way that caught my breath. Pouty lips. Kissable lips. I had to laugh at myself a bit. So not my type. Well, except that she was female and kind of hot. Still, not my type.


  Back in high school, some freak accident of the Boston Public School system sent a group of rich kids from Back Bay to South Boston High. That was a laugh. It only lasted a year, though I don’t know if that’s because they got the zoning reversed, or the parents just yanked their kids from the public schools. This girl reminded me of some of those kids. Imperious. Superior. Some of them looked at the rats like me as if we were future criminals.


  I wonder if that’s why she was turning me on so much?


  It made me want to tease her a little, so when I launched into the second verse, I sang right to her, and her alone. I was on the second verse when she met my eyes. I held them. Her eyes, so distant and blue, were arresting. She noticed I was singing to her and froze in place, a deer caught in the headlights. I love it when girls react that way. Showed she was human. If we’d been back home in Boston, I’d have grabbed her and pulled her on the stage, but that wouldn’t go over with this audience.


  After a second though, she met my eyes and gave a sly grin, as if to say ‘I know what you’re up to.’ I grinned back, belting out the lyrics. The bass and drums in this song were powerful and demanded that the body dance. I broke off eye contact and took off across the stage, threw myself into the solo, screaming out the lyrics at the crescendo, and then I brought the song to a crashing halt.


  Despite the shock of the soccer moms and lobbyists in the crowd, the college kids loved it and screamed for more. Suburban Princess applauded, a mysterious grin on her face. I wanted to know her a lot better.


  That wasn’t going to happen. This was an anti-war protest, not a meet and greet. As soon as the song finished, we started breaking down the stage and golden girl jumped up to the microphone and shouted, “Give it up for Morbid Obesity and their hit “Fuck the War”!” I paused what I was doing to check her out while she was at the microphone.


  The crowd went nuts again, which was nice. Hearing the name of my song on those lips was even nicer. But five seconds later, she was introducing the next round of speakers, a bunch of broken down Vietnam and Gulf War vets who had been dredged up by the organizers of this parade to give it some credibility.


  Mark and I dragged most of the equipment off the stage, while Pathin broke down the drums, and Serena pulled the extra monitors and wiring apart. As I stepped off the stage for the last time, the suburban princess met me at the bottom of the stairs. I stumbled down the last step and ended up less than six inches away from her, looking down into those fantastic eyes.


  “You guys were pretty good,” she said, her head tilted back, eyes on mine. “Thanks for doing this.”


  I shrugged and grinned. “It was fun.” Pretty good? That’s it? Jesus, she was close. I could smell her perfume, a faint, pretty smell.


  “So …” she said, looking me in the eyes.


  Awkward.


  “How long is this thing gonna go?” I asked.


  “Half a dozen more speakers, then they march around the White House. Maybe another hour.”


  Mark walked up just as she was answering the question. Our bass player, Mark, is a big guy, who might have been a football player in an alternate universe where football players smoked too much pot and hung out with the bugs in the Pit in Harvard Square. His eyes widened when I opened my stupid mouth again.


  “So, after it’s over, want to grab some lunch?”


  For just a second her smile faltered, and she looked … almost angry. I know I’m not exactly wearing frickin’ tweed, but I’m not a bad guy, no need to be offended.


  “Come on,” I said, “it’s just lunch. I won’t do anything too offensive.”


  Mark spoke in a sarcastic tone, “I don’t think she’s your type, Crank.”


  She closed her mouth, eyes darting to Mark. Her eyes narrowed, and her lips set in a thin line. It looked like she wanted to hit him. This girl was volatile. I liked that. “Sure,” she said. “Where?”


  I shrugged. “Um … I don’t know the area.”


  She looked thoughtful for just a second. “Georgia Brown’s at 15th and K Street. They’ve got outdoor seating. See you there … four o’clock?”


  Yes! Was it me, or had she moved closer to me?


  Mark let out a chuckle and walked away.


  “All right, see you at four,” I said, looking at her eyes one more time.


  I don’t know what the hell I was thinking.


  


  


  


  Nice Guys Lose (Julia)


  


  I don’t know what I was thinking.


  Except that when the bassist came up and made the comment about not being Crank’s type, it got under my skin. But seriously, he is so not my type, even if the music was incredible. I’m a serious music snob. Eclectic taste, but I love punk, and over my parents’ strident objections, I’d taken every class Harvard has even remotely related to the music industry. This was good, but different, original. Something about that driving bass, and Crank’s voice overlaid throughout … gravelly, deep … melodic. A voice I could listen to all day. This was abnormal for me. I don’t go out with guys at the drop of a hat. I don’t go out at all.


  I had planned to go with some of the other organizers to an after-march meeting and help plan for the next one. And be available to talk to the press. But when he stumbled off the stage and ended up what felt like three inches away from me, I couldn’t say no. I just couldn’t. I couldn’t say no, because for the first few seconds, I couldn’t even breathe.


  This was so wrong. I wasn’t in Washington to meet guys. Especially guys who called themselves Crank, played guitar and probably did drugs. I was here because of a cause I believed in.


  But as he headed back to the band’s van, carrying his guitar and a heavy amplifier, I watched him walk away. And somehow I’d lost my enthusiasm for any more slogans. Stopping the war from happening was important, but did I think that was going to happen here? Not really. International ANSWER, a group that amounted to a known wing of the people’s workers’ party, had organized the march. My father would have a heart attack if he knew I was involved in this, given the organizers. But I hadn’t asked my father’s opinion. Ironically, my dad was in a position to do something about all this. But there was zero chance of that happening.


  So that’s how I found myself getting out of a cab at McPherson Square at four in the afternoon on a beautiful October day in Washington. Traffic wasn’t heavy, but there were a lot of pedestrians walking up the streets, many of them leaving the protest. I saw him immediately, sitting at one of the sidewalk tables that lined the front of the restaurant. He was relaxed, sitting back in his torn jeans, legs splayed out, with a drink in front of him. His black sleeveless t-shirt sported a flaming skull and revealed elaborate tattoos on both arms, and his hair was bleached almost white and spiked. Incongruous, seeing him like that, sitting at a table with a white linen tablecloth, sipping a drink.


  As I approached, he stood up.


  “Hey there,” he said. “I was worried you weren’t going to come.”


  I looked at him curiously. “Why is that?”


  He shrugged. “Strange guy asks you to lunch in a strange city …”


  I leaned my head a little to the right. “Well, you are strange, I’ll give you that.”


  He grinned and pulled a seat out for me—an unexpected gesture for someone who looked volatile and dangerous.


  “Let’s start over,” he said. “We were never introduced. I’m Crank Wilson.”


  “Julia Thompson,” I replied. “What’s your real name?”


  He chuckled. “My real name is Crank. It says so on my driver’s license. That’s all you need to know.”


  “Would it be wrong of me to ask what your parents were thinking?”


  “Julia’s kind of an old-fashioned name, isn’t it?”


  “I have old-fashioned parents.”


  “Me too, actually. So much so that I had to go to court to change my name.”


  “Why Crank?” I asked.


  “It fits, doesn’t it?”


  I sat back and looked at him. Studied him. Crank was about six feet tall, with angular features. Several tattoos crept down the length of his well-muscled arms, but they weren’t like any tattoos I’d ever seen. On the right side, what appeared to be a scroll engraved with musical notes rolled down the muscles to his elbow. His left arm, however, was tattooed with what appeared to be barbed wire, and had a nasty scar, three inches long, on his bicep.


  I could understand the urge to change your name. Change who you are. Disappear.


  “I suppose it does,” I said. “At least from first appearances.”


  The waitress approached, and I ordered an iced tea.


  He grinned as she walked away. “So what’s a nice girl like you doing mixed up in all this anti-war weirdness?” he asked.


  “Anti-war weirdness?” I asked. “It’s not weird at all. Going into Afghanistan after September 11 was one thing. Invading Iraq … that’s something else entirely, and there’s no good reason for it. A lot of people are going to die. So, yeah, I got involved.”


  He shrugged. “In principle, I agree. But to be honest, I don’t see what good all this marching around in Washington’s going to do.”


  I sighed. “I’ve got my doubts about that, too. But I felt like I had to do something.”


  He listened, but didn’t reply.


  I leaned forward. “What about you? You guys agreed to play at the demonstration for free.”


  “Well,” he said. “That’s all Serena. She’s the other singer and guitar player. She’s also very political.”


  “And you’re not?”


  “Not a big fan of politics. Though I gotta admit, it’s wicked playing to a crowd that size. Usually we do clubs.”


  “Around DC?”


  “No, mostly Boston and Providence.”


  I took a breath. “Boston?” I asked, quietly.


  “Yeah,” he said. “That’s where I live. What about you?”


  Okay, this is so not a good idea. I should lie and tell him I live in Siberia, or Alaska, or Alabama. “I live in Boston, too, at Harvard?” My voice rose a little at the end of the sentence, like a question mark, like I wasn’t sure of where I lived. I was irritated with myself for the uncertainty.


  He smirked. “I should have realized. Harvard.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Well, you’re not the kind of girl I usually hang out with.”


  I didn’t like where this conversation was going, but I couldn’t seem to control my mouth. “And what sort of girl is that?”


  He gave me a long look. “Groupies. Tarts. Girls who hang out in the bars in Southie. Not your type.”


  I bit my lower lip. I didn’t think much of a guy who talked about women that way. “So why did you ask me to lunch?”


  He shrugged. “Sometimes you gotta shake things up. Isn’t that what you’re doing?”


  “I guess so. You’re not the type of guy I usually hang out with, either.”


  “What sort of guys do you hang out with, Julia?”


  He asked the question in a half-teasing, formal way. I looked at him and answered truthfully, “I don’t hang out with guys. But I guess the times I do, it’s guys with ambition. Law or finance. Guys who wear suits. Guys who will end up in the Senate or as a CEO. Umm … guys my father would approve of.”


  Crank leered at me and leaned forward suddenly. “You’re saying your father wouldn’t approve of me?”


  I looked in his eyes and took a deep breath. They were blue and clear, very clear, and his bleached white hair made them stand out in a way that made me want to look into them all day. He stared at me as if he was trying to see inside. I swallowed, my throat dry. “My father would definitely not approve of you.”


  He smiled, a crooked, boyish grin that made my heart beat a little faster, and for the first time I noticed that one of his bottom teeth was slightly crooked. It was cute.


  “When do you go back to Boston, Julia?”


  I swallowed and took a deep breath. “I’m taking the train back in the morning.”


  He winked. “You know the city? I’ve never been here before. Show me Washington? We’ll have a good time.”


  “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” I knew it wasn’t a good idea. I’ve got a pretty hard and fast rule. I stay the hell away from guys I’m attracted to.


  His grin, which was turning insufferable, got even bigger. “I know it’s not a good idea. That’s why we should do it.”


  I narrowed my eyes at him. “And what exactly are we going to do during this time?”


  “We’ll start with margaritas and see where those lead.”


  I couldn’t help it, I laughed. Then I laughed more when he pumped a fist and said, “Score!”


  “You’re not very subtle, are you?”


  He shrugged, a motion that somehow involved his entire upper body. “Do I look subtle?”


  “Appearances don’t mean everything.”


  He looked at me through half-lowered eyelids. “Okay. Let’s find out how much they mean. We don’t know anything about each other. So let’s guess … about each other.”


  I suppressed a laugh. That’s when the waitress came back, and he ordered us both margaritas, and I ordered a salad.


  “All right. But you go first.”


  He grinned. “Okay. Let’s see—I know you go to Harvard. And you dress like you mean business. I’m thinking you don’t relax much … you don’t get out and play much. Only child. You’re from … California or maybe Oregon, based on the accent. Your father’s … an executive? With a bank, maybe? You’ve never smoked pot. And that stud in your nose was a major act of rebellion.”


  I giggled. Oh, God. Giggling, seriously? He was just ridiculous. “That’s it?”


  “Hmm … I’m guessing you’ve never missed a day of school in your life, unless it was for something life threatening. But inside, there’s a part of you that wants to break out … and do something crazy.”


  He grinned and said, “Okay, how did I do?”


  “Well, I’m not from California, or anywhere really. But I guess it counts, because my family lives there now. I’m definitely not an only child; I’ve got five sisters. Carrie’s a senior in high school, Alexandra is twelve, the twins are six, and Andrea is five. And … no, I’ve never smoked pot. My dad’s a retired ambassador, so I spent most of my life all over the world. And … rebellion’s never been my thing. I’ve got a pretty good life, there’s nothing to rebel against.”


  It’s amazing how you can say a lot of words that are all true, and completely obscure the truth at the same time. I was an expert at that. I spend my life spinning a web of half spoken truths; an armor weaved of words that do nothing but hide who I am.


  He grinned and very gently shook his head. “Nothing to rebel against? Nothing at all?”


  “Nope,” I replied. Except maybe my mother, who controlled every moment of my life. But that’s more than I was willing to say.


  “That’s sad,” Cranks said. “Everyone should have something to rebel against.”


  I frowned, scrunching my eyebrows together. “I’ve never heard anything that crazy in my life. How can you say that?”


  He shrugged, leaning far back in his seat with his hands in his pockets. “The things you rebel against are the things that define you.”


  “That’s kind of an adolescent attitude, don’t you think? I’d rather define myself.”


  He gave me a fierce grin. “You aren’t the first girl to call me adolescent.”


  “Why am I not surprised?”


  He narrowed his eyes and then said, “You get off on insulting me.”


  “I do not.”


  “You clearly do. Trust me, baby … Harvard isn’t the only way to a happy life.”


  “Call me baby again and my drink will end up in your lap. And I never said it was,” I replied, suddenly defensive. Was I being condescending? I didn’t think so. Yes, I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished. But it’s not like I don’t know there’s a big world out there, and a lot of different ways to live. If anything, lately I’d been thinking more and more that I needed to find a different way. The closer I got to graduation, the more I felt my life closing in on me like the jaws of a trap.


  “I can see it,” he said. “You’re mentally comparing me to some suited monkey, aren’t you? Some future CEO or Senator.”


  I replied, sharply, “It’s better than being compared to some tart or groupie.”


  “Ouch,” he said, then took a big drink of his margarita.


  “So I guess that makes it my turn to guess.”


  He smirked. He was an ass. But a hellishly attractive one. Damn him. In a twisted sort of way this was fun. In Boston, I had to be so careful, because the people I spoke to were going to be around the next day and that meant I had to hide.


  “Okay,” I said. “You put up a big front. Black leather and crazy t-shirts and angry lyrics. But I’m guessing you’re really from a nice family in the suburbs. You did okay in high school but weren’t motivated to go to college, and you started a band to pick up girls. The look—the hair and tattoos—all flow out of that. I’m betting you’re a nicer guy than you let on.”


  He grinned fiercely. “Wrong, wrong, and wrong. I’m from Southie, broken home and all. I got kicked out of school for fighting too much, and I am not a nice guy.”


  “Why not?” I asked.


  “Why not what?”


  “Why aren’t you a nice guy?”


  He sat back in his seat and studied me without answering. As his eyes roved over my face, I felt my cheeks heat up and redden. It felt like he was sitting there and imagining me with my clothes off, and I began to breathe quickly, because that kind of look usually made my skin crawl. But right now, it didn’t do that at all. In fact, my body was betraying me: my breasts feeling sensitive, a stirring in my belly. A random thought ran through my head, quickly banished, wondering what he’d be like in bed. Nothing like Willard, I was sure.


  Finally he said, “Because nice guys lose.”


  


  


  


  Not promising anything (Crank)


  


  “Because nice guys lose.”


  I almost regretted the words after I said them, because her sexy eyes suddenly went wide. Very wide. She sat up in her seat and rolled her shoulders, as if she were loosening up for a boxing match, and then a practiced smile appeared on her face. It was the same smile she’d given me seconds after we met, the one that never reached her sad eyes. That’s when I realized it wasn’t me at all. Someone else was approaching the table.


  It was an older lady, mannish looking, with a square jaw, broad shoulders and short, bleached hair. If she’d had on a leather jacket, she wouldn’t have looked out of place at some of the clubs I played. She gave an insincere smile then said, “Julia Thompson … I thought that was you.”


  Julia laid both hands flat on the table, and her expression froze. It was as if all the life had just drained out of her, leaving her a plastic mannequin. I didn’t know who this lady was, but it was very clear that Julia did, and she wasn’t happy about it. She said, “Hello.”


  The woman scanned me with her eyes in a way that reminded me of a machine, then she spoke, her voice dripping with intrigue, “You should introduce me to your boyfriend, Julia.”


  Julia’s face set in visible distaste. “Not my boyfriend, actually. An acquaintance. Maria Clawson, meet Crank Wilson. You should excuse us now, we’re eating, and you’re interrupting.”


  Maria blinked. I don’t know if she was offended by Julia’s obvious bad manners, but I was. I’d judged her to be better than that … she was rude, to both of us.


  I leaned forward. “Nice to meet ya, Maria. And don’t listen to Julia … she’s still shy about us.” I reached out and put my hand over one of Julia’s. She snatched hers back.


  Maria beamed. “I see! How long have you two known each other?”


  “Ms. Clawson,” Julia started to interject. I spoke louder and leered a little. “About four hours. But they’ve been very intense, if you know what I mean.”


  “You asshole!” Julia blurted, catching the attention of everyone on the sidewalk.


  I gave her a lewd wink.


  “Oh dear,” Maria said. “I suppose I should leave you two alone.”


  “As if,” Julia said, her tone laced with sarcasm. “Why don’t you go spread your poison somewhere else?”


  Maria gave a prim smile and walked away looking satisfied.


  “What was all that about?” I asked.


  Her eyes swiveled to me, flashing with genuine anger. “Why did you do that?”


  “Do what? I was just having a little fun.”


  “Maria Clawson is a gossip columnist, Crank.”


  A gossip columnist? “Are you serious? I didn’t even know there still were gossip columnists. Who cares, I’m not that famous anyway.”


  She narrowed her eyes at me. “It’s not you I’m concerned about, you conceited jerk, it’s me.”


  “Ashamed to be seen with me?” I asked, half angry.


  “She spent years smearing my family every chance she could get.”


  “Well, screw her,” I responded. And then I did something I probably shouldn’t have. I stood up, noting that Maria had returned to the last booth on the sidewalk, where she was chatting with some blue-haired old biddy. “Hey you! Maria!” I shouted, catching everyone’s attention, including the homeless guy sitting across the street. “Yeah…go piss off, ya gossipy bitch!”


  Julia hid her face. “Oh, God,” she mumbled behind her hands. “Are you nuts?”


  “Yeah, darlin’,” I answered, “I am. Come on, let’s blow this place.” I took out my wallet and dropped two twenties on the table just as the manager approached.


  I turned to the manager. “Yeah, yeah, we’re leaving. Don’t get your panties in a bunch.”


  Julia groaned. “I don’t know him,” she muttered.


  I chuckled and said, “What do you say we walk down toward the White House?”


  “Will you get us kicked out of there, too?”


  “Not promising anything.” I flashed her a grin, gave a jaunty wave to Maria Clawson, who looked as if she’d just swallowed a great big mouthful of spoiled meat, and led Julia out onto the sidewalk.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  


  Sucks for you (Julia)


  It was official. Crank was crazy. Compelling, interesting, and damned good looking. But crazy.


  Too bad, really. He was kind of fun to be around. But I already knew that when today was over, I’d never see him again. On Monday, I’d be back at school, back to my life. It was going to be bad enough when Maria Clawson wrote whatever she was going to write. And there was no doubt in my mind she’d be writing about this. It was another chance to smear my dad. My fault. Again. I wasn’t angry with him for his outburst. How could I be? Maria Clawson, without even knowing me, had used me to try to ruin my father’s career, and in the process had nearly ruined my life. He could have done a lot worse, and it wouldn’t have bothered me.


  We walked south on 15th Street then veered to the right on Vermont Avenue, headed toward the White House. Crowds of men and women filled the streets, most of them dressed in casual fall clothing. On Monday, they’d all be in suits, commuting to and from work in various government offices, trade associations and lobbyists. For now, this was the domain of tourists and visitors to the city, along with the homeless who crowded this part of town. The sky had turned a brilliant orange as the sun angled in from the west. It would be dark soon.


  We stopped at Pennsylvania Avenue, just on the edge of the crowd still shouting and waving signs at the White House.


  Somehow I had the feeling no one inside was paying the slightest bit of attention.


  “My dad’s in the National Guard,” Crank said out of nowhere.


  I looked at him, startled. “You don’t think he’d get called up for this, do you?”


  He shrugged. “I don’t know. He did for a while after September 11. My brother had to go live with our grandfather for a while. That … didn’t go well. I know I’ve got this don’t give a damn attitude, but I was all for playing at the protest. Doing whatever we can.”


  He had a serious expression on his face as he stared at the White House. The sudden shift to seriousness on Crank’s part was unnerving: up until now, he hadn’t seemed serious about anything. He stared at the White House with his jaw set, anger in the lines of his face.


  “That must have been hard.”


  “Yeah, well, people don’t get that this stuff affects real people’s lives. It’s all sign waving and protesting and policy, but when the rubber meets the road, it’s guys like my dad who will be in harm’s way. That pisses me off.”


  “Are you and your dad close?”


  He shook his head, an amused smirk crossing his face. “Can’t stand each other.”


  I didn’t know how to respond. I knew all about conflict with parents, but I wasn’t discussing that with anybody. Ever.


  “This is way too serious,” he said. “And I haven’t had enough to drink.”


  “You’ve had too much to drink, based on what happened back at Georgia Brown’s.”


  He chuckled. “Forgive me, Julia.”


  I shrugged. “It’s getting my parents to forgive me that will be the trick.” I turned and started walking toward 14th Street. He followed.


  “Seriously? How much harm are we talking?”


  I sighed. “My dad’s nomination for Ambassador to Russia got held up for almost two years … partly because of the stuff that woman was writing.”


  He coughed. “Your father is the Ambassador to Russia?”


  I shook my head. “He was … he retired earlier this year, and the family moved home to San Francisco.”


  “So, you’re like … a society girl. An heiress.”


  “Something like that.”


  “That’s wicked hot.”


  I stumbled, trying hard not to blush, and failed. “What?”


  He let out a loud belly laugh. “Just kidding.”


  A couple years ago, this would have thrown me way off-balance. But I wasn’t eighteen anymore, and it took more than a pretty guy flirting with me to do that. “Seriously. What’s hot? Is it the heiress part or the society part?”


  He smirked and gave me a frankly appreciative look, his eyes sweeping from my feet, all the way up my legs and entire body. I felt a shiver as he did it. Then he said, “I’d say, all your parts.”


  Nice. “In that case, I guess I’ll forgive you.”


  “Man,” he said. “You’re too easy.”


  “Easy? No. Just forgiving.”


  “Sure, whatever. So you like, went to high school in Moscow?”


  “No, three years in Beijing, then I finished out here.”


  “In Washington?”


  “Well, Bethesda-Chevy Chase. It’s just outside DC, in Maryland.”


  He shook his head. “Too much. Way too much. So what do you want to do?”


  “I don’t know. What about you?”


  He stepped close and looked me in the eyes. “I want to take you back to my hotel and have my way with you.”


  I sucked in a quick breath. Not what I’d expected him to say. I swallowed, meeting his eyes, then dropping mine to his lips. Bad idea, because his lips looked very kissable, and I found myself wanting to find out what that felt like. Then I tried to speak, but my voice caught a little. I coughed then said, “I don’t sleep with guys on the first date. And we’re not going to have a second one.”


  In a motion so quick I would have missed it had I not been watching, he licked his lips, then stepped even closer. Too close. Way up in my personal space. I could smell his sweat from the performance. He said, “Then I’ll have to settle for a kiss.”


  I opened my mouth, speechless. No one was this forward. He was nuts. I took a breath, said, “I …” and then he stepped forward just enough to close the gap between us and touch his lips to mine, and he was kissing me, and more disturbingly, I was kissing him back. Shivers ran down my back as he put his hands firmly on my waist. His tongue darted forward and pressed between my lips, and mine met his, and I think I may have made a little bit of sound because he pulled me closer, and I was lightheaded, even though I’d barely touched my margarita.


  I gasped and pulled back just a little bit. “We should … stop.”


  He sighed and met my eyes. “Why?”


  “Because I don’t do this with guys I’m not serious about.”


  He replied, “I don’t get serious about anybody.”


  “Neither do I,” I said, trying for a flippant tone, but knowing I was failing. It’s hard to be flippant when you can barely breathe. Crank was setting off every alarm I had. Crazy, assertive, a little arrogant. I’d been down that route before, and it ruined my life. I took a deep breath and tried to ground myself.


  He chuckled and slid his arms up to my shoulders. He squeezed gently then dropped his arms. “Yeah … sucks for me.”


  “I’m not your type of girl, anyway.”


  “True enough,” he said. “You’ve got way too many clothes on, for one thing.”


  I laughed. “Why don’t we grab some dinner or something? Since I didn’t get to finish my salad before.”


  “Something … all right. Where to?”


  “I don’t care.”


  “Then let’s walk and see what we see.”


  


  


  I’d like that (Crank)


  So we walked, and we talked. I was aching to kiss her again, and I could tell she was too. Maybe I’d get lucky, maybe not. Whatever, I was having fun. As we walked, Mark sent me a text message, asking if I was coming back to the hotel. I sent back a response telling him to buzz off.


  Her phone rang a moment after that. “Sorry.” She flipped it open and answered.


  “Hello? Oh, hey, Brittany … no, I’m out with … a friend. Yeah, I won’t make it tonight, sorry … what? No, I was planning on staying at my parents’ place in Bethesda. I’ll see you soon. Bye.”


  She flipped the phone closed.


  “Friends checking up on you?” I asked.


  “Something like that,” she said, looking distracted. “Let’s eat here.”


  ‘Here’ was a hole in the wall—a door to a half basement just before the gate that led into Chinatown. It had a small, old and dirty sign written in Chinese characters above it. It did not look like a restaurant.


  “What is this place?” I asked.


  “Come on,” she said, taking the four steps down and opening the door.


  The smell of food flooded out the door when she opened it. Inside, there were six tables, four of them occupied. The diners were all Chinese, all older. The walls were a faded yellow, the lighting dim, and the room had none of the normal kitsch I was used to seeing in Chinese restaurants.


  A woman came out of the back and spoke in a thick accent. “I’m sorry, we’re closing for the night.”


  Julia responded with a stream of words in Chinese. At least, I think it was Chinese. She might have been speaking Greek for all I knew. The only language I knew other than English were some choice curses in Spanish.


  Whatever. The woman replied to Julia and then Julia spoke again. The woman beamed and led us to a table.


  “You have hidden gifts,” I murmured.


  Julia grinned. “This place is locals only. The food here won’t be anything like what you’re used to.”


  I just looked around, taking a seat across from her and checking out the unusual surroundings. Not like I hadn’t eaten in holes in the wall … in fact, local sub shops are pretty much what I survive on. But this was different, if only because I was so used to seeing a certain look at Chinese restaurants in Boston. Plastic signs above the counter with pictures of the food, cheap pictures with oriental themes in badly constructed frames. This place could have been a burger joint anywhere, if it weren’t for the customers and staff and that not a single person other than Julia and me spoke English.


  The waitress appeared with tea in a small steel urn and water, but no menus. Julia spoke with her in Chinese, and the waitress answered. After a minute or so of the two chattering at each other, the waitress nodded and walked away.


  “What exactly were you two chatting about?”


  “Dinner,” she replied. “Trust me. This will be good.”


  “Any other surprises? What other languages do you know?”


  “Um …” She bit her lower lip. The combination of that, and the stray hair hanging down the side of her face, made me want to lean forward and touch her. “I speak French, Cantonese, Mandarin, a little bit of Japanese. Some Spanish. Kind of goes with growing up the way I did. And I was always good with languages. It’s good to know what the locals are saying.”


  I swallowed. “Do you read physics books in your spare time?”


  She wrinkled her nose at me and tried to change the subject. “No. Definitely not. What about you? What do you do in your spare time?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t get any spare time, really. When I’m not with the band, I’m working or spending time with my little brother.”


  “Not in college?”


  “No, I didn’t finish high school. Dad and I never saw eye to eye, so I left home when I was sixteen.”


  Her mouth dropped open. “What do you do, then?”


  “Cook. And play guitar and sing. The band is going well, that’s where my focus is.”


  “That’s risky,” she replied. “Not going to school. What happens if the band doesn’t work out?”


  I shrugged. “Risk doesn’t bother me. We’re going to make it.”


  “I hope so,” she replied, doubt written on her face.


  “Hey,” I said, irritated. “Don’t judge me. I get plenty of that from my father.”


  She shook her head. “I’m not judging you.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “You are. You’re going to college with the arrogant chowderheads across the river who plan to run the world some day. You’re sitting there right now, wondering why you’re having dinner with some guy who never figured out algebra.”


  Her reply was sharp. “Don’t tell me what I think.”


  I blinked. That wasn’t what I expected. Her expression was fierce as she spoke again.


  “I’m not as wedded to the whole masters of the universe thing as you might think. Some of the people I go to school with are a bunch of overprivileged kids, yes. But I also go to school with people who busted their asses to get where they are. My roommate’s mother waits tables at two different jobs for something like two dollars an hour, and sold her car in order to make up the shortfall in tuition this year.”


  “Hey…sorry,” I said. “You’re right. I make a lot of assumptions.”


  “It’s all right,” she replied. “And you’re right … maybe I was judging you a little. Everyone and everything I know points to education, doing well in college, going to graduate school, all of it.”


  I nodded. “Yeah, I get that. But sometimes those things aren’t even options. If I’d stayed home, living with my dad … we were at war with each other. At least now I can go over and see Sean and nobody gets hurt. Watching out for him is what matters.”


  “You love your brother. I can hear it.”


  I grinned. “He’s a good kid. Misunderstood. But a good kid.”


  The waitress returned then, with a platter of food. I didn’t recognize anything as she placed the plates in front of us. I kept my mouth shut as she filled the table up. She didn’t leave forks, just chopsticks. This ought to be entertaining.


  When the waitress left, I said, quietly, “I don’t recognize any of this food.”


  “It’s real Chinese food, not the stuff you get at takeout. Cantonese. Try it.”


  She pointed out which dishes were spicy and then laughed a little as I tried out the chopsticks. Next thing I knew, she was showing me how to use them, and we were laughing again. The conversation shifted: school, life, and politics. It was crazy. Except for Serena, I’d never spent this much time with a girl, not just talking. Don’t get me wrong. I spend plenty of time with girls. But not for conversation. I’m usually not that interested in the talking part.


  As she slipped around to my side of the table and took my hand in hers to show me how to hold the chopsticks, I noticed that in the middle of all the bracelets and bangles she wore on her right arm, she had an old faded friendship bracelet. It looked out of place. I met her eyes for just a second. Then I had to look away. It was wicked intense, and maybe a trick of the light in there made it seem as if her eyes had turned green, the pupils huge, dilated. Her eyes were framed by long eyelashes, but no mascara or other makeup that I could see. I caught my breath for a second. I don’t fall for girls. I don’t have time for the head games, the handholding, or the silly crap that comes with it. But maybe because I was away from home, and for once had nowhere I needed to be, I just enjoyed it. My eyes dropped to her thighs, wrapped in a flowered green skirt that just touched my torn up dungarees. Her legs were effing perfect, and I had to look back to my hands before I just dropped everything.


  She laughed when my rice fell through the chopsticks.


  “Seriously?” I said. “Where did you learn this?”


  “China. It’s an acquired skill,” she replied.


  “You cook Chinese food, too?”


  She scrunched her face up and grinned. “I don’t cook anything.”


  She returned to her side of the table just as the waitress reappeared, and we sat and ate. I liked having her sit next to me. And that’s the thing: I love girls. I love having them sit in my lap, I love touching them everywhere, I love taking their clothes off and licking the backs of their necks, and anywhere else. But when they get up and leave? Never bothered me. What the hell was wrong with me now, that having her get up and move to the other side of the table made me feel different?


  “What time is your train in the morning?” I asked.


  “Ten o’clock.”


  “What do you say we go to a club, then?”


  For just a second, her face tightened, almost in anger. Then her features smoothed out. It was a deliberate, practiced action. She was forcing herself not to react. I didn’t understand this girl at all.


  Her voice quiet, she said, “Okay. I’d like that.”


  


  


  


  Not what I expected (Julia)


  


  It was funny, I thought, as we paid the bill and left the restaurant. Crank was … different. Easy to be around, and he made me laugh. But I was never going to see him after tonight, and that made me kind of sad. For a brief second, I thought of seeing him when we got back to Boston, but seriously? Bad idea. My life didn’t have room for someone like Crank. And from what he’d said, his didn’t have room either. This was all a little off-key, out of place, almost as if it was someone else out to dinner with him, and I was playing a role. I almost never go out with guys. And I never let my emotions get ahead of my brain.


  But tonight, as we tried to wave down a cab to head toward Georgetown, I was feeling a little out of control. The way his shirt gathered around his arms, the easy strength in them, the easy grin … I was attracted to him in a way I hadn’t been with anyone in a long time.


  I’ve never liked feeling out of control. Not like that. I’d gone there once, head over heels in love, and it did so much damage to my life I didn’t think I’d ever recover. No way I’d ever go there again. Whatever else happened, I was in control of my life. No one else. Certainly not some formless emotion and lust that can take away who you even are. I was fourteen when it happened, almost eight years ago, and the consequences and damage were beyond anything I could have conceived. What I learned was this: letting myself be at the mercy of hormones and brain chemicals and emotions can be deadly.


  A cab pulled up, and we got in. I thought of tossing away caution and telling him I wanted to go home with him. One night wouldn’t be so dangerous. One night could be okay. One night could be free and fun and not go anywhere.


  The cab driver took a hard right turn, accelerating to get through the light before it changed, and in the process I was pushed across the back seat toward Crank. He put his arm around me, an automatic reaction I’m sure, but I stayed there.


  “You all right?” he asked.


  “Fine!” I said. “Where are we going, anyway?”


  “No idea. Aren’t there a bunch of clubs in Georgetown?”


  “I think so. I didn’t get out much when I lived in the area.”


  He raised his eyebrows. “Why not? Don’t take offense, but you seem like you were probably one of the popular girls.”


  “You couldn’t be more wrong. What makes you think that?” I asked, giving him a challenging stare.


  “First impressions, I guess. You still look very professional in that outfit, kind of preppy. Sexy as hell.”


  I’m not a blushy sort of girl, but that made me blush. “It’s not exactly club attire, is it? But I don’t want to take the time to go back and change.”


  “No worries, Julia. It’s just us, anyway.”


  I swallowed and then leaned against him. What had gotten into me?


  Lust. That was the only explanation. I could feel the hard muscle of his shoulders and thighs pressing against me, and my body was responding to that—no matter what my mind said.


  The cab came to a halt, and the driver muttered something. I leaned forward. Nothing but red taillights ahead of us for blocks.


  “What’s going on?” Crank asked.


  “Construction,” the driver said. “Bad. You want me to let you out here?” He looked anxious to dump us out of the cab as soon as possible, to avoid being stuck in the westbound traffic.


  I took a breath. My chest was tight, my whole body tense. I rubbed my hands on my skirt, closed my eyes and thought, Screw it. I can do this. It’s just one night, anyway.


  “Do you want to…” he asked, just as I started to say, “Let’s …”


  We both stopped, and he laughed.


  “You go first,” he said.


  I bit my lip, and I could feel my cheeks heating up again. “I was going to say …” and my voice trailed off.


  “You were going to say?”


  He grinned. It was a crooked grin, the left side of his mouth slightly higher than the right, and it made me want to melt into my seat and pull him right after me.


  I took a breath and closed my eyes. “I was going to say, where are you staying?”


  I kept my eyes closed another fifteen seconds or more. And, let me tell you, fifteen seconds is a long, long time. Finally I opened them, and he was looking at me with an expression I couldn’t interpret. For someone who was always joking, always making snide remarks, he looked serious. Too serious. More serious than I was comfortable with. I didn’t need serious in my life.


  I saw his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed, then he said, “I’m at some dump in Arlington. Sharing a room with Mark.”


  “Oh,” I said, my voice unnaturally tense.


  “What about you?” he asked. He spoke very slowly, carefully.


  “Um … my parents have a condo in Bethesda. I was planning on heading back there tonight.”


  “I don’t want to say goodbye,” he said.


  I couldn’t get control of my breathing. I felt lightheaded. Out of control. “Come back to my place.”


  He titled his head, leaned close and whispered, “Are you sure?”


  I found myself chewing on my lower lip again. “Yes.”


  I dropped my eyes and leaned forward, putting my hand on the back of the taxi driver’s seat. “Can you take us to Bethesda instead? Wisconsin Avenue and Montgomery.”


  Suddenly it was quiet in the cab. Tense, awkward. I couldn’t believe I’d done this. I did not do one-night stands. But here I was, half-hyperventilating, with this guy I’d only known for eight hours sitting beside me in the cab. And I guess if it was just for now that was fine, but what if he wanted to see me again? What if he wanted to date? What if?


  I didn’t think I could handle that.


  This was so stupid. Things were so much easier with Willard, before I broke up with him. I was always in control. There was no passion there, true. There wasn’t anything there. But it was comfortable. Easy. I wasn’t afraid.


  Crank, though: he made me afraid.


  The cab cleared the traffic and turned up at Massachusetts Avenue, and we were speeding out of downtown DC.


  “You’re awfully quiet now,” Crank said.


  I looked at him, and his eyes were boring into mine, intense, probing.


  “Having second thoughts?” he asked. “It’s okay.”


  I leaned a little closer. “No. Just … it’s just tonight. We don’t see each other again. We don’t call each other in Boston. We don’t … anything. Okay? We enjoy each other’s company tonight, and then we’re done.”


  He stared at me, surprised. And … his face looked disappointed. He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing once in his throat. “I don’t know why, but that’s … not what I expected.”


  “Don’t get expectations. Not with me.”


  He shook his head. “Usually I’m the one who says things like that.”


  The cab came to a halt, and he paid it, and we were out on the street. A cool wind blew through the streets of downtown Bethesda, and traffic rolled by us. I took his hand and walked to the entrance of the high rise, swiped my access card to unlock the front door, and we walked into the lobby.


  The night concierge was sitting at the counter, watching a small television. She looked up briefly, gave us a casual wave and went back to her show. Good. If it had been the day concierge, my appearance with Crank would have been reported back to my parents by morning.


  We waited in silence for the elevator. The bell when it arrived on the ground floor was loud.


  “Nice place,” he said. “Fancy.”


  “My parents bought it a few years back when we were living in the area.” I didn’t want to talk about the year I’d lived with my parents here. I didn’t want to think about it. If there’d been any other place I could have taken him, I would have. I didn’t like having this crazy, free moment mixed with my past.


  We stepped into the elevator. It rose, quickly, to the top floor. He followed me down the hall, and we stopped at the door while I fumbled for keys. I was shaking with anxiety, nervousness. The weight of this place made me want to scream. But not enough to push him away.


  I unlocked the door and opened it, then started to step in. My heart was thumping in my chest, and my throat was tight. Not just because of him. Because of this place. I had no good memories here. Even with the lights still out, looking inside this condo, which I’d stepped foot in only a few times since the day I graduated high school, shook me to the core and made my skin crawl.


  I shuddered and then turned back toward him when he didn’t come inside. He gave me a speculative, questioning look. As if he were curious about me, about who I was.


  But that wasn’t any of his business.


  “What?” I asked.


  “You don’t want to see me again,” he said.


  I did. But I shook my head no.


  “You don’t sleep with guys unless you’re serious with them,” he said.


  “I don’t have room for serious in my life.”


  He stepped close and brushed my lips with his, then spoke in a low tone. “I want you to be serious about me,” he said. “I can get a girl to sleep with me any time. But there’s something different about you.”


  I stared into his eyes. He meant what he was saying. We’d only known each other for a few hours, but I felt a connection too, even if it was only lust. I wanted him. Right now. I felt my breath speed up as I started to speak, “I …”


  “Julia,” he interrupted. “I’d love to get to know you better,” he said. “But I’m not going to sleep with you. Good night.”


  Then, unbelievably, he leaned forward and kissed me again. Slow. Our tongues just made contact. Wet and warm. Hungry. I wanted to whimper, pull him inside, but he turned and slowly walked back down the hall until he was out of sight.


  I just stood there and watched him go, and part of me, a huge part of me, wanted to run after him. But I still remembered.


  I remembered what it was like to have a hot, sexy, charismatic guy want me. I remembered what it was like to lose control, to feel that rush of emotion. To be overwhelmed.


  I remembered what it was like to have my heart torn out, to have my dreams smashed, to be bleeding and lost in the back streets of Beijing. To have scandal nearly tear my family apart.


  No matter how much I might have wanted this guy: I couldn’t go back there. Not now. Not ever. If it wasn’t going to happen for just tonight, it wasn’t going to happen at all.


  So, I walked in the condo and closed and locked the door. I didn’t turn on the lights. I didn’t want to see the inside of this place. Instead, I made my way to the couch and lay down, alone.


  I didn’t cry. Not here. Never again.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  


  Under the Surface (Crank)


  Seriously, I’m a frickin’ idiot.


  I ended up waving down a cab outside her apartment building, kicking myself in the ass the entire time. I didn’t leave because I didn’t want her. Because, oh, man, did I want her.


  I left because I did. I left because I’ve had plenty of one-nighters, but something told me I wanted more. Or … whatever. I don’t even know why I left.


  It was one in the morning by the time I got back to the hotel, which is still pretty early for me, but all I wanted to do was go to sleep. Mark wasn’t there, thank God, so I crashed. And the next morning we were up, loading the van, and heading back to Boston. I spent the ride in back, headphones on with my guitar, writing a song. I just wasn’t in the mood for the banter and occasional bickering going on with Mark and Pathin. You’d think they’re siblings, they fuss so much. Serena didn’t talk to any of us during the drive; she was busy studying, which was fine by me.


  We got back to Boston at three in the afternoon, and I caught the T over to my dad’s. I was dragging: I hadn’t slept well, my head was hurting, and I couldn’t stop thinking about Julia. I couldn’t stop thinking about how her clothes had hugged her body, how her hair sometimes slipped in front of her face, and she would casually swipe it back behind her ear. I couldn’t stop thinking about how we’d laughed at the Chinese restaurant, about how easy and comfortable it was with her.


  Jesus. What the hell was wrong with me?


  It was near enough to four when I got off at Broadway station and walked the eight blocks to the house I’d grown up in. It was a narrow old house, three stories with greying wood, sitting on Gold Street. My dad kept it up the best he could, but he didn’t make a huge amount of money, so there was always more to do. Gold is a narrow street, no more than twelve feet wide, with narrow sidewalks on either side. I rapped once on the door, then unlocked it and stepped inside.


  “The prodigal son returns!” my dad shouted when I walked in. He was standing in the kitchen, a grimace on his face as he cooked. My dad says everything at a shout. With a classic Irish face, a knob for a nose and cheeks red from a little too much to drink over the years, he didn’t move from his station in front of the stove when I walked in.


  “Hey, Dad,” I said as I came in. “Hey, Sean.”


  My little brother Sean didn’t answer. He was sitting at the kitchen table, a huge medical textbook in front of him. His arms were crossed over his chest, and he was rocking forward and back in his seat. His eyes never looked up from the page. He was sixteen years old, but at moments like this, seemed more like twelve. Except that he’d inherited the same genes from Dad that I had … he was already over six feet tall and would probably gain another four inches before he stopped growing.


  I looked at my dad, a question on my face. He shrugged. “I know you had your big show in Washington yesterday, we told him. But … you know.”


  Yeah, I knew. Sean didn’t deal well with change, and Saturday evening dinner was every week. I sighed. I didn’t often miss it, but when I did, it put Sean off-balance. I opened the fridge and searched around until I found a beer, then cracked it open, took a deep pull, and sat down next to Sean.


  “Make yourself at home, Dougal,” my dad said, his voice sarcastic.


  “Thanks, Dad. You know I go by Crank now.”


  “Yeah, I know. But I’m not going to start calling you that. Your mother and I gave you a good Irish name.”


  I sighed. “How’s it going, Sean?”


  Sean spoke, in a landslide. “Can I tell you something? Did you know the arm has two complete separate compartments for muscles? It’s divided by the fascial layer, which merges with the humerus. But it’s the same nerve that controls both sets of muscles.” He began to recite the names of the muscles.


  “No, man, I didn’t know that. That’s pretty cool.”


  He started talking about how the muscles connected to the bone structures, and I looked up at my father. Dad had stopped whatever it was he was doing and was standing watching us, arms crossed over his chest. His eyes rested on Sean, and they looked sad.


  Moments like this, my dad and I got along. We didn’t agree on anything else, at all. But both of us would do anything in the world to protect Sean.


  “Sean,” my dad said, “I’m gonna put dinner on the table. Can you put your book away now?”


  Sean slipped the book off the table, carefully setting it under his seat.


  “Let me help,” I said, starting to get up.


  “Nothing to help with,” he said. “How did your show go?” He started setting plates on the table.


  I shrugged. “It was good. Crazy large crowd … hundred thousand at least. But it was mostly just the college kids who got the music.”


  He grimaced. “Speaking of college …”


  “I know, Dad. Can we have that conversation later? Much later?” I nodded my head toward Sean. Neither of us wanted to fight in front of him.


  “Yeah. But don’t think it’s over. I know you have your band and all, but I want to see you do something with your life.”


  Sean interrupted. “Your show wasn’t on the news. I watched CNN, and all they talked about was a sniper. Killing people. Did you know some rifles can shoot more than a mile? It’s because of the high velocity of the bullet.”


  I shook my head, more than a little disturbed by the direction of the conversation. “I didn’t know that.”


  “That’s all they’ve been talking about on the news for days,” Dad said. “Some crazy bastard going around shooting people in Washington.”


  “The most popular sniper rifles use seven point six two ammunition,” Sean said. “But the longest range confirmed kill was Gunnery Sergeant Carlos Hathcock during the Vietnam War, using a M2 Browning fifty caliber machine gun instead of a sniper rifle.”


  I sighed, staring at Sean. He’d always grabbed onto topics and learned … a lot of obscure facts. But this—it was disturbing.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” Dad whispered, “but it’s unavoidable in the news right now.”


  I shrugged. “This will pass.”


  He grunted and sat down at the table. “Eat!” he shouted. “You’re too frickin’ thin, Dougal. And you drink like a fish. What woman is ever going to want to stay with you if you’re like this?”


  Normally a comment like that, I’d have been pissed. But I just looked down, stabbed my fork into a potato and started eating. Sean’s plate had the same food as mine, but Dad had peeled the potatoes, as always, making sure there wasn’t a speck of brown left. Sean took a bite and started humming. It was one of my songs.


  I took another bite and my dad said, “What?”


  “Nothing, Dad.”


  “Don’t ‘nothing’ me! As soon as I mentioned girls, you clammed up. Did you get one of those groupies pregnant?”


  “Dad! No!”


  “Well, something’s been eating you since you walked in the door.”


  “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “Yeah, you never want to talk about nothin’, kid. There’s a big shock.”


  Irritated, I shook my head. Sean started to hum a little louder.


  “Dad, maybe I don’t want to get interrogated every time I come over. Maybe I don’t want to get yelled at every time I see you, okay? Can’t we just have dinner and enjoy it?”


  My dad sighed, seeming to shrink in on himself a little. His face looked angry, and he started to shovel away his dinner. After a few bites, he looked up and met my eyes. “Look, I know we’ve not gotten along all that great. But you’re still my son. I still care about you.”


  I winced. “Sorry, Dad …”


  “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”


  I shook my head. “I met a girl this weekend, that’s all.”


  My dad blinked and then asked at his usual shout, “So what’s new about that?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. It was different.” I didn’t want to get into it. It was different. But that was partly because I was different. Sometimes I just got tired of the same old crap. No one I could spend time with, laugh with—no one that mattered. Don’t get me wrong. It’s great being able to pick up girls. But maybe I needed something a little bit more.


  “Huh,” he said, then didn’t make any further comment. Sean flipped through the pages of his medical book, pausing maybe fifteen seconds per page. Pause … read … flip. Pause … read … flip. He was a hell of a reader and sucked back information like crazy, but this was too fast even for him.


  “Anyway, there was something different about her.”


  “You gonna bring her around?” My dad took a swig of his beer after he asked this.


  I shook my head. “No … she doesn’t want to see me again.”


  “Ah, crap. What’d you do, try to grope her?”


  I sat back in my chair, rolling my eyes. “Oh, for Christ’s sake.”


  “Well?”


  “No, that’s not it. She’s … Harvard girl. I’m outclassed.”


  “Not hard for a Harvard girl to outclass a high school dropout. But you were always wicked smart, kiddo. Too much for your own good, sometimes.”


  I shrugged. “Nothing I can do about it.”


  “You can always go back to school.”


  I closed my eyes. “Don’t start, okay? Not tonight.”


  “All right, all right. I won’t. But I will say one thing … if you want to come back, ever, and live here and go to school … I’ve got plenty of room.”


  I didn’t know what to say. “Thanks, Dad.”


  He looked over at Sean. “Sean, you up for a game? Uno?”


  Sean said yes, and Dad went to go find the cards. I collected the plates and took them to the sink and washed the dishes. The thing was, I knew my dad was right. I was committed to the band. But I didn’t have any illusions, either. We played tiny little shows in tiny little bars in New England, but we didn’t have a huge following, and our EP hadn’t even paid for itself. Not to mention, back when I’d been in school, I enjoyed it. But when the hell was I supposed to go to school? I worked full-time, played in the band, and when I wasn’t doing those, I was watching Sean. And despite what my dad said, moving home wasn’t a serious option. We’d be at war, fighting, just like the old days. And that was bad for Sean. He stressed out at the first sign of conflict. Imagine us living together again and the yelling going on all the time.


  The whole conversation about Julia threw me off balance. I didn’t take relationships seriously, but maybe it was time I started. And where the hell did that thought come from?


  Whatever. For now, I needed to focus on getting through this week.


  I finished the last of the dishes and sat down at the table again. Dad dealt the cards, and we played Uno, then moved into the den to watch a show together.


  As we sat down, Dad asked, “Have you called your mother lately?”


  I closed my eyes. “Dad, please don’t start.”


  He muttered something under his breath, but didn’t say anything else. Lucky. He was always after me to call her, and that just wasn’t going to happen. But we both knew Sean wasn’t at his best tonight, and any fight between dad and me was going to turn into an explosion. Best to keep it all under the surface, simmering like always, but not let it boil over.


  


  


  


  I said it to shut her up (Julia)


  I was sitting in the cafe car of the train, writing a paper on the massive changes in the music industry over the last several years as a result of file sharing and piracy. I was an international business major, and even though they weren’t my plans, the plan was for me to go on to graduate school, either at Fletcher or Georgetown. But three months into my senior year at Harvard, I still hadn’t filled out any graduate school applications. When I thought of it, I just stopped. Paralyzed and angry.


  Whatever. I banished the distracting thoughts and went back to my paper. That’s when my phone rang.


  The man across from me, late twenties, wearing a suit and tie and also working on a laptop, reached for his phone and then realized it wasn’t his. He grinned and shrugged, a little sheepish.


  My concentration broken, I answered the phone as I watched the landscape race by outside the windows. “Hello?”


  “Julia, hey. It’s Carrie.”


  One of my sisters. Carrie was a senior at Abraham Lincoln High School in San Francisco. Tall, willowy and graceful, she could be a model if she wanted. Instead, she’d been accepted early admission to Columbia University, where she was planning on majoring in pre-med.


  “What’s up, Carrie? How are you?”


  “Did Mom call you?”


  “No …” Mom never called my cell phone. I don’t know why … she refused to use them, instead stuck with landlines. It was weird.


  “She must be calling your room then.”


  “Okay,” I said. I didn’t say anything else because I was afraid of what this was about.


  “Um … Maria Clawson … she, um …”


  “Spit it out, Carrie.”


  “You’re the headliner on her blog.”


  “Oh, no.”


  “Yeah. It’s a nice picture, though. Steamy.”


  I sat up straight in my seat, and my voice rising to an unflattering squeak, I said, “What?” She’d run the picture again? My heart started thumping in my chest, and I felt nauseous. That photo had ruined my life. The thought of it being dredged up, where people from school would see it, with my name attached? I felt pain at both my temples and leaned forward, rubbing my forehead.


  “You and the punk rocker? It says his name is…Crank? Really?”


  I gasped. “Yes, really. What about the picture?” I asked, frantic.


  “Well … it looks like it was taken in front of the White House. And you guys are kind of lip locked.”


  “Oh, God,” I said. I sank back into my seat. Okay. This was a problem, but not nearly the problem I thought I had.


  “Yeah.”


  “What did the blog say?”


  “You don’t want to know.”


  My patience was blown. “If I didn’t want to know, why did you call me?” I snapped.


  Silence at the other end of the line. Finally, she said, “Way to shoot the messenger, sis. Talk to you later.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, trying to calm myself and speak in a conciliatory tone. “Carrie … thank you for calling me about this. Please, tell me what the blog says?”


  She sighed. “It’s typical Maria Clawson. Talks about you and this Crank guy, how you went back to some hotel with him. Did you really?”


  “I didn’t even stay in a hotel.” Which didn’t answer the question.


  “Oh. And … I’m sorry, Julia. But it … says something about when you were in high school. She says … there was a scandal in high school that broke and kept Dad from getting approved as Ambassador to Russia. That’s not true, is it?”


  I grimaced and rubbed my forehead. “Not exactly.”


  “She said you were pregnant in high school. I can’t believe she’d do that. That woman is horrible.”


  “I don’t want to talk about this on the phone, Carrie. And it was a long time ago.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  I rubbed my forehead again. I could feel a killer of a headache coming on. “How crazy is Mom?” I asked.


  “She’s … gone off the deep end. She’s been crying all morning. And Dad’s locked himself in his office. I called thinking you might want some warning.”


  “I’m so not going back to my room tonight.”


  “She might break down and call your cell.”


  “God, I hope not. I don’t need this.”


  She was silent for a few moments. “So, what’s this guy Crank like? Are you serious about him?”


  I sighed. “I barely know him. He’s … a nice guy. And I’m not seeing him again.”


  “Why not?”


  I couldn’t answer. For one thing, I had no way of getting in touch with him. And because he was so … much. Far better to date safe, boring guys—guys who didn’t make me feel lightheaded. Guy who didn’t kiss in a way that made me want to wrap myself around them. Guys who couldn’t tear me to pieces.


  “Julia?”


  “Carrie, I don’t really … I don’t know, all right?”


  My phone beeped at me. Another call coming. Probably my mother, overcoming her irrational fear of cell phones.


  “I gotta go, Carrie, another call coming in. It’s probably Mom.”


  “Call me, okay?”


  “I will.”


  I pulled the phone away from my ear and looked at it. It was one of my suitemates, Jemi.


  “Hello?”


  “Hey there. So … your mother has been calling.” Jemi, a native of Sierra Leone, spoke in a clipped British accent.


  I closed my eyes. “I had a feeling.”


  “She really, really wants to talk to you.”


  “How many times has she called?”


  “I lost count after eight calls. I was hoping you might call her back … I was trying to take a nap. Which isn’t working out very well.”


  “Oh, God, I’m so sorry.”


  Jemi laughed softly. “No worries. Just tell me all about it later. After I’m awake, okay?”


  “I will.”


  So, that left me with no option. My mom would keep calling until I talked with her. I could hardly blame her. It’s not like I hadn’t ruined everything, not only for my own life, but for my father as well. There was no getting around it, but that didn’t make it any more pleasant.


  I remembered being close to my mom. Very close. All that changed by the time I was in middle school, though, and was broken permanently in China. I’ll be the first to admit it was my fault. My actions that year didn’t just put tension in our lives. It broke their trust in me. It broke my trust in myself. And then, after we came back to the United States, it almost wrecked my father’s career. And there was no way in hell they were ever going to let me forget it.


  All because I lost control. Of who I was. Of who I was meant to be. I lost control of the person my parents had raised me to be. I … fell in love.


  Sometimes it seems like my entire life since then has been lived in regret, serving out a sentence because of my lack of emotional control. Because if I hadn’t fallen in love … if I hadn’t let Harry … ugh. I don’t like to talk about it. I don’t even like to think about it.


  I was only fourteen. But fourteen isn’t too young to ruin your life. It isn’t too young to end someone else’s. And I wasn’t foolish enough to ask anyone—even myself—for forgiveness.


  So, despite the fact that I knew it was going to be ugly, I dialed my mother’s phone number. It rang once, and she picked up.


  “Julia? Where are you?”


  “Hello, Mother. How are you?”


  “Where are you?” she asked, her voice firm. I stiffened my back, anger washing over me. Yes, so I screwed up. My whole life was one big screw-up. But maybe once in a while I wanted a mother and not a warden. My response was rigid, excessively literal, and laced with sarcasm.


  “I’m on the Acela train back to Boston. At the moment, we’re passing somewhere through New Jersey. If you’d like, I can ask the conductor for our precise location.”


  She was silent for maybe ten long seconds, then burst into words, her tone that of a mother speaking to a small, misbehaving child.


  “Don’t you dare take that tone with me, young lady. Explain yourself.”


  It’s possible she was a little bit loud. The man who sat across from me sat up straight, his eyes darting up to my face, meeting my eyes. He flushed and looked away, back down to his laptop.


  Did that really just happen?


  “What exactly would you like me to explain, Mother? I’ve been on the train all morning, so I have no idea what you are talking about.”


  Okay. We all know that I knew exactly what she was talking about. This was a stalling tactic. The odds were roughly fifty-fifty that my mother wouldn’t be able to bring herself to say it. Which would be nice. The downside was—if she was angry enough to go forward anyway, I was really going to hear it.


  She was that angry. Her next words came at a shout, and I had to jerk the phone away from my ear.


  “Julia! Explain why I woke up to find you on Maria Clawson’s website! On the home page! In a photograph nearly having sex in front of the White House with some drug addict!”


  I winced. The guy across the table from me heard the entire thing. He was full on blushing now. In an academic sort of way, it was kind of hilarious. I didn’t know guys could blush like that. It was cute.


  I sighed. “Mother, we were not having sex in front of the White House, we were kissing.” The guy across from me jerked in place, not even pretending to type anymore. I don’t know what got into me, but I continued. “Believe me, Mother, I know the difference.”


  “I’m sure you do,” she said, her voice laced with contempt.


  I winced. The barb hurt, just as similar comments from her had hurt before. She knew just where to dig in, just what buttons to push, didn’t she? She always had. My mother rarely missed an opportunity to rub it in.


  Well, maybe I also knew how to push buttons.


  “Actually, Mother, we didn’t have sex until we got back to your condominium. Your bed is so much softer than the ones in cheap hotels.”


  She gasped, and I snapped the phone closed and turned it off.


  It was a cheap victory, and it would cost me in the long run. But for a second, I felt such a sense of satisfaction.


  The guy across the table was staring openly now.


  I smiled at him—a false, professional smile that I had practiced over the years because it was what people expected. “I’m so sorry you had to hear all of that,” I said in as pleasant a tone as I could muster.


  He shook his head, and gave me a charming, off-center smile. “It’s quite all right,” he said, in a plummy, upper class British accent that made my stomach wrench. “I’m sure you said it simply to infuriate her.”


  “I said it to shut her up.”


  “I imagine it worked.”


  His accent was Eton College—wealthy, insulated, and powerful. Relaxed, drawling. It made me want to vomit. It brought back way too many unpleasant associations. I still had nightmares about a boy with an almost identical accent. A beautiful, amazing boy, who I let destroy me.


  He smiled again, still just as charming. Blonde hair, a little on the long side. Blue eyes. Tailored suit with cufflinks, not buttons. He was damned good looking. Which wasn’t an asset. He held out a hand. “My name is Barrett Randall.”


  Against my better judgment, I shook his hand. “Julia Thompson. And let me apologize again for the show.”


  “There’s nothing to apologize for. I was eavesdropping, which was unforgivable.”


  “We should both stop apologizing now.”


  “Agreed. Perhaps a change of subject? What takes you to Boston?”


  “I was visiting Washington for the weekend. I live in Boston.”


  “I see … business trip?”


  I smiled. “Not exactly … I was there for the anti-war protest.”


  “Ah, yes, I heard there was one. Though it seems it was drowned out in the news by the sniper.”


  “Yes. But that doesn’t take away from the importance of what happened.”


  “No doubt,” he said, but his face didn’t match his words.


  “You look skeptical.”


  He shrugged. “To be honest, I think your President is set on going to war, no matter what. And no number of protests is going to change that.”


  I sighed. “You’re probably right.”


  “To be perfectly fair, it’s not as if Mr. Blair is any better,” he said. “He seems to want to go along with whatever your President wants.”


  “You’re not a supporter?”


  “Of launching a war with Iraq? Hardly. But I am in Boston for business, and like a lot of people, I’m far too preoccupied with my own life to get much involved. Are you a student?”


  “At Harvard. You?”


  “Eton, then Oxford. And now I’m working for my father. I’m visiting the United States for some business meetings.”


  I shouldn’t ask. I shouldn’t. But I did. “What year were you at Eton?”


  “I matriculated in 1996.”


  I felt a twinge of anger. “You must know Harry Easton?”


  He blinked and then raised his eyebrows in surprise. “I do, indeed. We were on the same floor our first two years at Eton, before his father was transferred to the Embassy in Beijing. How do you know him?”


  Now I was going to vomit. Harry. Why did I bring him up? Was it simply curiosity? Wondering what had happened to him? Did I still have feelings for him? Hardly, unless you count disgust, hatred, rage.


  “We attended ISB together …” At his puzzled look, I said, “International School of Beijing.”


  He raised his eyebrows. “I see. What took you there?”


  “My father was the US Ambassador.”


  He smiled. “Then it’s a very small world, indeed. Your father is Richard Thompson?”


  I nodded. “Yes.”


  “My father and your father know each other,” he said. Then his face froze for just a second. And I cursed myself. He’d just put it together: I almost heard the neurons clicking as he dredged up the old mess out of his memory. I was a minor when it all happened, so the press never got my name, though they had my father’s. None of the newspapers ever ran a single story about it. But the diplomatic community is pretty small, and it was a big enough scandal that everyone knew about it.


  It seemed that Barrett Randall was too well-mannered to broach the subject, thank God. He said, “I haven’t seen Harry in a couple of years. He ended up going to university in Switzerland, and we’ve lost touch.”


  I nodded, not trusting myself to say anything. Besides, my mother always told me that if I didn’t have anything nice to say, I should say nothing at all. Though, now that I think about it, my mother was very good at saying one thing and doing the complete opposite. But that was another subject.


  “I’ll be in Boston for a few weeks, I think. This isn’t business we’ll be able to wrap up very quickly. Could I persuade you to join me for dinner or coffee? It would be nice to know someone in the city.”


  My mind went through a sort of rapid-fire train of thoughts. Randall reminded me entirely too much of a time in my life I’d just as soon forget. On the other hand, he seemed like a reasonably nice guy and somewhat safe. I broke up with Willard back in the spring … a breakup as passionless as our relationship was in the first place. It would be nice to have a date, even if it was going nowhere.


  Especially if it was going nowhere.


  “I’d like that,” I said.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  


  Awesome that way (Crank)


  Work on Monday was whack. First of all, I’m a short-order cook, not a frickin’ waiter. But we were short two waitresses and only one cook, so out onto the floor I went. Instead of grooving to music in the kitchen and being left alone, which I prefer, I was running this way and that, getting drinks, mopping up spills, and making an ass of myself.


  Times like this I wish I’d stayed in school.


  I had a table of four: two mommies and their brat kids. It goes like this. One mommy asks for a refill. I get it. Then the other one wants a refill. I get that. Then the kid wants a piece of pie but can’t decide what type. So I wait, and I wait, and the kid dithers, and I wait some more, and finally the mother says he can’t have any pie at all. That starts a tantrum, disturbing the rest of the restaurant, and I’m trying to get their check together when the kid swings his arms and four plates covered with the remains of their food crash down on to the floor.


  Let’s just say up front—I’m not very good with people.


  I managed to get out of there before losing my mind and without hurting any small children, or their mothers. Barely. But not without snarling at my boss. I knew it was my turn, but seriously? Am I the person you want serving food to your kids? I don’t think so. Maybe if you wanted to scare them.


  Whatever.


  I caught the green line back to Roxbury. The four of us rent a crappy little warehouse there, where we live upstairs and practice downstairs. It works mostly, but sometimes it’s a little too incestuous for my taste. Mark and Pathin are always bitching at each other about something or other, and sometimes the tension between Serena and me is thick enough, you could cut it with a steak knife. She knows how to piss me off, too. Not that pissing me off is that hard. Plus, they were all bullshit at me, because I’d cancelled Tuesday practice to buy a car, which I’d been saving toward for more than six months. I was sure there’d be bitching about that.


  When I got there, the scene was exactly what I expected. Pathin was sitting at his drum set, arms crossed over his chest. His eyebrows were drawn together, and he had a deep frown on his face. Mark stood a few feet away, face red. He was not quite shouting, but his voice was tense, raised just a little, as he spoke.


  “You don’t understand!” he said. “What I’m looking for is … integrity. We’ve been building up a fan base around our own music! We don’t have to do covers any more.”


  Pathin said, “We have to pay the rent.”


  “I know that! But the EP is doing better now.”


  “Not enough to pay the rent.”


  I stopped and looked at the two of them. Serena, who was tuning her guitar across the room from them, sat her guitar down, slid out of her seat and walked toward me. Her hips swayed as she walked, and she caught my eyes. She was an attractive girl—long, flowing black hair, milk chocolate skin and a body that just wouldn’t quit. When we performed, she wore heavy mascara, black leather, spike heel boots, and usually a camisole or tank top that highlighted the tattoo that rose from between her breasts. Another small tattoo above her eyebrow depicted a small butterfly. When we weren’t doing a show, she leaned toward loose flowered dresses and flip-flops.


  “How long have they been going on like this?” I asked.


  She frowned. “All afternoon. I’m going out of my mind.”


  “Sometimes I think all of us living together is a bad frickin’ idea.”


  “You’re just realizing this now?”


  I shrugged. Her words always had double meanings, and I was sure this did, too. She’d been hinting at wanting to be more than friends and bandmates for a year. I wasn’t interested. It’s not that she wasn’t a wonderful girl and a good friend. It’s that I didn’t want to lose one of my only friends. Not to mention, risk blowing the band up just as we were starting to get some traction.


  “Guys!” I shouted.


  They looked up for all of about a quarter second, and then Mark started bitching again.


  “Guys!” I shouted again. “Knock it off. We aren’t going to resolve this argument today. We’ve got a show to get ready for.”


  “What?” Mark said. “When?”


  Pathin shook his head in disgust. “If you hadn’t been drunk the other night, you’d know, asshole,” he said.


  Serena sighed. “Friday night,” she said. “Metro in Cambridge.”


  “Crap, I hate that place,” Mark said. “The acoustics suck.”


  “They pay well,” Pathin replied.


  “I know, I know …” Mark said. He looked at Pathin and said in a mocking voice, “We have to pay the rent. Whatever.”


  “Will you two just shut up for five minutes?” Serena demanded. “We’ve got work to do.”


  I muttered a curse, collapsing into a ratty couch we’d picked up off the side of the road a year before.


  “What’s your problem?” Serena said.


  I shook my head and rubbed my hand across my temples. “Just tired, it’s been a long day.”


  “Well, it’s time to man up. We’ve got a show to get ready for. Half the reason these two won’t stop bickering is we were waiting for you.”


  I loved these guys sometimes. Emphasis on sometimes.


  I got up, broke out the guitar, and started tuning it up, ignoring the quieter than before bickering between Mark and Pathin. Finally finished, I cranked up the amp, ran a couple of scales, and said, “I want you guys to hear something. It’s a little different.”


  Serena looked up, and Mark and Pathin turned toward me. “Go for it,” Serena said.


  So I started playing. Actually, it was a lot different. I’d spent most of the drive up from Washington, DC, in the back of the van, playing with some licks, then wrote lyrics after getting home from my dad’s Sunday night. The sound was more compressed, somehow, than the stuff I usually wrote. Still plenty of grunge, but it had kind of a catchy beat. The lyrics … well, the song was about the girl I’d met in Washington. Julia.


  I was about a third of the way, belting out the chorus, “Julia, where did you go?” and all three of them were staring at me, stunned expressions on their faces. I stopped right in the middle of a measure.


  “What?” I asked.


  “Don’t stop,” Serena said, waving her hands at me impatiently.


  “Yeah, keep going,” Pathin said.


  I looked back at them, feeling a little alarmed by their reaction, then backed up a few measures and picked up the song again.


  When I finished, the warehouse was dead silent.


  Finally, Pathin said, “That’s bloody brilliant.”


  Serena nodded her head quickly, a huge smile on her face, eyes shining.


  Mark said, “Frickin’ sell-out. It sounds like a pop song.”


  Pathin shook his head. “No … it’s brilliant. That may be the best song Crank’s ever written.”


  “Who the hell is Julia?” Serena asked.


  “No one,” I replied.


  She snorted and gave me a grin. “You’re so full of shit, Crank. But who cares? That song was amazing. We’re performing it Friday.”


  “It’s not done yet, I still haven’t even worked out…”


  “Then finish it. We’re doing it Friday night. Mark will be happy … we can replace one of the covers.”


  Mark looked smug.


  “I agree,” Pathin said. “But I’m also very curious who this mysterious Julia is.”


  “Dude, it’s just a song,” I said.


  Mark muttered, “I never thought we’d be playing Top 40 crap. But if we can get rid of one of the covers, I guess I’m okay with it. But you’re still a sell-out, Crank.”


  I gave him the finger.


  He muttered, “Shit monkey,” and sent the finger right back.


  Serena pointed at him and gave him the look. Yeah, that look. The one that made all of us feel like ten-year-olds caught in the cookie jar by our mothers. Mark shut up. Serena was awesome that way.


  “Can you play it through one more time?” she asked me. “I want to get the feel for it. Pathin, you caught the end? It needs some pretty powerful drums there.” Serena was in her element. Disorganized, crazy, sometimes inspired, she often acted as the band’s artistic director, if we had such a thing.


  “Yeah,” he said. “I’ve got it.”


  So I played through it again. And then a third time. On the fourth, Serena jumped in with a strong backup rhythm, and Pathin and Mark came in with the drums and bass, and suddenly it was a real song. And I loved it. It was the quickest and easiest I’d ever written a song before. And possibly the best.


  Even Mark looked excited by the time we did a run through. “I’ll admit,” he said. “It is powerful. Even if Crank is a complete asshat.”


  “Powerful is not the word,” Serena said, her voice droll. “Heart-wrenching. The girls are going to be ripping their clothes off for Crank.”


  I snorted and Mark said, “So what’s new about that?”


  “Knock it off, Mark,” I said.


  “I’ll knock it off when you stop bringing drunk groupies back here after our shows. I’m tired of having to listening to them giggling and thumping through my bedroom wall.”


  Then he did an imitation, thumping rhythmically against one of the wood benches with his foot while he cried out, “Oh! Oh! Crank! Oh!”


  “Shut up!” the rest of us yelled.


  Mark smirked. “Let’s get the rest of this set done.”


  “About time,” I muttered.


  The rest of our practice was uneventful, though it went smoother than typical. But that’s the way things went: up and down. Our shows were consistently solid, but in rehearsals, the ebb and flow of emotions, arguments and just life tended to impact all of us.


  After practice, Serena ordered a pizza, then went off to grab a shower. I collapsed, exhausted, onto another throwaway couch in our living room upstairs above the studio. It had once been a conference room or something for the warehouse. Since we’d moved in, Serena had decorated it with brightly colored drapes and shawls she’d brought from India. Mark turned on the television and found The Osbournes. Seriously? I couldn’t believe that show had survived a single night, much less an entire season.


  Five minutes later, Serena stood in the door to the hallway and said, in an odd voice, “I found Julia.”


  “What?” Mark asked.


  I raised my eyebrows. What was she talking about?


  “Come on,” she said. “You guys gotta see this.” She didn’t even look at me as she said the words.


  Mark and Pathin followed her back down the hall. Whatever this was, I didn’t want any part of it. But then Mark shouted, “Holy shit!” and suddenly I was interested.


  I walked down the hall and looked into Serena’s room, where the three of them were crowded around her computer.


  What the hell?


  Splashed across the screen was a photo, a good one. Me and Julia, kissing in front of the White House.


  Serena was reading the words below the picture:


  “Young Ms. Thompson was found in passionate embrace of Crank Wilson on Saturday evening in front of the White House. Wilson is the lead singer-guitarist of a mildly successful alternative punk-rock band, which plays the local circuit in Boston and Providence. His rap-sheet is nearly as long as Ms. Thompson’s transcripts.”


  Mark laughed. “Dude, you banged that college girl from Saturday?”


  “What? No.”


  “Not what the article says.”


  “What the hell? Why in God’s name is that there, anyway?”


  Serena looked at me, her eyelids lowered. “It’s not you, Crank. This is a society gossip blogger. She’s not interested in trash from South Boston. She’s interested in this girl … Julia. Why didn’t you just tell us about her? Are you hung up on her?”


  I shrugged. “What the hell, guys? It’s just a girl.”


  “Was she good?” Mark asked. “She looked it. Wicked ass. She looked kinda like a librarian, though. Hmm …” He started to sing, off-key, “My sexy librarian!”


  “Shut the hell up, Mark. And I have no idea. I dropped her off at her parents’ condo and headed back to the hotel. And I don’t see how this is any of your business, anyway. Any of you.” As I said the last words, I leveled my gaze at Serena. She knew better. She knew better. I’d made it clear more than once we weren’t going there, ever.


  She stood up. “Anything that affects the band is my business.”


  “Serena, you’re being ridiculous. We didn’t even exchange frickin’ phone numbers. And it’s not like I’m not out screwing girls all the time. You ought to know that.”


  She flinched. I’d said the words to hurt, and she knew it. But she held her ground.


  “I don’t give a crap about that, Crank. But don’t tell me it doesn’t touch the band … you heard that song you wrote! Tell me you don’t feel something for that girl.”


  “So what if I do?”


  “If you do, that’s good. But be honest with us.”


  Mark and Pathin were watching, both of them quiet for a change. And it was no wonder. Serena stared at me with eyes that could kill.


  I walked up to her and nose-to-nose said, “I met the girl. We had fun for one night. We talked. We kissed. We said good night. The end. All right? Now can you leave me alone?”


  She gave a slight snort, her lips turned up in scorn, and very slightly shook her head. “Whatever, Crank.”


  


  


  


  Party-Girl (Julia)


  Okay. It could have been worse. For example, Maria Clawson could have posted that picture. The one someone took my freshman year in high school. The one that my former best friend emailed to the entire junior class the week before we left Beijing. The one that gave credence to the vicious rumors about me.


  No, I got lucky this time. She didn’t post it, though I’m sure it was buried somewhere on her website. She’d edited that picture, the old one, to block out my face and anything that could get her jailed. But, it was clear enough.


  Maria used to write for the Washington Post Society Page, before the Post ditched the Society page. Since then, she set up her own hideous little blog, which, while it doesn’t have the kind of traffic huge websites have, she did have subscribers who paid through the nose for her little tidbits of gossip and sleaze and slander. The subscribers were almost exclusively wealthy, powerful members of society themselves. No one else could afford the exorbitant prices Maria charged for full access to her website. And nothing delighted them more than to see one of their peers, or one of their peers’ children, involved in some sort of hideous scandal. Maria had covered it all: drunkenness, infidelity, secret abortions, divorce, suicide …


  On Sunday morning, she posted, front and center, a photo of me in Crank’s arms, kissing. In front of the White House. Which meant she’d followed us out of the restaurant, looking for dirt, and found it. And then made up a story to go along with it, a story which dredged just enough of my past into it to paint me as a complete slut.


  


  Are wedding bells in the air? Or rock guitars clashing? That may be the case for Julia Thompson, the eldest daughter of Ambassador Richard Thompson, who retired to San Francisco after a mere one year as Ambassador to Russia. Longtime readers of Maria’s Meanderings will remember that Ambassador Thompson’s appointment to Russia dragged on for more than two years when Senator Rainsley of Texas questioned his fitness for the post.


  Young Ms. Thompson was found in the passionate embrace of Crank Wilson on Saturday evening in front of the White House. Wilson is the lead singer-guitarist of a mildly successful alternative punk-rock band, which plays the local circuit in Boston and Providence. He has a rap-sheet nearly as long as Ms. Thompson’s transcripts. After tourists and observers objected that the young couple’s public display of affection was unseemly, they moved on to a quieter location. Could it have been Wilson’s room at the 1-star Hotel Riviera in Arlington? Readers will forgive me if they do not recognize the Riviera: home to prostitutes, drug addicts and apparently down and out rock stars. It isn’t exactly Society’s venue of choice for family functions.


  Of course, we don’t know how serious the relationship is or if it serious at all. After all, this is not the first time Julia, now a student at Harvard, has been involved with dubious characters. Her classmates at the International School of Beijing, where she attended her first three years of high school, described her as a “party-girl” and whispered rumors of sex-parties and a back room abortion when she was fourteen years old. It was these rumors that put a halt to Ambassador Thompson’s appointment, until after President Bush took office, according to a confidential informant on the staff of Senator Rainsley.


  


  The story was followed by a link that led to the subscription-only bowels of her website. I didn’t have access to that, but I knew what was there—years’ worth of stories smearing my family. None of those mentioned me by name, and most didn’t even say my father’s name; Clawson danced on the edge of legality and had somehow managed over the years to avoid being sued out of existence.


  When I read the story in my room Sunday evening, I felt my stomach clench, nausea flooding me. The rumors that Maria had published on her website in the past never included my name. I guess that’s because I was still a minor, so I was safe.


  Not any more.


  Party-girl. Yeah, right. It was one thing to make things up. It was another thing to write complete fiction and pass it off as truth. I was a lot of things in high school, but I was never a partier. Except when Harry pushed it too far. When he pushed me too far.


  No wonder, really, that my mother reacted the way she did. Our family had occupied first place on Maria’s website for quite a long time, and everybody knew it was my fault.


  But nobody knew what actually happened. That was too simple and sad and sordid a story to be of any real interest to anyone.


  After I read the blog entry, I sat, staring off into space for a long time.


  Finally, I got up and walked out of the room and wandered aimlessly around the campus for a while.


  It didn’t happen often, but sometimes I could hear his voice in my nightmares.


  You love me, don’t you? See? That wasn’t so bad.


  It had been years since I’d heard that voice in daylight hours, but here I was, and here it was, and I felt fourteen and vulnerable and scared and alone all over again. My stomach was turning; I wanted to vomit. It had been a long time since I’d felt that way. A very long time. See … the thing is, I had no one to go to. No one to ask for help. No shoulder to cry on, no one to tell me it was going to be all right. It’s not like my sisters were going to be of any help. After all, Carrie was only nine years old back then. And I could hardly go to my parents. When they did learn about it, it was only secondhand, and I still hadn’t lived down the consequences.


  I didn’t bring my daughter up to be a slut, she told me, contempt in her voice.


  When I thought of that little girl … me … barely speaking the language, lost and bleeding in the cold back streets of Beijing because she had no one to help her, it filled me with rage. It made me want to hurt someone, to break something. It made me want to scream, to stand in the center of the Quad and howl until my voice broke down.


  Instead, I went through my life, smiling at everyone, going to the college my parents expected, dressing like I was already thirty years old, working hard, having friends, almost as if I were a whole person.


  I came to a stop on the edge of Harvard Square. A guitarist stood near the corner, relaxed looking in corduroy pants and sitting on a milk crate. His greying hair and beard tumbled down his chest, and without the guitar, I would have guessed he was homeless. As it was, I stood there listening. He was playing an immaculate Guild acoustic 12-string with beautiful harmonics. I closed my eyes, swaying a little, taking in the music and letting it wash away the dark thoughts and emotions that tormented me. Music had always been my refuge, my passion.


  A few feet away, Mitch Roark was also listening. He nodded to me, a gentle smile on his face. Mitch and I dated a few times sophomore year, but I’d quickly backed off. He was a great guy from a very unconventional background, and we’d clicked from the start. His dad, Allen Roark, was one of the most successful alternative rock stars out there. Mitch had grown up on the road, home schooling, and finally attending an exclusive New England prep school for his last three years of high school. We had too much in common: not someone I could date.


  The song ended all too soon. The guitarist eyed me and then said, “Hope you liked it, Miss. I got another for ya.” Then he started to strum, and within two chords I recognized the music and smiled—“Ghost Riders in the Sky”. I’d always been partial to The Outlaws version, but this … hearing a raw edged song about cowboys and the Old West here in Harvard Square? It was sublime.


  I closed my eyes, swaying to the music, swinging around in circles. For just a fraction of a second, I could imagine the freedom the old cowboys felt, what it must have been like to see the horizon, to know and understand the boundaries of your life, to be able to get up in the morning and breathe clean air and not face a thousand stated and unstated expectations.


  When the music ended, I stopped and opened my eyes. And flushed furiously, because a small crowd of Harvard undergraduates was watching. And clapping. Including Willard, who stood there, very slowly clapping in a half-contemptuous manner. As always, he wore Dockers, a polo shirt and a nice pair of brown leather shoes.


  Mitch threw a couple dollars in the open guitar case, gave me a wave, and said, “See you around, Julia.”


  Whatever. I reached in my purse, took out two twenty-dollar bills and dropped them in the guitar case. As I leaned close to drop the money in, I whispered, “Thank you.”


  As I stood and turned around, Willard approached, and his eyes bugged out when he saw how much money I’d put in the guitar case. “Julia. That was some performance.” As he finished his sentence, the corner of his mouth lifted into a smirk.


  Willard never, ever hesitated to be condescending, to anyone. I felt myself tense, straining not to snap at him. “You know me, I love music.”


  He shrugged. He’d never been that interested in what I loved. “Didn’t see you around this weekend.”


  “I was out of town.”


  “Oh?”


  I didn’t volunteer any more information. The peaceful, beautiful mood the song had put me in was withering away. Willard never inspired much emotion of any kind, but at the moment he’d managed annoyance. Score for him.


  He tried to engage me again. “It’s been a while since we’ve hung out. Have you had dinner? Care to join me?”


  Not really, I thought. I hadn’t expected that. “Willard, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


  “Hey … relax, Julia. We can be friends, you know. Just a friendly dinner, I’m not asking you out on a date.”


  Why did he have to be reasonable? If I said no now, then I was being a bitch. I set in place my mechanical smile and did what I always did … not what I wanted, but what was expected. “Well, all right. As friends.”


  Willard, as always, led the way to where he wanted to eat: in this case, across Mass Ave to a pizza place. The food here wasn’t so bad, so I guess I was okay with it. The place was about half full when we walked in, a low murmur of conversation layered over music from the jukebox, “Where is the Love?” The music in here tended to stay Top 40 most of the time. I didn’t hate it. Willard led me to a booth in the back, of course, and sat with his back to the wall, of course, which left me unable to see anything but him. This was all in character.


  “So … how have you been?” he asked.


  I kept my smile plastered across my face. “I’ve been good. Still trying to decide about grad school, but otherwise, things are going well.”


  “I still think you should consider Stanford,” he said. Willard was planning on attending there.


  “I don’t know. That’s a little too close to my parents for my comfort.”


  He shook his head. “Are they all that bad? They seemed nice enough to me when we met.”


  Of course they did. That’s because he was just like them.


  “They’re not that bad,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean I want to live next door to them either.”


  “Seriously? It’s like an hour drive.”


  I blinked. Why was he pushing this so hard? “I’ll settle for a five day drive and stay on the East Coast, thanks. Why are you pushing so hard on this, anyway?”


  He looked away from me a moment, then back, meeting my eyes. “I was hoping maybe you’d forgiven me.”


  Forgiven him? There was nothing to forgive—I was the one who broke up with him. “You’ve done nothing wrong, Willard. There’s nothing to forgive you for.”


  “Except asking you to marry me.”


  I sighed. “That wasn’t wrong. It just … clarified things.”


  “Clarified what things? I still don’t understand. One day everything’s fine, we’re in love. The next, I ask you to marry me. And then … you break up with me.”


  Oh, God. He was going to make me do this to him.


  “I knew this was a bad idea,” I muttered.


  “Why? Because you’d have to tell me how you feel?”


  Yes. Exactly.


  I was going to have to cut to the chase. There was no easing him down, no making him feel better. I won’t lie … I felt awful about it. But at this point? Not much choice.


  “How I feel … is that I don’t love you. We were never in love, Willard. Maybe you were in love with the idea of who you think I am … I don’t know. But there is no we. There never will be.”


  He froze. Actually, his eyes bulged out a little, and it immediately brought to mind some of those very unpleasant moments of sex with him. Which was never much fun for me. Honestly, it felt like a chore, which should have been my first clue that this was the wrong relationship. But what do I know about right relationship? Nothing. Nothing at all. I just knew this was an unfortunate reminder of him huffing and puffing on top of me, and me feeling … like a blow-up doll. Like I wasn’t really expected to participate, other than to just lie there. And that made me feel ill, just thinking about it. I looked away, because for a second I couldn’t stand to see his face. Last fall, he accused me of being frigid. I don’t know … maybe I am. Maybe Harry ruined that for me too, like he did everything else.


  “It wasn’t all that bad, was it?” he asked, his tone desperate.


  Come on, Jules. You know you want to. Harry’s voice.


  I shuddered at the voice in my mind and tried to stay in the present.


  “Of course not,” I said. “We had a lot of fun together, Will. Please … let this go. Let me go.”


  I’m not ready, I’d said to him.


  Of course you’re ready. You love me, don’t you?


  Yes.


  “I have to go,” I said, fighting to clear my head. I paused and looked at Willard. His face was downcast, eyes looking everywhere but at me. “Willard … you’ll find someone. You’re a good guy, and you’ll find someone a lot better for you than me.”


  I slid out of the booth, and he stopped me with his next words.


  “What if I don’t want anyone but you?”


  I took a breath and looked him in the eye. “Then I guess you’ll be alone.”


  And then I walked away.


  


  


  


  I don’t do relationships (Crank)


  All right, I’ll admit I was curious.


  Julia made it clear on the Saturday night we met that she wanted nothing to do with me. Maybe she was lonely, or needed … something. I don’t know. But it wasn’t me.


  Still, I was fascinated, and it was starting to bother me that I didn’t know why.


  Let me be clear. I don’t get hung up on girls. They get hung up on me. I know that sounds all sexist and all, but I don’t give a damn how it sounds. It’s the way it is. I decided a long time ago that if anyone was going to do the leaving, it would be me.


  Still.


  It’s not the college thing. I’d been with college girls before, and they’re pretty much the same under the sheets as girls from Southie. There was something about her, though. Sexy as hell, but that wasn’t really it. I looked at her, and it was like she was ready to explode. I’d lived on rage and adrenaline most of the last six years, and when I looked at Julia, I thought I saw someone who understood that.


  She might be all dolled up in a fancy skirt, heels and a sweater, but underneath, I had the feeling there was a lot more. And that … that intrigued me. But the truth was, I didn’t know a damn thing about her.


  So, the next time Serena was out and I wasn’t, I wandered into her room, booted up her computer, and found the article about Julia again.


  It was ugly … a hit piece, and after looking through the site, it was clear this wasn’t the first time. Maria Clawson had been writing crappy stuff about Julia’s family going back to 1999, as far as I could see, and maybe earlier. It was all there: Clawson wrote thinly veiled rumors of “one of Ambassador Thompson’s daughters” being involved in wild sex parties on the campus of International School of Beijing. A secret abortion. Drugs. From her dad’s official bio on the State Department website, it was clear these could only be referring to Julia, because her next eldest sibling would have been something like nine or ten at the time. I wasn’t able to access most of the articles, locked behind a subscription that made my eyes bug out when I saw how much it cost. But the previews were enough to get the general idea.


  Then I came across the picture. It could have been any young girl—her face was blacked out, as were her breasts. It was a very young girl … thirteen? Fourteen? Nearly nude, wearing only panties, and passed out on a couch. Two boys, their faces also blacked out, were touching her.


  Fuck. Seeing that picture made me want to scream in rage, because the boys were obviously a lot older.


  There was a lot more to this story than whatever Clawson had written. That woman should have gone to jail for publishing this.


  Regardless, the damage was done. I found an article in the Washington Post from early 2001, describing how her father’s nomination as Ambassador to Russia had been derailed for two years because of the whispers. The Post, of course, didn’t touch the details of the rumors, but it did point people to Clawson’s website. That was ugly, and I could only imagine what it must have been like to be her. Her parents must have been going insane.


  “You know, if you want to use my computer, all you gotta do is ask,” Serena said behind me.


  Jesus! My heart stopped. I stayed nonchalant, though, and replied, “Can I use your computer, Serena?”


  She let out a low laugh, then slumped down on the bed a few feet away. She looked relaxed, wearing sweats and a white tank top that set off her tanned skin and hugged her body. Serena always had a rocking body. She was from India, and I had no idea what her real name was. She was smoking hot, though. And off-limits. Dad always used to say it: You don’t shit where you eat.


  “You need to get your own computer, one of these days.”


  “Yeah. Well, rent first.”


  She nodded. “What are you up to, anyway?”


  “Just screwing around.”


  She looked over at the screen, then sat up and leaned forward, giving me a nice view of her boobs, her hair falling over half her face. “Harvard chick?”


  I grimaced.


  “I thought she didn’t want to see you again.”


  “She doesn’t.”


  “Oh, man,” she said, and then let out a low, slow chuckle. “I never thought I’d see the day. Crank Wilson chasing after a girl.”


  “Shut up, Serena.”


  “Why? It’s hilarious. Do you even know this girl’s phone number?”


  I shook my head.


  “Are you going to try to find out? It’s not like she’s anonymous.”


  “I don’t know.”


  She sighed, leaned back on her bed and muttered, “I don’t believe I’m saying this. Look—just call the school. Tell them you’re her long lost cousin or something.”


  “It’s not that easy. And I can’t believe you’re saying it, either.”


  “Okay, look, Crank. Yeah, I’ve got a thing for you. Me and every other girl that comes to one of our shows. But I get it. It’s one-sided. It’s kinda fun that way. If you ever responded, I’d kick your ass. But if you like this girl … you should go after her.”


  “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”


  She gave me a sideways, half-amused look. “Okay. Where are the aliens that kidnapped my friend? You don’t know how to start going after a girl? Seriously?”


  I chuckled. “My usual method is to just grab. Works great at shows.”


  She looked at me, puzzled. “True. You know, you’re normally such a pig. I can’t figure this out.”


  “That’s the sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”


  She grinned. “It’s true and you know it.”


  I shrugged. “I’ve never pretended to be anything I’m not, Serena. I don’t do relationships.”


  “So, what’s different now?”


  I shook my head and laughed. It was a hollow laugh. Because the fact was, lately I’d felt lonely, even when I had a pretty girl in my bed. “Maybe it’s because I can’t have her.”


  “Ooooh,” she said. “That sucks.”


  “Yeah, whatever.” Time to change the subject. “Oh! Did you see my new wheels?”


  She said, “Changing the subject?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are your wheels the broken down old Toyota out front?”


  I nodded.


  “Fancy,” she said. “Ten years old?”


  “Fifteen, almost. But it’s mine. And paid for.”


  She stood up. “So your car’s settled? Then let’s round up the guys and go practice. We’ve got a show Friday night. And I want your new song to be perfect.”


  I sighed. “Let’s go.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  


  Julia, where did you go? (Julia)


  When you’ve moved around every couple of years of your life, sometimes making friends becomes a routine. I don’t suppose diplobrats, as we’re sometimes called, are much different from military kids in that way. You make friends quickly, but they are often superficial friendships. I remember my one year in public school outside Washington and envying the girls who had best friends—people they could care about and trust. I had that briefly, I thought, with Lana, who had befriended me in Beijing. But Lana was erratic, often irrational, and when we fought not long before my departure, she’d betrayed that trust. After that, I gave up on the idea of having friends. That was the price of my father being a diplomat, as well as the price of my own stupid mistakes.


  My dad’s career was unusual for an ambassador. Sometimes becoming an ambassador is a political plum, given to favored donors or others who have somehow done a favor to the President. But my dad was career Foreign Service. First Harvard, then the Walsh School of Foreign Service at Georgetown, and then into the State Department. I grew up hearing that mantra because it was expected I’d follow the same route. He met my mom in Spain when he was posted there as a junior diplomat, and I was born in Brussels. Two elementary schools, two middle schools, and two high schools. Each time, I left behind friends and quickly had to make new ones. Since most of the kids I went to school with were also the children of diplomats, it wasn’t so bad. We all knew the deal—at least until my senior year in high school. Stranded in Washington because of a Senate hold on my dad’s nomination as Ambassador to Russia, I spent my final year of high school at Bethesda Chevy-Chase high school just outside Washington.


  As public high schools go, BCC is one of the best. In truth, it wasn’t that different from the private schools I’d attended all over the world. My classmates overseas were mostly the children of diplomats or the wealthy and privileged. In Bethesda, there were few Foreign Service kids, but plenty of wealthy ones.


  It didn’t help, however, that the most popular girl in the senior class was also slated to be valedictorian, and when I arrived, I edged her out by a tiny fraction of a point. She made it her mission in life to make me miserable, and most of the senior class fell into line behind her. When the rumors broke from China, thanks to Lana? That’s all it took. I spent my last year of high school as a social pariah. Not invisible … no, I prayed to make myself invisible. No one was listening to those prayers. I became a target.


  Every day, walking the hall, I’d hear the whispers.


  Slut.


  Whore.


  Baby-killer.


  I’m sure there were other kids in my senior class who were targeted and bullied. I don’t know, because I was too wrapped up in just trying to survive. And worse, I couldn’t go home and talk about it because my mother used her own, less profane versions of the same accusations. My father hardly spoke with me at all that year, and my then thirteen-year-old younger sister just didn’t understand.


  To make a long story short: I’m twenty-two years old. I go to one of the top schools in America. In theory, I’ve got this fantastic life spread out before me. My family is comfortable, and I don’t have to worry about finances.


  But the one thing I don’t have? I don’t have anyone to trust.


  Sounds pathetic, doesn’t it? Seriously, I live with three other girls. But I don’t know them well. Freshman year at Harvard, I didn’t make any friends at all. Linden, Adriana and Jemi, along with a fourth girl I’ve never met, entered the housing lottery together and were assigned to our suite in Cabot House. Their fourth dropped out that summer, and I was randomly assigned to them. Now, it was our third year together, and I was still an outsider, though that wasn’t their fault.


  They all go out and party together, but I’ve never partied much. Sometimes, they’ll drag me along, but I think it’s more out of a sense of generosity than anything. And maybe curiosity. I’d seen from other relationships that bonding takes place quickly in this environment. But it’s impossible for me.


  I just don’t open up. Because that requires trust. And how can I trust anyone after what Harry did to me? How can I trust anyone after what Lana did to me?


  Lana was my best friend in Beijing.


  Lana was the person I went to when I needed a shoulder to cry on.


  Harry was the person who broke my heart and my innocence, but Lana was the one who broke my trust.


  And above all, how will I ever trust anyone after what my mother did to me?


  But lately—I was feeling restless. For one thing, I’d been in the same country for five years now, which was the longest I’d ever been anywhere in my life. For another, something about last weekend in Washington, and then dancing out there while the street guitarist played made me feel my life was utterly constrained. Maybe just once I didn’t want to wear a false smile and conservative clothes and meet everyone’s expectation of the perfect girl. Maybe, just a little, I was tired of being lonely.


  That’s why Linden looked truly surprised Thursday night when she said, “We’re all going to Metro tomorrow night, wanna come?” and I answered, “Yes, I’d love to!”


  I found myself relaxing more than I ever had with my suitemates and even joking and laughing with them a little.


  Linden urged me to wear something more provocative and showed off her dress, which had maybe two square inches of very thin material, when Adriana said, “Who’s playing there tonight, anyway?”


  Adriana was a southern girl, through and through. She was from a small town in Alabama, where her mother was a waitress. Adriana didn’t go out often, either … not because she didn’t want to, but because she rarely had any money.


  Jemi, our fourth suitemate, was from Sierra Leone. Tall, with skin so dark it was almost blue, rail thin, achingly beautiful, she spoke with a crisp British accent and was typically Linden’s partner-in-crime. She replied, “It’s Morbid Obesity tonight, I think.”


  “Oh, crap,” I muttered. The other three girls stopped and stared.


  “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you curse, honey,” Adriana said. “You don’t like their music? We could go to another club. It’s not that big a deal, and I’m happy you’re coming out with us for a change.”


  I shrugged, suddenly defensive. “Um, it’s okay. I just, uh … stubbed my toe.”


  I was lying, of course. On Sunday night, I’d visited their website … and every night since. The music actually really was good, and I’m a snob when it comes to music. It was original punk-rock but with influences from the Caribbean that gave it a haunting feel. Each member of the band had a page dedicated to them. Crank’s was plastered with pictures of him at shows, drunk, groping a hundred different women. I was so not interested in being added to that list of conquests, if you could even call it that.


  Whatever. I was going out with the girls tonight. That strange, out of character night with Crank Wilson was not going to interfere. Nothing was. I ended up settling on an outfit far more revealing than I normally wore, which barely met Linden’s approval, and was just slipping on my shoes when the phone rang.


  Linden answered it and put the handset down on the table. “It’s for you, Julia.”


  They all looked at me because they all knew who it was. No one called me on the room phone. Except my mother.


  I sighed and picked up the phone. “Hello?”


  The girls stood there, awkwardly waiting.


  “Julia, we have to talk.”


  “Mother, I’m on my way out at the moment. Can I call you in the morning?”


  “No. You cannot call me in the morning. We need to talk right now.”


  “What is it, Mom?”


  “Your father just received a call from the White House.”


  What did that have to do with me? I sighed. I couldn’t hang up on this conversation. I covered the handset and looked at my three suitemates, feeling helpless. “I’m sorry. Why don’t you guys go ahead, and I’ll catch up.”


  Linden tilted her head, a sad look on her face. “You promised! Come on.”


  “It’s my mom, I gotta talk with her. I promise I’ll be there. I mean it.”


  The three of them filed out, and I was sure they thought I wouldn’t be there.


  I intended to keep my promise.


  “Okay, Mom, I can talk now. What’s going on?”


  “Julia, listen to me. In two weeks, the United Nations is sending a special team of diplomats to Iraq. They’re to accompany the weapons inspectors and possibly negotiate a settlement. Your father has been asked by the President to be part of the team.”


  “Oh, my God, Mom, that’s amazing!”


  “It is. Even though he’s technically retired—this could be the cap of your father’s career Julia. And that’s why I’m calling you now.”


  I shook my head, confused. “I don’t understand.”


  She paused, and spoke in a careful, slow tone. “I don’t know how to say this to my own daughter. But it is … it is essential that you do absolutely nothing that …”


  My stomach suddenly started turning. How. Dare. She. I felt my fingers start to ache as they tightened on the phone, and she kept talking, kept saying the horrible words I knew were about to come out of her mouth.


  “… nothing that will discredit your father. Do you understand me?”


  My reply was cold. “I understand you perfectly. ”


  “I don’t think you realize just how much your father’s career was affected by what happened in Beijing, Julia.”


  I squeezed my eyes closed, holding the phone against my head with one arm and the other arm hard across my stomach, trying to contain the sudden physical feeling of pain and revulsion.


  After a long pause, she said, “Are you there?”


  I whispered, “I’m here, Mother. I’ve always been here. But you … you never are. When I needed someone to turn to, you … weren’t … there. So don’t expect me to talk this to death now. Goodbye.”


  I gently set the phone down. Then I stared at it for almost thirty full seconds before it rang again. Closing my eyes to hold back tears, I yanked the cord out of the wall, slid up the window and threw the phone out onto the Quad.


  Screw this. I was going out, and I was going to have some fun tonight. I stomped into the bathroom and looked in the mirror.


  Figures. Mascara ran while I was on the phone with my mom. She was a hypocrite of the worst kind. I was done with her. I supposed I’d still go home for the holidays to see my sisters. But I wanted nothing to do with my mother. No more.


  I fixed the mascara and put it in my purse, then made sure I had my car keys. I didn’t often drive, because pretty much everything I needed was either on campus or in Harvard Square, but it was handy to have the car here. Like everything, my dad paid for the parking, plus the car, and with that money came conditions which I’d had just about enough of. I’d give up my own parking space in a heartbeat to never have to hear that contempt out of my mother’s mouth again.


  Whatever. I got in the car, a brand new 2003 Honda Civic Hybrid, and pulled out, headed to Metro. I found myself wondering if there was a way to return the car. It still smelled of new leather and carpet. It smelled of strings and disapproval.


  The Metro club is in the heart of Somerville, but by a combination of luck, a healthy bribe and pleading with the parking attendant, I was able to get a spot behind the club. So, it was a short walk back around front to the entrance. The line wasn’t that bad yet, so maybe ten minutes later I was inside the club, trying to find my suitemates.


  Inside was a mass of bodies. The show hadn’t started yet, so they were playing a mix of early nineties grunge rock. The dance floor in front of the stage was packed in twenty deep, and the tables surrounding the floor were equally crowded. I waved to a couple of people I knew, but honestly I’m not sure they even recognized me in this outfit. I was wearing a black sleeveless shirt so tight I had difficulty breathing, black jeans and boots. I felt different. Maybe that’s because while my peers were busy experimenting with their identity in high school, I was busy trying to stay as invisible as possible.


  “Julia!” I heard someone call. I scanned around, and there was Linden, packed in at a table with Adriana and Jemi and three guys I didn’t recognize.


  I pushed my way to the table and slid in next to Jemi.


  “I didn’t think you were going to come,” she shouted, trying to be heard over the music, giving me a casual hug with one arm.


  “Maybe I need to get out more,” I replied. Adriana tried to introduce the three guys, but I couldn’t hear her. They were from Tufts, blonde, blonder and blondest. All three were cute, and I guess smart, but I wasn’t interested.


  Especially when the music stopped.


  A balding, fifty-year-old guy stood at the stage and shouted into the microphone, “It’s time for the real music to start. Everybody give a shout out to Morbid Obesity!”


  The crowd roared, and the lights went black. Thirty seconds later they came back up, and the spotlight was centered on Crank and a beautiful Indian woman, Serena. I’d seen her briefly when the band played at the protest, and, of course, I’d seen her pictures on the band’s website. She had a fantastic voice—rich and filled with beautiful, deep tones. As she and Crank started playing their guitars simultaneously, and the drums joined in, I felt myself tense. The music was intense, inspired. I’d spent the previous summer as an intern at Division records, mostly doing filing and taking phone calls, but I’d snuck down to the studios often enough to listen to the bands recording down there. Morbid Obesity was an order of magnitude better than the vast majority of them. Of course, when my parents found out what my summer internship was, they’d gone ballistic, but I’d persuaded my father that the job would involve learning about international trade, and eventually got them to stop complaining about it.


  From what I read about the band, Crank wrote nearly all of it, though occasionally Serena contributed lyrics. As he sang, he was transported, energetic. Sweat poured off of him, his energy level focused and intent on playing the crowd as much as his instrument. Their duets were magical, harmonic. The dynamic between Crank and Serena was scary. Both of them incredibly sexy, singing together into the same microphone, flinging sweat. They were sex personified.


  The crowd was going insane, and I got out on the dance floor and threw myself into the music. Jemi joined me, and I found myself dancing with an abandon I hadn’t felt in years. I felt sweat running down my forehead, my arms, my back; the crowd pulsating around me like a single living thing. The music was raucous, haunting, driving. Unusually for a punk band, the lyrics were clear and understandable, and it was clear that Crank was as gifted a lyricist as songwriter. He sang of alienation, isolation, grief, loss and rage, and at one point I almost felt myself in tears.


  I was soaking wet when the band took a fifteen-minute break, so I made my way to the bathroom with Jemi following me. A long line snaked out of the bathroom, so I stood at the end and waited. The band members disappeared to a room in the back. I watched as Crank headed that way, his arm casually thrown across Serena’s shoulders.


  Jemi followed my eyes and gave me a conspiratorial grin. “He’s hot, isn’t he?”


  I snorted. “Sure, but every girl in here wants a piece of that.”


  She laughed. “I bet most of them have had it too. He’s a bit of a whore.”


  I swallowed, and my face flushed. Thank God, it was so dark in here she probably didn’t see. “I’m sure,” I said.


  “Speaking of guys,” she said, “whatever happened with that guy you were dating? William?”


  “Willard,” I corrected. I shrugged. “We broke up last spring.”


  “Bad one?”


  I shook my head. “Not really. It just…wasn’t right.”


  “Ahh,” she said. “Any new prospects?”


  For just a second, I was back in front of the White House passionately kissing Crank. “No, not really,” I said.


  “So … what’s different?” she asked. “I’ve never seen you so wild! You were really into the music.”


  What was different? I didn’t know. I thought of my mother, telling me not to do anything that might reflect badly on my father. As if she had any right to say that to me. I thought of the guitarist in Harvard Square, and how for a brief few moments, I felt free. I thought about how music had been the only thing that helped me survive high school.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe it’s time for me to live a little.”


  She grinned. “Well, I’m glad you came out with us. You don’t get out enough.”


  “I agree!”


  Soon we were back out on the dance floor, laughing, and at one point, singing along with a couple of covers. About thirty minutes after the break, I gasped when Crank pulled a girl out of the crowd, up onto the stage, and kissed her on the neck as she screamed. Then he reached around and grabbed her ass. What an obnoxious shit! But, she was laughing as she rejoined the crowd.


  Serena took the microphone about two hours into the show and said, “We’re just about done, because poor Crank has to go babysit! But first, we’re going to play our newest song, written by Crank Wilson just this week. It’s called, “Julia, Where Did You Go?””


  I froze as Crank opened the song with a slow, ascending arpeggio, the song a mournful wail. Then he started singing, and I felt my face flush. The first verse described the moment we met, just on the side of the stage in Washington. I took a deep breath, then another, as he launched into the chorus.


  


  I didn’t know how to say no


  Oh Julia, where did you go?


  


  Jemi leaned close and shouted over the music, “What’s wrong?”


  “I gotta go!” I replied.


  “Are you okay?”


  I nodded, but it wasn’t true. I wasn’t okay at all. I started to push my way through the crowd, but that was a losing battle. All I could see in my mind was Crank singing that stupid song, Crank grabbing that girl’s ass on the stage, Crank kissing me and me actually taking it seriously.


  I didn’t want to take it seriously, and the last thing I wanted was for him to take it seriously. Why did he have to write that song?


  I wasn’t even halfway to the door when the song stopped, and Serena yelled, “Metro Somerville, good night!” The crowd screamed and cheered and called for more, but the music didn’t start again for almost two minutes, and then it wasn’t live.


  Finally! I got to the door and shoved it open, gasping for air. It was relatively quiet, despite the packed traffic. I took a few breaths to gather myself and then turned to walk around the building and back to my car. I barely made it five feet before my cell phone started ringing.


  I took the phone out of my purse, snapped it open and said, “Hello?” in a tone I would normally reserve for my worst enemy.


  Turned out it was my mother. Again. My mother, who never, ever called me on my cell phone.


  “Julia. We need to talk.”


  I stopped in my tracks and rolled my eyes. “Don’t you think we’ve done enough of that tonight, Mother?”


  “Julia … maybe I was wrong. Too hasty.”


  I closed my eyes, feeling my entire body tense. I started walking, quickly. “Mother, I am so done with this!” I spat the words out in a rush, not caring that they couldn’t be recalled. I reached my car and fumbled for my keys, finally getting the car door open and slipping inside as she spoke again.


  “You’re done when I say you’re done, young lady,” she said. I cranked the engine as she continued. “I don’t know where you get your attitude, or why you hate me so much.”


  “Maybe you should look in the mirror?” I said.


  “Julia, I’ve never done anything to make you hate me!”


  I gripped the wheel, the phone in the crook of my neck, as I shouted, “Oh, that’s rich, Mother! Will you just leave me alone for a little while?”


  Damn it! Why did she have to call me now? I turned my head back to look over my shoulder, and phone still cradled next to my ear, put the car in the reverse and pushed on the gas.


  My head snapped back when the car slammed into something with a loud crash, and the phone went flying into the back.


  “Oh, shit!” I cried out.


  


  


  


  


  All he needs is to be accepted (Crank)


  “Go take care of your brother,” Serena said, a half smile on her face. She was drenched in sweat, beads of it sparkling in the hollow between her breasts. She looked hot as hell. “We’ve got this.”


  I put a hand on her upper arm. “Thanks, I owe you one.”


  “Go, before we change our minds!” Mark called.


  I nodded, and as I ran toward the back door, Serena shouted, “Crank! That was the best show yet!”


  I pumped a fist in the air then hit the back door, slamming it open with a bang.


  The crappy car I bought earlier this week was for this sole purpose. Sometimes my dad was on shift on the weekend, despite the fact that he shouldn’t be on patrol at night at his age. But it was what it was. Mrs. Doyle would come over those nights if I had a show, but she couldn’t say past two A.M. and getting from wherever the hell I might be to Southie by two could be a real problem on the T. The car meant I could almost guarantee being there on time.


  I pumped the gas pedal three times then cranked the car, only relaxing once the ancient engine came to life. It was wheels, but not exactly high end. Did I give a shit? No. I did not give a shit. It was going to do the job. I pulled out in the parking lot and drove toward the exit. I checked my watch. One fifteen. I should be there in plenty of time.


  Too late, I saw the reverse lights whiten on a car to my right. It backed out, very suddenly, and I only had time to shout in alarm when it slammed into the passenger side of my car. Glass went flying, and I shouted a curse. My whole body went into adrenaline shock, and I threw open the driver side door.


  The entire passenger side of the car was crumpled in, and the right front wheel twisted at a crazy angle. “Goddamn it!” I screamed and stalked over to the other car.


  It was a brand new Honda hybrid, the bumper crumpled in a little, but with little other damage. I was shaking with rage when the driver of the other car opened the door, and they hadn’t even got out before I shouted, “Why the hell weren’t you watching where you were going? You could have killed someone!”


  The driver got out and turned toward me. She was shaking, in shock, and probably in fear with me screaming. And then I recognized her.


  Holy shit. I stared in shock. This couldn’t be happening. It was Julia.


  I shook my head in disbelief. What in God’s name was she doing here?


  “Oh, my God,” she blurted out. “I am so sorry!” She saw the damage to the car and raised her hands to her mouth. Then her eyes darted back to me, and I think only then did she recognize me, because they widened suddenly, and she muttered again, “Oh, my God.”


  Slowly, now. Calm down. I took another deep, shuddering breath, then said, “You seriously could have killed someone. What were you thinking?”


  She shook her head. “I … I … oh God.”


  This time she completely covered her face. She spoke through her hands. “I’m so sorry. I’ll pay for the damage. It was an accident.”


  I blinked, confused by her reaction. Of course, it was an accident. What else could it be?


  “I … kinda assumed that. Unless you were trying to kill me.”


  She looked up from behind her hands then and shook her head rapidly.


  By this time, two or three people from the club were approaching. Some guy, obviously drunk, said, “Fuuuuck,” then leaned over to puke behind a car.


  I checked my watch. Jesus Christ. It was 1:25. “Listen … Julia. I gotta go. I’m pushing the damn car into a spot, and then I gotta catch a cab to Southie to watch my brother. Give me your number, and we’ll settle this … tomorrow.”


  She nodded. “I can give you a ride. I am so, so sorry.”


  I opened my mouth to answer and closed it. Fine. “That’d be great.”


  It was official. She was frickin’ nuts. But, whatever. I needed to get to Southie and catching a cab all the way from Somerville at this time of night was going to be a huge problem, anyway.


  So, I put the car in neutral and got a couple of the drunks to help roll it back into a vacant spot. The car had a serious wobble now. I didn’t have to worry about locking it up. There weren’t any passenger side windows, anyway. I just grabbed the keys, took my guitar case out of the back seat, and trotted over to her car.


  “Okay,” I said, trying to catch my breath.


  She nodded quickly then got in the car. I reached for the passenger side door, but it was locked. She was inside, staring at the wheel and still shaking. I sighed, then walked around to the driver’s side. “You’re a little shook up. Want me to drive?”


  “What?” she asked, startled. The problem wasn’t her being shook up. She was just somewhere else entirely. Drunk? Maybe, I don’t know.


  “Um … Julia? Are you drunk?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “Okay … do you want me to drive?”


  She blinked her eyes. “No. I’m sorry. Get in.”


  “Can you unlock the doors?”


  She nodded and hit the button. I got in, placed my guitar carefully in the back seat, and she backed out. This time she looked out the rearview mirror.


  “Okay, where to?” she asked as she pulled to a stop.


  “Can you get us to 93? Bang a left up here at the light.”


  She nodded and carefully pulled out of the parking lot. Just a moment later, we were in traffic, and she came to a stop at a red light. After a moment, she took a deep breath. She was calm now and clear.


  “I’m so sorry about your car. I’ll take care of the damage, I promise. It was so totally my fault.”


  I coughed just a little and then asked, “What happened?”


  “What?”


  “What happened? You backed out of there like someone was chasing you.”


  She swallowed. The streetlights distort everything, but I’d swear she blushed. That was interesting.


  “I was having an argument with my mother.” She gestured vaguely toward the back seat.


  “Your mother? She’s not in the back … did you run her over?”


  “No!” she gasped out a laugh. “On the phone!”


  I shrugged. “Best not to argue on the phone and drive at the same time, I guess.”


  “Yes, I guess.”


  The light turned green, and traffic started to pull away, and we rode in silence. Not a nice, pleasant silence like you have with an old friend. This was more like the silence before the jury delivers the verdict, the silence of a last meal, the ominous silence you hear in the dead of night on a dark street downtown with no traffic. I didn’t like it, and I said, “Got any music?”


  She nodded and pressed the power button on the CD player. Instead of Coldplay or Justin Timberlake or some other pop shit that would have made me vomit, the sounds that burst out of the speakers widened my eyes. I concentrated a moment. “Is that Killing Joke?”


  She nodded. “Yeah. It’s a remaster. The song’s called “Bloodsport.””


  I grinned. “I know that.”


  She looked at me. “Oh right, you would.”


  “I didn’t expect you to.”


  She shrugged. “I may not be in a rock band, but music … means a lot to me. I like those guys. Nobody knows about them, but a hundred bands in the eighties imitated them.”


  “So what do you think of the album?”


  “It’s angry. Primitive.”


  I let out a loud belly laugh. “Primitive” was the title of one of the songs.


  “I’m intrigued. What else do you listen to?”


  “A little of everything,” she said. “I’m kind of eclectic. Comes from exposure to, um … a wide variety of stuff.”


  “Like what?” I asked.


  She gave a slight laugh and smirked at me. “Pass me that case at your feet.”


  I did, and at the next red light, she quickly paged through a CD case stuffed full of CDs. Finally, she pulled one out. It had a flimsy paper cover of a Chinese guy surrounded by a flame, holding his arms up in the air. She ejected the CD in the dash and replaced it with the Chinese guy.


  Immediately, a bare electric guitar, backed with raw drums and an odd, almost ragtime piano filled the car. It was punk, no question. But odd, like nothing I’d ever heard. Ever. And it was good.


  “Who is this?”


  “He Yong … Garbage Dump. It came in, I think 94 or maybe 95? The Chinese government was cracking down on rock musicians then, so everybody had gone underground. I’m not sure exactly when it came out. You can borrow it if you want, though I have to get it back … I don’t think it’s replaceable.”


  I took a deep breath. “Hell, yeah, I want to borrow it. It’s awesome.”


  Before I knew it, she had us on 93 south headed into Boston, the windows were down and she cranked the music up. The sound in this car rocked.


  “Mind if I smoke?” I shouted. I was having trouble not banging my head and bouncing with the music.


  “Go ahead.”


  I lit up, careful to blow my smoke outside. When the song was over, we were just getting close to downtown Boston, and I said, “Couple more exits. That was amazing.”


  She smiled. “I thought for sure you would have heard it.”


  “Frickin’ Chinese punk rockers? Never would have guessed there were any. That’s wicked.”


  She grinned.


  “You don’t seem like the punk type.”


  She shrugged. “Appearances aren’t everything. And I’m into a lot of different music—I considered majoring in music, but my parents would have gone insane. I just figured you’d like this.”


  I nodded. “I do! It’s hard to find people who appreciate anything but the latest pop.”


  “You’ve got a gift, though. The show tonight was fantastic,” she said. But then something came over her face. She looked troubled, almost angry.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “Why did you write that song?”


  I swallowed. I knew exactly which song she meant. I could play it off, I guess. But damn. Why bother? She’d heard it. Finally I answered, “You made a big impression on me.”


  She shook her head. “As big as that blonde whose ass you grabbed in the middle of the show?”


  I rolled my eyes, though she couldn’t see it while she was driving. “Yeah, at least that much,” I answered.


  She didn’t respond, and I finally said, “It’s part of the gimmick.” But that wasn’t really honest, was it? More often than not, I took a girl home after our shows.


  “You’re full of it,” she said. “You can’t keep your hands to yourself.”


  “Sure I can,” I replied, knowing my tone was defensive.


  She was silent for a few seconds. “You need to know, I’ve never done that before.”


  “Done what before?”


  “Invited a guy back to my room like that. Someone I just met.”


  I shrugged, but I didn’t mean it. For reasons I can’t explain, it really mattered. But no way in hell was I letting her know that. “Not really my problem.”


  She shook her head. “You saw the story?”


  “Crazy blogger bitch?” I asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “Yeah, I saw it.”


  “That stuff she wrote—none of it’s true.”


  “Yeah, I figured. I wasn’t drunk enough to forget taking you back to the hotel.”


  She giggled. “That’s not what I meant.”


  “Yeah, I know. But, seriously, no big deal. Is that what the fight with your mom was about?”


  She grimaced. “Not exactly.” She didn’t elaborate, and I didn’t want to push. Actually, I did want to. But somehow I sensed pushing on that subject would bring our … whatever the hell it was … to a screeching halt.


  “Okay,” I said. “Take the next exit.”


  She did, and I directed her through the narrow streets south of Broadway until we pulled up in front of my father’s house. I started to tell her to stop, but then I bit back the words. I don’t know why. Instead, I directed her down the block, where we took a hard right, then again down the alley behind the house. “There’s parking back here. This one, bang a right.” I pointed at the tiny gravel driveway.


  She pulled to a stop. The music was still playing, quietly now.


  “I’m sorry about your car,” she said. “Let me give you my number, we’ll settle it up right away.”


  “Sure,” I said. “Um … you want to come in for a few minutes, get a cup of coffee?”


  She looked startled, as if she’d never considered it. Probably hadn’t. I don’t think she liked me very much, last Saturday notwithstanding.


  “Sure,” she finally replied.


  I took a deep breath and said, “My brother’s probably still awake … just to warn you—Sean’s a little different.”


  She raised her eyebrows. “Different?”


  “Um … Asperger’s. Sometimes pretty serious, sometimes pretty normal. I don’t really know what to expect from one day to the next.”


  She nodded. “I don’t know much about Asperger’s.”


  I shrugged. “Don’t need to really. It’s kinda like autism. He’ll come off as a little weird…talk about all kinds of obscure stuff and sometimes comes off as really rude. But he doesn’t mean to. He won’t look you in the eye. Makes some people bullshit when you won’t look ‘em in the eye. Just … all he needs is to be accepted. Know what I mean?”


  “Okay. That I can do.”


  “Great,” I said, and I opened the car door and got out. As always, I took a quick look at the surroundings. Then I said, “Make sure you lock up.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  


  That Rascal (Julia)


  Crank’s dad’s house was a very narrow two-story row house. I’d have trouble finding my way out of the neighborhood later. We’d come down several very narrow one-way streets to get here. The house itself was narrow, with greying clapboards and a sagging gutter at the edge of the flat roof. It was almost two in the morning, and it was quiet. A cold breeze blew off the harbor and cut down the blocks between the rows of houses. After the music in the car, it was eerie, but also calming.


  I was starting to drag a little. I’d been up since six o’clock in the morning, and with the delightful calls from my mother, the show, and the accident—I was exhausted.


  Knowing that, I don’t know why I accepted his invitation. Except maybe I was intrigued a little. I followed him up the cinderblock steps to the back door, which he carefully unlocked and opened. The door gave off a high-pitched squeak as it opened.


  Inside was a tiny, cramped and cluttered mudroom, which led into a kitchen. The kitchen and everything in it was old but immaculate. A red and white checked tablecloth covered the table, and one wall held a rack of hanging, well used pots and pans.


  A woman, maybe fifty years of age, sat at the kitchen table engrossed in a book. She waved as we entered, then after a moment closed the book and looked up. When she saw me, she stood up, looking a little startled. “Hello.”


  Crank gave her a wide smile. “Mrs. Doyle, this is my … friend, Julia. Julia, Mrs. Doyle.”


  “It’s nice to meet you, ma’am,” I said.


  “Nice to meet you, Julia.” She turned to Crank and spoke in a disapproving tone. “Isn’t it a bit late to be having visitors?”


  He nodded sheepishly. “Yeah, yeah, I know. Unfortunately, my car is a bit wrecked, and Julia offered me a ride.”


  I tried not to snort. He’d artfully avoided the fact that I was the one who wrecked his car.


  “Oh dear!” Mrs. Doyle said. “I hope no one was hurt.”


  “No, it’s all fine.”


  “And you weren’t drinking, were you?”


  “No drinking, Mrs. Doyle. You know me better than that.”


  She gave him a wry look, but her eyes reflected merriment. “Young man, you’ve been trouble since you were a toddler. You can’t charm your way into my graces.”


  He grinned, and it was the kind of broad, friendly grin that made my heart beat a little faster. “Only because you’re the loveliest and smartest woman in Southie.”


  The woman blushed a bright red! No question: Crank could be very charming when he wanted to be.


  “You rascal,” she said. “I’ll be going now. Sean’s in the living room playing one of his games.”


  “Thanks so much, Mrs. Doyle. You have no idea how big a help it is when you come watch him.”


  She smiled and stood up and Crank … that rascal … took her arms and kissed her on the cheek. She blushed again, then fussed a little as she got her things together and made it out the front door.


  Once she was gone, I followed Crank into the living room.


  Sean wasn’t what I expected. Based on the tone Crank had used when speaking about him, as well as the fact that they juggled babysitting whenever Crank’s father was gone, I was expecting a much younger kid. In fact, Sean looked to be sixteen or seventeen, almost my sister Carrie’s age. When we walked into the room, he was folded up on the couch, knees drawn up to his chest, and his eyes were fixed on the television. His hands held a video game controller, and the screen was a jerky display of mayhem: soldiers shooting, blood splashing, body parts flying everywhere.


  “Hey buddy,” Crank said.


  Sean didn’t respond at first, not until he’d killed his current opponent in the game. Then he paused it and responded in a loud, toneless voice, without looking away from the television, “Are you my brother’s girlfriend?”


  I felt my cheeks go red, and I stammered, “Um, uh …”


  Crank stepped in. “Sean, this is my friend, Julia. I don’t have a girlfriend, you know that.”


  Sean responded, his voice still loud, running his words together quickly. He’d turned his head toward us, but his eyes pointed off to the side, away from me and Crank. “What about the girl you met in Washington? Dad said she might be your girlfriend, and that’s why I shouldn’t talk about her. So I found you on Google, and it said you might get married and that you took her back to your hotel with you.”


  Crank winced, and then he muttered, “Well, that’s awkward, isn’t it?”


  I looked at Crank out of the corner of my eye. He was red-faced. He also had a slight grin.


  “Sean,” I said, and Crank looked over at me, alarmed. “Crank and I are friends, but sometimes, because of who my family is, people write mean things about me. You know what I mean?”


  Sean shifted his head and spoke again, not meeting my eyes. Instead, he looked off somewhere over my right shoulder. I’d never realized how important occasional eye contact was. It was disconcerting to talk with someone who constantly averted their eyes. “Yes, I know exactly what you mean. Sometimes people say mean things about me, too.”


  For just a second, he looked lost when he said that. I don’t know why, but I felt a tug of sudden loneliness, of real sadness, at his words. I sat down on the couch next to him. “So, we’ve got something in common.”


  “I guess we do,” he said, his voice still very loud. “Have people said other mean things about you?”


  Crank was slack-jawed, his eyes darting back and forth between us, shocked.


  “Yes,” I said. “My mother sometimes. People at school. And that horrible woman who wrote the article you read.”


  “Do you want to play? I’ve got another controller, it can do up to four players.”


  I raised an eyebrow and joked. “I don’t know about all that blood.”


  He missed the joking tone. “I can turn the blood off, if it bothers you.”


  “No…no need. Let’s play. Crank? You playing?”


  I froze when I looked up. Crank’s expression was … angry? His eyes were narrowed, nostrils a little bit flared. He took a moment to respond and said, “Sure,” but not in a warm and fuzzy sort of way. He joined us on the couch, and Sean passed out the controllers.


  Crank sat next to me, a frown on his face, his whole body stiff. I don’t know what got him so bent out of shape. Sean seemed like a really nice kid, if a little odd. But you know what? I could deal with odd. So, we got down to it. Or, rather, they did. I’d never played a video game like this before. The first problem was I had no idea how to deal with the controls. They had about thirty-five freaking buttons all over the place, and none of them were labeled so I could see them. The game itself was fast and bloody, and I kept dying. And laughing. And dying some more. Pretty soon, all three of us were laughing, mostly at me, and honestly, it was the best time I’ve had in a very long time.


  It was about three in the morning when I yawned and said, “I should really get back.”


  Sean chimed in, “Can I tell you something? According to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, more than 1,500 deaths happen every year from drivers falling asleep at the wheel. That’s out of 100,000 crashes each year from falling asleep and 40,000 injuries. Sleep deprivation for just seventeen hours can affect coordination as much as a blood alcohol level of one percent.”


  I blinked. “I didn’t know that.”


  He seemed to be looking past my shoulder as he spoke. “But, in most of the accidents the drivers are men. So your odds are better.”


  Crank coughed. “Why don’t you crash here? We can fix you up with blankets and stuff on the couch.”


  “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” I said.


  “You’ve already been in one accident tonight.”


  Oh. Right. I’d actually forgotten. I felt my face heat up.


  “Seriously, Julia. You’re safe here. You look like you’re going to pass out on your feet, I don’t want you getting hurt.”


  I swallowed. What would be the harm?


  “Okay. Thanks.”


  “Sean,” Crank said. “Do me a favor? Can you grab a couple pillows and sheets and blankets from upstairs? For Julia?”


  Sean’s eyes seemed to skate off both of us.


  “Okay,” he said and turned away. A moment later, I heard his footsteps thumping upstairs.


  Crank turned to me, and the change in his voice made me gasp. It was cold and angry. “What the hell are you doing?”


  I opened my mouth, shocked by the sudden attack. “What are you talking about?”


  He grimaced. “Sean has been through hell and back with the kids in school. Not to mention our mother leaving.”


  What the hell? He wasn’t making any sense. I shook my head and said, “I don’t understand. What did I do?”


  “What did you do? Can you even imagine the cruelty kids in school put someone like him through?”


  In a bare instant, I had a series of images of Cindy Blanchard in my mind. The day I forgot to lock my locker in gym, and she snuck in and dipped my bra in the toilet while I was out on the field. Walking down the hall and hearing, “Slut. Slut. Slut. Slut,” whispered from both sides of me as I carried my books to class. The day I opened my locker to discover that dozens of graphic, hideous anti-abortion pamphlets and fliers had been stuffed inside. My mother saying, “I didn’t raise my daughter to be a slut.”


  Rage I didn’t know I even had flared up.


  “I can imagine a lot more than you might think.”


  His mouth turned down into a deeper frown, and he said, “Look. I’m sorry I asked you to come in. It’s my job to protect him. And you’re going to be gone in a day or two, or whatever. And I don’t want him to get his hopes up that all of the sudden he’s going to have someone treat him like a human being, and then have them dashed all over again.”


  My voice shook as I said, “Are you saying I shouldn’t be nice to him?”


  “I’m saying stay the hell away.”


  I was offended. No. I was hurt. Crank didn’t even know me, he didn’t know anything about me at all. How dare he judge me like that? “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.”


  Crank glared at me. He was shaking. I was too. We both shut up when we heard the steps coming back down the stairs. Sean wasn’t even in the room before he started talking.


  I was so upset I missed whatever Sean started with, but after a moment, it was clear he was talking about the game, which was a sequel, and the design team that had made it. I wasn’t prepared for this right now, and Crank obviously wasn’t either. I nodded and half listened because I didn’t want to cut him off. I didn’t say another word to Crank as I arranged the sheets and blankets, but when Sean was finished, I said, “Thank you for the sheets and stuff.”


  “You are welcome,” he said. His formal tone and lack of contractions, not to mention the tone of voice, would take some serious getting used to. Not that I was likely to have the chance.


  “Come on, Sean,” Crank said. He and Sean made their way upstairs, so I lay down on the couch, then reached out to the table beside it and switched off the light. I closed my eyes. I was exhausted, but the unfamiliar couch and my racing mind were conspiring against me.


  What exactly did Crank mean by ‘you’re going to be gone in a day or two anyway’? What the hell? I didn’t do anything to give him any right to talk to me that way. Except apologize for wrecking his car, give him a ride home and be nice to his brother. Who obviously needed someone to be nice to him, if Crank’s behavior was anything to judge by. I understood being protective, but that was so far out of line, I wanted to punch Crank right in the face.


  As I finally started to drift off to sleep, though, my thoughts turned, unwillingly, to my mother. This happened sometimes, and it seemed like there was nothing I could do to turn it off. I remembered from when I was a child, so many times. That’s not how ladies behave, Julia. I expected better of you, Julia.


  I didn’t raise my daughter to be a slut.


  My last thought before I fell asleep was Screw you, Mother.


  


  


  


  Go get some clothes on (Crank)


  My insides were roiling as I went upstairs. What did Julia think she was doing? It was one thing to be polite. But the way she’d behaved, it was if she was making a promise. A promise to be friends. Sean didn’t need anyone else appearing in his life and disappearing. And I’d seen enough girls like her in school. Polite to a fault. Preppy. Popular. Backstabbers.


  I wasn’t about to trust that she wouldn’t hurt my brother. In the morning I was getting her out of here. We’d settle up the car, and that would be the end of it.


  I tossed and turned for a while, I don’t know how long, before I fell into a troubled sleep.


  I was awakened by a loud thump and then a high-pitched, terrified scream.


  I jerked up into a sitting position instantly, my mind still filled with cobwebs, but there was another scream, and then a loud thump, and I heard a male voice from all the way downstairs let out a string of curses.


  I jumped up without thinking and ran to the stairs, then down them without pause, almost losing my footing in the dark. At the bottom I slapped the light on, and my eyes widened. I grabbed the doorframe to steady myself as I caught my breath. My heart was beating hard from adrenaline and shock. A second later, Sean bumped into me. He’d run down the stairs at the sound of the screams too.


  Dad was on the floor a few feet from the couch, legs splayed out in front of him, a look of shock on his face. He was still in uniform, one boot half-off, his gun belt and nightstick splayed out beside him. Julia was sitting up on the couch, her face reflecting shock and fear, blanket wrapped around her. Her cheeks were red, her hair a tangled mess, and a fold in the blanket revealed a long, toned leg. Her foot and ankle were small, her calf well muscled and curved, and my eyes wandered up and up.


  Behind me, Sean rocked in place, and his hands were flapping. He didn’t do that, except when he was deeply upset or scared. I put a hand on his shoulder to calm him, but he stepped away from the touch.


  “Ah, for Christ’s sake,” my dad said, his voice loud. “Sorry, girl, I wasn’t expecting anyone to be on the couch.”


  Julia opened her mouth to speak but didn’t say anything.


  “You all right?” Dad asked. “Seriously, I didn’t mean to scare you. I sat down in the dark without looking.”


  She nodded. Her face was red, and she was breathing heavily, eyes wide. She looked panicked. “I’m all right. It just startled me.”


  My dad chuckled, then leaned forward to place his palms on the floor and push himself up. “I guess so! You screamed like you was being attacked.”


  Julia swallowed. “I guess I thought I was.”


  “Well, crap,” my dad responded as he finally got himself upright. He reached down and picked up his belt, carefully hanging it over his shoulder. “Sorry about that. Sometimes when I work the late shift I come in and watch a little TV before going to bed. I’m Jack Wilson … Sean and Dougal’s dad.”


  She looked a little puzzled—she’d not heard the first name I was born with.


  “I’m Julia Thompson.” She shifted her position a little, and I couldn’t keep my eyes off of her leg, bare all the way up to her thigh.


  “Nice to meet you, Julia,” my dad said and then chuckled. Julia’s eyes darted over to me, and she turned a dark red color, then shifted the blanket and covered her bare leg. That’s when I realized I was wearing nothing but boxer shorts.


  Crap.


  “Ah, Christ on a crutch, go get some clothes on!” my dad shouted at me.


  I coughed. “Be right back,” and stepped back in the doorway.


  “Don’t bother!” my dad shouted. “Everybody go back to sleep! We’ll sort this out in the morning!”


  I was sure we would. Dad would pepper me with questions, no doubt about that. In five years, I’d never brought a girl around here. Forget what Julia was thinking—what the hell was I thinking? I didn’t bring women around because that would imply more than it was. That they’d be there tomorrow. That I had some reason I wanted my family to meet them. Sean didn’t need people just popping in and out of his life without warning. And as I’ve said before, I don’t do relationships. I’ve got enough problems without that.


  So now I’m stuck with the question: why did I ask her in? Why didn’t we just exchange numbers when she brought me here, and then follow up in the morning to figure out the car situation? For that matter, why the hell hadn’t I screwed her in Washington? When she offered herself up like a nice, pretty birthday present all wrapped up in green and blue wrapping, which would have been a lot of fun to take off?


  I wasn’t one to pass up an easy lay.


  As I finally drifted off to sleep again, I think I almost had it. If it had gone any further, the possibility of this being something more than one night was too clear. Or worse, if she’d really meant it, really meant that it was a one time thing—one night of fun and games and then we’re done—then maybe I’d find myself in the position of … being hurt?


  For just a second, I wondered what the girls I’d been with over the last couple years felt. But I didn’t want to examine that too closely, because I just might not like the answer. It’s not like they didn’t know what they were getting into. As I told Serena, I’ve never pretended to be something I’m not. I’ve never pretended to want anything but a fun time for the night. I’ve never pretended to be material for a long-term relationship, because all that means is pain anyway, and who the hell wants that?


  I’ve never wanted a relationship. But lately, one-night stands, screwing around with girls I didn’t know … it just wasn’t enough anymore. Lately, I’d started to realize that even though I was around people all the time, I just felt so damn alone.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  


  


  


  Use Your Fork Please (Julia)


  I woke up to the smell of bacon and fresh ground coffee, but I didn’t open my eyes. That’s because my head felt like a thousand pound gorilla was sitting on it, and my eyes were coated with sandpaper. Instead, I poked my nose out from under the blanket and inhaled. Oh God, that smelled good.


  I’ve gone to a lot of different schools over the years. I’ve eaten in a dozen embassies and a lot of official functions, including two at the White House. Harvard’s dining service, including the dining room at Cabot Hall, compares favorably. It’s usually very good, filling, well done, and soul-less.


  Home cooked meals? Hardly ever. Once the twins were born, my mom employed a housekeeper and cook. Sure, the food was always good. But it wasn’t the same as what I miss from when I was really young: sitting around the kitchen table with my mom and dad and Carrie on Sunday morning. Some of my earliest and happiest memories are those times. My parents were happier, my mother often smiled and laughed, and Carrie and I felt loved.


  That was a long, long time ago—before Alexandra was born, before my father got the first of several promotions. By the time we were on post in Brussels, I guess I was eleven or so, that warmth was all a memory. My parents were too stressed, my dad was too busy, and most of my free time was spent alone or with my guard.


  Yes, really. I had a guard. He was actually a great guy, a Marine corporal named Barry Lewis. My dad was a senior NATO attaché, and it was right after the Gulf War. There were threats, so the ambassador assigned guards to all of us. I guess it might have been embarrassing at school, but I didn’t exactly go to a public school, and I wasn’t the only kid there with a bodyguard.


  Corporal Lewis was a great guy. An unrepentant chaser of girls and a car fanatic, he bought two antique cars and somehow persuaded the powers-that-be to allow him to keep them in the embassy garage. I remember sitting in the garage, perched on a stool, while he worked on his cars, chattering non-stop to me about cars, girls, growing up in Texas and whatever else came into his head. I had a little girl’s crush on him, but I also looked up to him like a big brother.


  I always wondered what happened to Corporal Lewis. We moved on to China, and I suppose he moved back to the fleet, and I never saw him again. In fact, we didn’t even have an opportunity to say goodbye. Right before my family left Brussels, he was sent home on leave due to a death in his family. I never heard from him again.


  For just a few minutes, smelling the food cooking before I opened my eyes, I was nine years old, happy, excited for what was coming that weekend, getting ready for breakfast with my family. I pulled my jeans on under the blanket, then got up and followed the smell of bacon.


  As I walked toward the kitchen, my eyes fell again on the beautiful grand piano in the corner of the room. It was polished, well maintained. I didn’t know what a police officer in Boston made, but I did know that a piano like that costs upwards of twenty thousand dollars.


  Crank’s dad was in the kitchen. Last night he’d been in a Boston Police Department uniform, but now he was in jeans and a t-shirt, and an old, well-worn apron with “World’s Greatest Mom” embroidered on it. It looked handmade. He was sipping from a cup of coffee in one hand and flipping a pancake with the spatula in the other. The radio on the shelf was tuned in to WBUR, the volume down fairly low as the Car Talk guys joked and laughed with a caller. I watched him for a few seconds and couldn’t help but smile. It was such a domestic scene, and he looked as content a man as I’d ever seen.


  “Good morning,” I said quietly.


  He turned toward me and raised an eyebrow. “Good morning! Coffee?”


  I nodded. “Yes, please.”


  Without looking, he reached up and grabbed a mug, then placed it on the counter and filled it with rich smelling coffee.


  “Cream’s in the fridge,” he said. He slid a tin of sugar close to the cup, reached in a drawer and handed me a spoon.


  “I’m Julia Thompson,” I said. “I’m, uh, sorry about the surprise last night.”


  He let out a deep chuckle. “Nice to meet you, Julia. Though I gotta admit, sitting on a girl in the middle of the night is not how I usually introduce myself. I’m Jack. Have a seat and enjoy your coffee. The boys probably won’t wake up until I start banging things on their doors.”


  I tucked myself into one of the seats at the kitchen table. It was a beautiful table, polished, well cared for and old. I don’t know how old, I’m no judge of furniture, but I had a feeling the table had been here thirty years.


  “Sorry to be a sudden drop-in guest like this,” I said, shifting in my seat. “We were up playing some bloody game with Sean until really late, and they didn’t want me to drive home.”


  “Not safe to drive when you’re too tired,” Jack replied. “Glad to hear those two thought of something responsible for a change.”


  “All the same, I do appreciate it.”


  He turned toward me and flashed a heart-stopping grin. It was easy enough to see where Crank got his charm. “Not a problem, missy, not a problem. Where you from?”


  Always an awkward question. I’m not really from anywhere. My father’s side of the family is from San Francisco, but I’ve never lived there, just visited occasionally for holidays. He’s retired now, and my sisters are all there, so I guess they’ll think of it as home, or at least Alexandra and the twins will. Carrie was a senior in high school by the time he retired, so she’ll only have one year in California. I finally responded the way I usually do, “We moved around a lot.”


  “Military?”


  “Foreign Service.”


  “Really?” he said, cracking another grin. “You know, my cousin Louis worked for the State Department, years ago. But he got in some trouble. Served his parents right for giving him a French name.”


  That startled a laugh out of me.


  “I always said you can’t trust the French, and look at what’s going on now, huh?”


  I shrugged and grinned but didn’t reply. I didn’t want to get into a political discussion. I liked Crank’s dad. He seemed genuine, and that’s a rare commodity.


  “I’m making pancakes and bacon,” he said, a wry smile on his face. “But if you’re one of those girls who only eats lettuce, I’ve got some of that, too.”


  “I love pancakes and bacon,” I said. “Sounds like heaven. Though you weren’t planning on having guests, I don’t want to impose.”


  He made a sound somewhere between a groan and a loud grunt. “You’re not imposing! Don’t say another word, I’ll be upset if you leave. Besides, you must be pretty special if Crank brought you around to the house.”


  “What?” I asked. I was startled by his statement and a little anxious.


  “My son doesn’t bring girls around the house, ever. He doesn’t even mention them. You, he mentioned, and then brought you here to meet Sean? You must be pretty special.”


  “Oh …” I said, sitting back in my seat. I’m not sure I wanted to know where this conversation was headed. “I don’t think he necessarily brought me here specifically, like …” I got tongue-tied. Which is hardly normal for me. “He mentioned me to you?”


  “Aggghh … I shouldn’t have opened my big fat mouth. But yeah, he mentioned you when he got home from Washington last Sunday.”


  Against my better judgment, I said, “I guess I’d be prying if I asked what he said.”


  Jack broke into laughter. “Yeah, I guess you would. Let me put it this way: something about you really caught his eye. He doesn’t talk about girls, ever.”


  I sat back in the chair and sipped my coffee, crossing one arm across my chest. My head was still hurting, and thinking about Crank made it hurt worse. For the first time in a long time, I found myself having really mixed feelings about a guy. He was fun to be around, but he was confusing as hell. And not exactly welcoming. Somehow I didn’t think Jack knew that his son had told me to stay the hell away last night.


  Was I just lonely? It had been so long since I’d allowed myself to really care about anyone.


  Jack looked thoughtful for a second as he took a load of bacon off the electric griddle and laid it on a bed of paper towels to let the grease drain. He turned toward me. “The old lady always told me I don’t have any tact,” he said. “I said something wrong, didn’t I?”


  I looked at him and gave a warm smile. “I don’t know,” I replied. “Crank seems to be something special himself.”


  “Are you two serious?” he asked.


  “We aren’t anything,” I replied.


  “Oh, that’s too bad,” he said, his tone frank.


  I didn’t reply to that. I knew I should be uncomfortable talking about this with him, but for some reason, I wasn’t at all. Jack made me feel welcome here with an openness I wasn’t at all accustomed to. It was strange. I couldn’t possibly imagine having this conversation with my own parents. I couldn’t imagine discussing anything at all with them. “I don’t know that either one of us is really looking to be involved with anyone right now,” I said.


  He shrugged. “Sometimes you go looking and don’t find anything, and sometimes it slaps you upside the head like a good Irish Catholic mother.”


  I giggled. “Well, to tell you the truth, after last weekend I didn’t think I’d ever see Crank again. But we got in a car accident last night. I kind of backed into his car and wrecked it. So I ended up here because I offered him a ride home.”


  “Holy Mary, Mother of God,” he said. “He finally got himself a car? And already wrecked it?”


  “Oh no,” I said, my eyes widening. “He just got it?”


  “Must have,” he said. “He’s always mooching rides to the T.”


  “Oh, God, I feel terrible.”


  That, of course, was when Crank walked into the room. He wore … no, I must be imagining it. No, he was really wearing them. Too small Mickey Mouse pajama pants, with a plain white t-shirt that didn’t fit all that well, either. Not that I was complaining.


  “Feel terrible about what?” he asked, stumbling toward the coffee pot.


  “Your car!” I replied.


  He shrugged. “I know you’ll make good on it. And I’m not missing much, last night was the first time I’d driven it anywhere other than the 7-11 around the corner.”


  “Oh, wow. Now I really feel terrible.”


  “Seriously,” Crank said, “don’t.” He put what looked like about fifteen spoons of sugar in his coffee, doused that with a liberal helping of cream, then stirred.


  “If you’re gonna take all the sugar in the house,” Jack said in a booming tone, “you’d better be prepared to go buy some later.”


  “Sure, Dad,” Crank said. His face flashed irritation.


  “How’d your show go last night?” As Jack asked the question, I heard footsteps in the living room, then saw Sean walk by the doorway and keep going, reading a thick textbook as he walked.


  “It was all right,” Crank replied, at the same time I said, “It was amazing.”


  Jack smiled and brought the plate of bacon and set it in the center of the table. Crank said, “Coming from someone with your musical taste, I’ll take that as a real compliment.”


  “You’re a musician?” Jack asked.


  “Not really,” I said. “Skilled, but no talent.”


  “Oh?” Crank said. “You didn’t say that. What do you play?”


  I shook my head. “Piano. I’d be embarrassed to play in front of you. But my mom had me in lessons from the time I was two.”


  “Since you were two?” he asked, his tone incredulous. “Suzuki lessons?”


  I nodded, taking a sip of my coffee and trying to pretend I wasn’t incredibly uncomfortable. I couldn’t figure Crank out. Last night, he was well beyond the verge of offensive. Why was he so friendly now? What changed? Just his mood? If he was that moody, then he was right—I should stay the hell away.


  Jack chimed in, “Your mother wanted you to take Suzuki lessons when you were that young. But it was too expensive.”


  Crank’s face flashed irritation, almost anger. That was the second time in a few minutes. Like his father couldn’t say anything right. Of course, who was I to speak? It’s not like I’ve got the best relationship with my mother. On the other hand, Jack was so nice. Crank changed the subject. “What’s for breakfast?” Which was obviously not a well thought out question, since his father was at that very moment placing a huge platter of pancakes on the table.


  Jack gave him a scornful look and spoke in a gruff, sarcastic voice. “Go get your brother. Breakfast will be a surprise.”


  Crank opened his mouth, then thought better of it and walked out of the kitchen.


  “I never said I raised a pack of geniuses,” Jack said, shaking his head and giving me a sly smile.


  I tried to hold it in, but I couldn’t. After a few seconds, I burst into laughter, and he joined in. It felt good.


  A minute or so later, Sean and Crank came back in. Crank sat to my left, nearest the kitchen wall, and Sean to my right. Their father took the seat across from me. He startled me by reaching out and taking both boys’ hands. They, in turn, reached out to grab mine, and all of them bowed their heads. Never one to disrespect customs, I did the same, staring holes in the table. I was hyper aware of the fact that my left hand was in Crank’s. His was hard, much larger than mine. Warm, but not sweaty. I could feel the calluses from playing guitar on his fingertips.


  “Bless us, oh Lord, for this bounty which we are about to receive through Christ, our Lord, Amen.” It sounded like he was rushing through. In my family, we only said grace for major holidays, if then, but I remembered enough to know he’d left out about half the words. Jack paused half a second then said, “Eat up.”


  Sean let go of my hand instantly and reached out to grab a stack of pancakes. Jack swatted at his hand. “We serve guests first, Sean! And use your fork, please.”


  Crank’s hand lingered around mine, no longer than a second after Sean let go. Not enough to mean anything, he was just slow, I guess. But it was oddly uncomfortable and very comfortable at the same time. Confusing. Like everything else about him.


  Before I knew it, Sean and Crank piled my plate high with more calories than I normally eat in a year. I didn’t care. The pancakes had an odd texture, light and sweet, because of the rice flour, and I’d be happy if I could take fifty pounds of bacon to my grave with me. For the first few minutes, I concentrated on eating and deliberately ignoring Crank, because the last thing I wanted to do was pay attention to the fact that he was sitting two feet away from me in his pajamas. Or what looked to have been his pajamas ten years ago.


  “This is incredible,” I said. “Thank you so much. I haven’t had a home cooked meal in—I can’t remember when.”


  “I’d like to hear you play the piano,” Sean said, out of nowhere. Which was odd, because he hadn’t even been in the room when we had the conversation about it.


  Crank looked at me, and I looked at Sean, and Jack looked at me, and I found myself furiously blushing, which is something I don’t do. Ever. “I don’t know …” I said in a hesitant tone of voice.


  “Come on,” Jack said. “We’d love to hear it.”


  “Please?” Sean said. “No one has played it since Mom left. Dad has it tuned every six months, but no one plays it any more.”


  I swallowed, because both Crank and Jack froze. I swear it felt like a bomb was about to go off in that kitchen, the tension hit so suddenly. At the time Sean said the words, Crank was reaching for another handful of bacon, and he literally froze in place with his arm extended.


  A lot more was going on here than I knew about. And I didn’t want to say or do the wrong thing. But I didn’t know what the right thing was, and Jack and Crank, both frozen like terrified rabbits, were no help at all. It was obvious that both of them were so wound up around Sean that the whole situation could explode in a heartbeat. So, my voice sounding meager and unsure in my ears, I said, “Okay.”


  


  


  The end, not so much (Crank)


  When she said, “Okay,” in that hesitant voice, I think I let out a sigh of relief. Because Sean went back to eating. On the one hand, the last thing I wanted was Sean getting attached to Julia in any way. On the other hand, I really didn’t want to deal with a blowup this morning, and anything involving our mother risked a blowup from Sean.


  So Dad and I went back to eating as if nothing had happened, and Sean launched into a monologue. For the last six months, he’d been alternating between a huge set of medical textbooks I’d picked up at an estate sale and an equally huge set of manga comics he’d amassed over the last two years. So it didn’t surprise me when he started talking, seemingly randomly, about open heart surgery, but I could tell Julia was more than a little bit surprised.


  Once he got started, it would be impossible for anyone to get a word in edgewise, so at the first pause for breath, my dad jumped in. “Sean, this is fascinating, but I’m sure Julia might like to know more about you.”


  Sean didn’t respond for a second, so Julia asked, “Where do you go to school, Sean?”


  He answered in his usual loud monotone. “Excel High School. It’s a magnet for public safety studies.”


  “It used to be South Boston High,” my dad said. “I went there, and so did Dougal.”


  I winced. He’d said that name once in front of her, but I didn’t think she’d noticed. “Dad,” I said.


  “Oh, for the love of God, Dougal, we gave you a good Irish name when you were a baby!”


  “And that’s why I changed it!”


  The corner of Julia’s mouth quirked up. “Dougal?” she asked.


  “Isn’t it a nice name?” Dad asked. “Reminds me of the open fields of Ireland.”


  I muttered, “The only open fields you’ve ever seen are the basketball courts.”


  “In my day, kids weren’t so damn disrespectful of their elders.” Dad looked irritated, but only barely so.


  “In your day Whitey Bulger was running Southie like his personal kingdom and burying bodies in backyards.”


  Dad just let out a grunt and took a sip of his coffee. “You don’t know nothin’ about Southie in those days,” he said.


  I shrugged and turned to Julia. “What he’s not saying is that back then, things weren’t exactly on the up and up. And Dad was—straight as an arrow. Which is why he’s still driving a patrol car instead of sitting behind a desk somewhere.”


  Dad snorted. “Like I want to be behind a desk.” But behind the snort, I could see the pride in his eyes. Dad and I don’t get along, but don’t ever mistake that for me not having respect for him. He’s a hero—he’s my hero. But I’ve never quite been able to live up to him, so, at some point, I just stopped trying and went my own way.


  Julia’s eyes were going back and forth between my dad and me, and I could tell the wheels were turning, but I couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Maybe I’m just out of practice. I don’t make it a habit of wondering what girls are thinking—most of the time that’s the last thing I want to know.


  “Dougal, you take care of the dishes,” Dad said.


  “I’ll help,” Julia chimed in.


  “Oh, no! He’s not getting out of it! You just sit and enjoy your coffee.”


  I took her plate, and she said, “Thank you, Dougal,” with a wry expression on her face.


  I gave Dad a sharp look. “You’ll pay for that, Dad.”


  The old bastard just burst into a loud belly laugh.


  So I started washing the dishes, as my dad asked, “So you’re at Harvard? What are you studying?”


  “International business,” she said.


  Damn.


  “And when do you graduate? Do you have plans after?” My dad wasn’t exactly being subtle as he pumped her for information. I filled up the sink as they talked and began washing suds over the dishes.


  “Well,” she said, “I’ve applied to graduate school … at the Fletcher School, and Georgetown. I’m probably going to end up going into the Foreign Service. That’s what my dad wants anyway.”


  “Must have been fascinating, growing up in a bunch of different countries,” Dad said.


  She didn’t answer right away, and I couldn’t see her expression. I found myself straining to hear her next words.


  “I don’t know about all that,” she said. Her voice sounded sad. “It’s not a normal life, moving to a new country every three years. Kind of lonely sometimes. You leave behind everyone you know and start over, new schools and new teachers. I don’t know if I’ll ever get married, but if I did … not sure it’s the right life for kids. What about you? You grew up here?”


  I could understand that. Even though I lived in Roxbury now and spent most of my free time in Somerville mixed up in the music scene, I felt grounded when I was in Southie. I knew every block, every park. I knew the neighbors and where they came from, and in most cases, I knew their parents and grandparents.


  My dad answered her question by launching into a story of growing up in Southie, trying to stay clear of the gangs. I knew this was going to take a while. The old man had a knack for story telling and tended to stretch the truth just a little to get some laughs.


  I discreetly turned and watched Julia’s reactions. She looked more relaxed than I’d ever seen her, curled up in her chair, elbow on the table, chin resting in her hand. She had a broad smile, which was remarkable, and her blue-green eyes were wide as my dad waved his hands around, trying to describe the antics of one of the gangs that had terrorized the neighborhood in the 1970s. At one point, she threw her head back in a full-throated laugh, her whole body shaking.


  Watching her like that, I thought she just might be one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen.


  Not because of physical beauty, though she had plenty of that. It was in her bearing and in her eyes. This was no pill-popping, cocktail drinking college girl who’d never experienced anything in her life. Somewhere along the line, she’d been through something. There was grief and loneliness behind those eyes. And strength like I don’t think I’d ever seen before.


  I didn’t realize I was staring. But at one point, Dad paused in his story at the part where he was climbing in the back windows of South Boston High School, and looked at me. Then she looked at me and met my eyes, and I took a sharp breath. I realized I’d been standing there at least two or three minutes, a dripping dish in my hand, just watching her.


  Stumbling over my words, I said, “Don’t stop, Dad,” and went back to washing dishes like nothing had happened. I’m not the blushing beauty type, but I could feel a little bit of heat on the back of my neck, probably from their eyes boring through me like laser beams.


  This was getting way too cozy, so as I finished drying the last dish, I interrupted Dad’s story to ask Julia, “So how do you want to work this thing about the car?”


  Dad gave me a seriously annoyed look, as if to say, ‘Where the hell did you learn your manners.’


  She shrugged. “Um … go get an estimate and let me know how much it is? I can give you a ride back over there when I go.”


  I nodded. “All right.”


  “How bad’s the damage?” my dad asked.


  “Not bad,” I said, “just dented,” right at the same time she said, “I think it’s probably totaled. Frame’s bent.”


  Now she was a car expert, too? What I knew about cars you could fit in the change pocket in my wallet.


  “That’s bad,” my dad said.


  “We’ll find out,” I said.


  “How much did you pay for the car?” Dad asked.


  “A thousand.”


  One thousand dollars. Which, after studio and recording fees, and the rent, and eating, and public transportation, had taken six months of cooking for me to save. Morbid Obesity wasn’t exactly making the charts, and right now we were very much in the red.


  She grimaced. “It’ll cost a lot more than that to fix it, if I’m right. Might be best to just buy you a new one.”


  “Yeah, well, I don’t exactly have the money to buy a new car.”


  “I told you I’d take care of it. It’s my fault.”


  “Maybe we should get going, then,” I said.


  She nodded, her face suddenly looking sad again. I didn’t get it. Most of the time when I was here, I wanted nothing more than to run away. But here she was, suddenly making herself at home. Was her ‘I don’t get involved’ all some kind of game, and she was one of those clingy girls who would be calling and texting me in the middle of the damn night?


  “You promised,” Sean said, not even looking up from his book.


  “So I did,” she responded to him. “Let’s go check out that piano.”


  She stood, and my eyes followed every inch of her as she did so, from the curve of her butt, her breasts, to the slight hollow in the base of her neck. I’d had my share of beautiful girls. But Julia was something different.


  So, somehow the three of us, my dad, brother and I, ended up following her into our living room as if we were the guests.


  She approached the piano with extreme caution, her body turned just slightly away from it. “This is a beautiful piano,” she said.


  My dad said, “It’s my wife’s … it belonged to her grandmother.”


  “Does she play often?”


  “Not anymore,” dad replied, sadness in his voice. God, that killed me. The way he acted—like it was his fault she’d left. I’d never understand that. But both of my parents were a mystery to me. How they fell in love, how they split up, and especially how they manage to stand each other now, given what happened.


  She sat down and lifted the fallboard gently, then touched the keys, somehow reverently and expertly at the same time. She positioned her hands expertly. “I’m badly out of practice. I don’t get many opportunities to play these days.”


  Then she started playing, gently, and I recognized the piece instantly. It was the sad, almost menacing beginning of Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 20. Not an easy piece to play, under any circumstances, much less if you were badly out of practice. She was being almost falsely modest, because her execution was perfect. Better than perfect, it was haunting. And not the least of which was because my mother had once played it in this very room. I looked over at Sean, half expecting to see him blow up.


  He was sitting on the couch, nose stuck in his textbook. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t listening. In fact, this was normal behavior for him when faced with something overwhelming. He just scanned the words, down one column, then the next, then the next, and then he flipped the page.


  My dad, though … he stood in the doorway, leaning against it, and his eyes were watering. He saw me look at him, and an almost angry expression came over his face. He blinked his eyes, then roughly wiped them and looked away from me.


  Of course, I knew why he gave me that look.


  I felt like I was holding my breath as she played. That piano hadn’t been played in six years, and it would have been six more if Sean hadn’t insisted on it. The music was overwhelming. When I was little—really small—my mother used to play all the time. With each year that went by, she looked older, sadder, more exhausted. And then one day she just stopped. And then she was gone. Now, she made appearances for some holidays, and that was it.


  Screw it. Time for some new memories.


  I walked over and slid onto the piano bench next to Julia and said quietly, “Know any four-hand pieces?”


  She didn’t hesitate. Without a smooth transition, she began the opening bars of Sonata for Piano, Four-Hands in D Major, K.381. It was if she’d taken my question as a personal challenge. It’s a beautiful piece, and also one that my mother taught me to play. I positioned my hands and joined in at the next measure. It starts out slow, measured, thoughtful, but by the third movement it’s a challenge for even two people to play. And I hadn’t heard it in years, much less played it. That’s okay—it didn’t have to be perfect. This was for fun. So we played, our hands moving together on the keyboard.


  I glanced over at her at one point, and she was smiling, a small, secret sort of smile. Her hair was coming loose from the careless bun she’d put it in, a few stray strands covering the right side of her face. They framed her eyes. I swallowed, looked back down at the keyboard. And the funny thing was, I was smiling too. I’m not big on smiling. I’m not big on happiness, to be honest. This was both uncomfortable and strange territory.


  But, before you think I’ve changed and become some preppy piano player in a monkey suit and bow tie, I was also very, very aware of her thigh in those black jeans, brushing against mine. It was hot, and let me tell you, I’ve never once in my life been aroused while playing the piano. That could be wicked embarrassing.


  We got to the third movement, with its aggressive and very fast fingering, and we both started to fall apart. She laughed and tried to get back on track, and I did the same. But that didn’t work so well, because now we were off kilter, ragged, and it sounded awful.


  “Oh, dear God,” she muttered, and that was all it took. I broke out into loud laughter, and so did she, and we fell together, for just an instant, laughing. She put an arm around me, for maybe a second, max, and then yanked it back.


  “Okay,” I said. “We’ve got to try that again sometime.”


  “It’s a deal,” she replied, a wide grin on her face.


  “Tell you what … we’ve got a piano back at the studio. Want to stop by tonight?”


  She blinked her eyes, and a vulnerable, exposed expression flitted across her face. Her smile died, but she tried to bring it back, only it was that fake smile she sometimes got on her face, and then she said, “I can’t … um … I’ve got a date.”


  Aw, crap. Of course she has a date. She’s a beautiful, smart as hell girl—she’s probably out every weekend.


  On second thought—somehow I didn’t think so. I was sure she could if she wanted to. But something about her was remote, lonely, isolated. And for just a few minutes, while we played side by side, it felt like I’d broken through.


  “I’d love to do it some other time,” she said, sounding extremely uncomfortable. “Really, I would. I just … this was …”


  “Don’t worry about it!” I said, too fast. “Have fun on your date.”


  I didn’t want to say that. In fact, I wanted to find the guy and pound his face into the Southie pavement. Or the cobblestones or whatever the hell the Barnies have over at Harvard. But I couldn’t say any of that. She wasn’t mine … we weren’t even really friends. What the hell was wrong with me?


  My dad cleared his throat behind us. Both of us spun around, quickly. Jesus. I’d forgotten anyone else was in the room.


  “That was beautiful,” he said. His voice cracked, “Thank you. That piano … it needed someone to play it. No one plays it any more. It was wonderful.”


  Julia laughed, a little uncomfortable. “The end, not so much.”


  Dad smirked. “Can’t win everything.”


  She looked at me, her fast downcast. “We should get going.”


  I nodded, strangely reluctant. “All right.”


  Dad looked off to the side for just a moment, as if he were debating something. Then he looked back at her. “Listen … next Saturday we’re having a little birthday party of sorts for Sean. I’d like you to come, Julia.”


  “Oh,” she said, her eyes wide. “I …”


  “Not taking no for an answer.”


  Her eyes darted to me and back to Dad. “I’d feel like I was imposing.”


  “I’m cooking,” my dad said. “You said you don’t get home cooked meals.”


  “Well …” She started to say, her defenses down.


  That’s when Sean chimed in. “Please?”


  She didn’t hesitate. “Okay. I’d love to.”


  So we stood, and she ran off to use the restroom before we left. I started to head upstairs to change, but my dad grabbed my arm.


  “Hey,” he said.


  “Yeah, Dad?”


  “Listen … be nice to her. All right? She’s a good kid, and … I think she’s been through a world of hurt, somewhere along the line.”


  I took a breath. “Is that the best you can think of me?”


  He shrugged. “I never know what to expect of you, Dougal. Just … try not to hurt that girl.”


  I swallowed. “I won’t,” I said.


  He gave me a nod, his expression serious, and then let go of my arm.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  


  What happened to you? (Julia)


  The ride back to Somerville was tense and awkward. Something, I don’t know what—maybe the humidity or the wind direction or butterflies in China—had put Crank into a mood again. He wasn’t exactly hostile, but he wasn’t friendly either. He sat in the passenger seat, staring out the window, a frown on his face.


  I don’t know why this bothered me. It’s not like we were a thing. It’s not like we were anything. But he’d switched moods so quickly, from anger and hostility last night, to open and laughing this morning, and now he was cold. I didn’t get it, I didn’t like it, and I was starting to not like him. At all.


  “So,” I said, trying to break the heavy silence. “Once you get your car checked out, just give me a call. Unless it’s going to be a lot of money, I really don’t want to get involved with the insurance, because that’ll mean my parents getting involved.”


  He nodded. “All right.”


  I got off 93 for Somerville, and we were in traffic again. He was still silent, staring out the window. He was starting to irritate me. A few blocks from the Metro Club, I said, “Did I do something wrong?”


  He jerked, surprise on his face. “What?”


  “I said, did I do something wrong? Did I piss you off somehow? Because I’m having some trouble figuring you out.”


  Crank shrugged and looked out the window again, then said, “I’m not an easy guy to figure out.”


  “I’m not interested enough to try. It’s just that last night you were all, stay the hell away, and this morning you were friendly, and now I’m sitting in a car with an ice cube. I don’t do moody.”


  “I didn’t ask you to,” he responded.


  “Are you always such a dickhead?”


  His eyes widened, and he looked over at me. Then he smirked and laughed out loud. We were still sitting at a red light, so I glared at him.


  “You’re actually really hot,” he said. The smirk on his face widened a little.


  “You’re actually really an ass,” I replied.


  He grinned and rolled his eyes, and if the light hadn’t turned green, I might have punched him. But instead, he said, “I’m sorry I was such a dick last night. Look … Sean’s had a tough time. My mom left almost five years ago. And he’s never gotten along well with the kids at school.”


  I don’t think he realized, but as he spoke, his hands tightened into fists. “They treat him like dirt. And I don’t want to bring someone around who he’ll get attached to, only to get hurt again when you stop coming around.”


  “Why would he get attached to me? I was only there one night.”


  “He’s already attached to you. Sean doesn’t ask people for things. Ever.”


  I blinked my eyes, trying to shove back a wave of empathy for that kid. He was nice, just a little different. But I knew what people were like in high school. Nice didn’t cut it in high school. Teenagers could be vicious, and Sean was different. Very different. I could only imagine what he went through every day.


  “He’s a good kid,” I said.


  “You’ve only seen one side of him. You haven’t seen him having a meltdown, and freaking out and breaking things. You haven’t seen his heart broken. People think Aspie kids don’t want to have friends. It’s not that at all. He wants friends desperately, but everybody rejects him.”


  “Aspie?”


  “Asperger's.”


  I took a deep breath, my eyes tearing up a little, and Crank kept talking.


  “I’d do anything, anything in the world, to make his life a little easier. But I can’t. All I can do is protect him a little.”


  We’d reached Central Square. I took a right and then drove slowly into the parking lot at the Metro. I took a deep breath and said, “So you want me to stay away. Not come to his birthday?”


  He shook his head. “I don’t know what I want, all right?”


  Well, that made two of us. I squeezed my hands on the steering wheel. “Well, maybe you need to figure that out. But don’t be an asshole while you do it. Because I didn’t do anything but be nice to you and your brother.”


  “Well, you did wreck my car.” As he said it, a grin appeared on his face.


  I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “All right. There is that. I promise I won’t do it again.”


  He opened the car door, started to get out, then paused and looked over at me. “All right. I’ll call and let you know what the damage is. And … do come Saturday. Sean will be upset if you don’t.”


  “I’ll be there,” I said.


  Without another word he got out, slammed the door of the car and walked away.


  Twenty minutes later, I had the car parked and leaned back in my seat for just a few seconds and closed my eyes. I was exhausted. It had been a long, late night after a long day on Friday. I’d hardly slept, and it had been an emotionally charged morning. I wanted to get back to my room and go to sleep for a couple hours before I went out with Barrett.


  Which I really didn’t want to do. I don’t know why I’d agreed to go out to dinner with him. A couple days ago it seemed like a good idea. Now I wasn’t so sure. But I’d committed, and he was going to show up at six o’clock, and I didn’t want to be a complete bitch and cancel. So there. Stuck.


  For just a second, I thought of taking the coward’s way out and canceling via text message. Then I realized I hadn’t touched my phone since … the accident? Oh, no. When I hit Crank’s car, I’d lost the phone. I frantically started looking, and there it was, in the back seat. I picked it up. Twelve missed calls.


  Oh, for God’s sake. Nine from my mother. Looked like she’d gotten over her aversion to cell phones. The other three were from Jemi. Now that was unusual. I selected her number and dialed.


  She answered immediately, her soft British accent sounding urgent. “Hello? Julia! Are you all right?”


  “Hey, Jemi … of course I’m okay, what’s wrong?”


  Silence for a few seconds, and then she said, “Um … you ran out of the Metro last night upset and didn’t come back to the room … and you weren’t answering your phone. I was worried. Where are you?”


  “Oh … I’m right across the street, I’ll be back at our room in a few minutes.”


  “I’m here. Your mother has called. A few times.”


  “Thanks,” I said.


  As I walked back to Cabot Hall, I realized I should have thought a little more. I wasn’t exactly the type to stay out all night and not answer calls. I wasn’t really the type to go out at all. And I knew my roommates had some kind of system worked out where they called each other, kept tabs on each other, if one was going to be out late. It was a safety thing, and smart, and had never really been necessary for me.


  God, I was exhausted. I trudged up the stairs to the third floor and down the hall to our suite. When I got there, Jemi was sitting on the couch, her feet up on the coffee table, a textbook in her lap. She looked up and gave me an uncertain smile.


  “Hey,” I said.


  She opened her mouth to speak, but the phone rang first. She gave an unhappy smile. “That will likely be your mother again.”


  “Sorry,” I muttered, then walked over to the phone and picked it up. It had a tiny piece of grass stuck to the cradle. Which meant one of my roommates had searched the yard, found the phone, and brought it up here. Oh, boy, there were going to be questions.


  “Hello?” I said.


  “Julia? Julia?” My mother said at a shout. I started to respond, but before I even had a chance, she said, “Can you hear me? Answer me!”


  “Yes, Mother.”


  “Where have you been?” she demanded. “I’ve been trying to reach you since last night.”


  “I stayed at a … friend’s house last night. I forgot my phone in the car.”


  “At a time like this? After the discussion we had last night?”


  “A time like what? And what exactly are you implying?”


  My mother’s voice dropped to a quiet, vicious tone, and she said, “You know exactly what I’m talking about, young lady. I raised you better than that.”


  I was very calm. Calmer than I expected. For the last four years, ever since the day my once best friend decided to sabotage my life, I’d heard this over and over again from my mother. She never asked me what had actually happened. She never offered a bit of sympathy. She never did anything but try to grind me into the dust.


  I’d finally had enough.


  “Please don’t call me again,” I said.


  I didn’t wait for an answer. I simply, quietly hung the phone up. I took a deep breath, staring at it, knowing it would ring again within a minute. But it didn’t. After a few moments, Jemi said, “I found the phone out on the Quad.”


  “I’m sorry about that,” I said. I felt unaccountably sad. I wanted to cry, and I didn’t understand why.


  “I’m worried about you,” Jemi said.


  I looked up at her, startled.


  She set her textbook down beside her. “I know we’ve never been close …” she said.


  “I’ve never been close to anyone,” I replied.


  Her eyebrows pressed down, close to each other, and she said, “Maybe it’s time you tried.”


  I spread my hands out and opened my mouth, as if I was going to say something, but I couldn’t. I didn’t know what to say. Or how.


  “Sit down,” she said, patting the couch. I thought for just a second, and then I walked over and sat with her.


  “You know we’ve been suitemates for three years,” she said, “and I still don’t know anything really personal about you.”


  It was true. I didn’t know a lot about her either.


  I took a deep breath. “I have a hard time trusting people.”


  “I do, too,” Jemi replied. “That’s why we should team up. Adriana and Linden would tell their life story to a stranger on the sidewalk.”


  I snorted. “It’s true.”


  “So … let me ask you a question.” She leaned close to me as she spoke.


  “Okay,” I replied.


  “Everyone’s read that Maria Clawson blog … your ex-boyfriend, um … emailed it to just about everyone.”


  I groaned.


  “Are you and Crank Wilson involved? Is that why you were so upset last night?”


  “The blog is all bullshit,” I said. “She made almost all of it up.”


  “The kiss in that photo looked very convincing,” Jemi said. Her tone was so serious that I couldn’t help but giggle.


  “Um, yeah, we did kiss.”


  She grinned. “You really should have told me.”


  I shrugged. “It … it doesn’t really matter. I mean—it’s not like, um …” I was at a loss.


  She raised her eyebrows. “It’s okay. So what happened last night?”


  “Um, well … I kind of wrecked Crank’s car. And then drove him home, and stayed there, and now I’m home.”


  She looked stunned. “You stayed at his place last night?”


  “Well, no, at his father’s house. He had to watch his brother.”


  She raised an eyebrow, and I spoke again. “I slept on the couch.”


  “You’re not serious.”


  “Of course I’m serious!”


  Her expression shifted, and she got a wicked grin on her face. Then she said, “Well, that was certainly a waste.”


  “Oh, God,” I said, burying my face in my hands.


  She laughed a little. “So why is your mother calling every five minutes? Why did you throw the phone out the window?”


  I opened my mouth. And I almost told her. I almost did. But all I could see was Lana. My best friend through high school. We got in a fight, the last week of junior year. My last week in China. In the end, the fight was about nothing at all. But she’d gotten to the point where she couldn’t say goodbye. Maybe we all do after a while. I deal with that by not getting close. She dealt it with it by smashing things. So she sent out an email to the entire junior class, detailing what had happened between Harry and me. She’d taken the biggest hurt and damage in my life and turned it into gossip. The kind of vicious gossip that can ruin lives.


  I looked at Jemi, and I don’t know what I was thinking, because I said, “I can’t. I’m sorry I can’t talk about it. I can’t ever talk about anything again.” And I was mortified, because I started crying. Really crying, because what I really wanted, what I wanted more than anything in the world right now, was my mom. And I couldn’t have her.


  “Oh, Julia, what happened to you?” Jemi whispered.


  That was all it took. I let out a moan, curled up on the couch, and cried like I hadn’t in years. Jemi slid over next to me and put her hand on my shoulder, and let me cry until I thought I was going to die.


  


  


  Okay, a lot weird (Crank)


  You wouldn’t think that a parking lot collision could do so much damage. But my car was completely wasted. Seeing it in the light, there was no question. The passenger side was crushed. It wouldn’t have been so bad, but the car was rusted through already on the bottom, and the collision with Julia’s brand new car just destroyed it.


  Crap. I was going to need new wheels. Which meant I was going to have to spend a lot more time with Julia to find them, and get them paid for. I didn’t know if that was a bad thing or not. When it came to her, I didn’t know what to think.


  She’d called me out on being a dickhead, and you want to know the truth? I kind of liked that. No one called me out, except for Serena occasionally, and my dad. In other words, the people I really care about.


  It was four in the afternoon before I got back to the house. Everyone was gone, which was fine by me. I sat down, toying with some lyrics. That got me humming, and then thinking about some opening riffs, so I moved downstairs to the studio. And found myself sitting in front of the electric piano.


  We didn’t use it much in our music. I play piano better than I play guitar. I should—my mom started teaching me before I was tall enough to reach the keyboard. But most of our music didn’t call for it, and you can’t play the guitar and piano at the same time.


  In any event, what I was toying with seemed to call for piano. So I turned it on, tried out some notes and liked it, and kept going in that direction, tinkering, daydreaming, trying out different options, until the door opened and Mark and Pathin came in.


  Mark immediately said, “Crank! What the hell happened to your car?”


  “Wrecked,” I said.


  “Yeah, we saw that. You were long gone by the time we finished packing up the gear, but we saw the car. Some drunk dude said you took off with a girl?”


  Pathin shook his head, his expression a mix of resignation and near contempt. He’d never approved of my string of girls.


  “Yeah, something like that,” I said.


  “Well, what happened? Who did it?”


  I shrugged. “The girl I took off with.”


  Mark and Pathin stared at me, in shock, and then Mark burst into laughter. “You’re hilarious, Crank.”


  “Whatever,” I muttered. Then I started playing the song again. I had the first verse and the chorus down, and it was coming together well, but something wasn’t meshing quite right. The piano was driving, angry, like most of our stuff, but I was trying to work in a longing quality, and it just wasn’t coming together. I paused, trying a couple different options, when Mark blurted out, “Dude, what the hell is that?”


  I looked up. Both of them were standing there, mouths open.


  “What?” I asked.


  They looked at each other, until Pathin spoke. “I think what Mark is trying to say, Crank, is that’s … brilliant.”


  I blinked. It wasn’t brilliant at all. It actually kind of sucked. “Oh,” I said. “Well, that’s good.”


  “Seriously,” Pathin said, “I don’t know what was in the water when you went to Washington, but that’s two new songs in a week. And they’re good. If you keep this up, we might have to go back to the studio and cut a new EP.”


  I snorted. “We’ve barely paid for the last one.”


  “Whatever, Crank. I’ll deliver some extra pizzas or something. Or maybe Mark can actually work for a change.”


  “What the hell, man, I work!” Mark protested.


  “Yes, we know, about four hours a week,” Pathin responded.


  “I pull my weight,” Mark said in a sharp tone, glowering.


  Pathin looked at him. “Do we really need to have this discussion again?”


  “Guys, cool it,” I said. “I’m trying to work here.” Christ, they were like an old married couple.


  “Whatever,” Mark muttered. “We’re headed out about ten. Coming?”


  “Where to?”


  “Bill’s.”


  Near Kenmore Square, Bill’s was connected to Lansdowne, where we’d played several shows over the last couple of years. They were friendly, and a lot of the girls from Berklee College of Music hung out there. Which usually meant it was a guaranteed spot for me to pick up some action. Though as tired as I was, I wasn’t sure I was up to it that night. Besides, I was sick of Serena giving me a hard time about it. She attended Berklee and sometimes it was a little … weird … with her hanging out with girls I’d slept with.


  Okay, a lot weird.


  “All right. Give me a little bit, I think I’ve almost got this.”


  They wandered off, and I got back to work. The problem was simple, really. I was trying to do something that couldn’t be done. Playing with Julia earlier that day had put my brain in a different mode, and what I was really going for here wasn’t going to work without four hands on the keyboard. I scribbled it all down, in a hurry, and there it was. Done. And impossible. I shook my head. I seriously needed a nap, I’d hardly had any sleep, and it was almost ten o’clock already, and I wasn’t making any progress. I switched the keyboard off and headed upstairs for a shower.


  An hour later, the three of us were waved into Bill’s Bar & Lounge. It was packed, as expected, and my head was pounding, even with the four aspirin I took before we left. I put back my first drink in a hurry, hoping it would dull the pain a little and relaxed a little on the second.


  Then I felt a tiny little arm snake around my waist, and I looked down to see Alicia Mosier.


  Oh, damn.


  Alicia had been a mistake, on too many levels to count. She’d shown up backstage one night after we played next door at Lansdowne, and I’d been sitting, drinking, of course, and she just climbed into my lap. I don’t usually turn down that sort of offer. Redheaded, five feet tall, and with a wicked ass and perfect tits, she’d been a firecracker in bed. A lot of fun. Until the next morning, when she somehow got the idea that we were a thing.


  I’d received a lot of dark looks the rest of the day from my bandmates, because they’d all been awakened by the screaming and shouting. Not to mention the coffee mug she threw at me, which shattered into a million pieces against the backsplash in the kitchen.


  “Crank!” she said. “How you doing?”


  Pathin’s eyes widened at the sight of her, and Mark took a gulp of beer. “Be back in a minute, gotta hit the head.”


  Coward.


  “Hey, Alicia … what are you up to?”


  “Just out having some fun, you?”


  I couldn’t very well say to her, I’m about to run like hell, so I said, “Just grabbing some drinks.”


  “You want to dance?” she asked.


  “Not feeling well,” I answered.


  She slid her hand into my back pocket. Oh, for God’s sake. Then she got up on her toes, which brought her to about the level of my shoulder, and stage-whispered, “I could make you feel better.”


  Pathin groaned, and I gritted my teeth. The thing was, I was seriously torn. Alicia was wild in bed. I mean, seriously wild. And despite my headache, the fricken’ traitor between my legs was starting to respond to her curling up against me. She was rubbing her hand in my back pocket in a way that … well, shit.


  I’d regret it in the morning. I repeated the thought to myself to underscore it, give it plenty of weight. If I could put the message on a flaming arrow and shoot it right into my forehead, I would. I’d regret it in the morning. But oh, man, was she hot.


  I was wavering, big-time, when Mark showed back up.


  And that’s when I heard a voice I didn’t expect to hear at all.


  


  


  


  What are you afraid of? (Julia)


  Dinner wasn’t exactly a disaster, but it came close.


  First of all, I was still a mess. After that long, wrenching cry, I withdrew, embarrassed. Jemi didn’t push it, which I deeply appreciated. I went to sleep for an hour then was back up, getting a shower. The lack of sleep was not good. I could feel the weight of my eyelids and a little bit of heartburn. I really, really did not want to go out.


  I was still in the bathroom, getting myself together when Barrett showed up ten minutes early. Jemi answered the door, and in a surprised voice called out, “Julia … there’s someone here to see you.”


  “I’ll be just a minute!” I answered and then went back to putting on makeup. I don’t often wear makeup, but it was a date, even if it was one I’d lost interest in. Why did he have to show up early? Willard, who I’d dated most of sophomore and junior year before he decided he wanted to get serious, was chronically late. I was guaranteed I’d have an extra fifteen or twenty minutes to get ready any time we went anywhere. Barrett had implied we were going somewhere nice for dinner, so I’d worn a dress, wine red with a retro, nineteen-fifties cut that I’d picked up for a steal last summer. This was the first time I’d worn it.


  Not sure whether I liked early or late better. I guess Barrett was eager. I could hear him in the common room, his rich Eton tones contrasting with Jemi’s clipped, more formal accent. I couldn’t tell what they were talking about, but the words went on and on, and it made me wonder if I could somehow substitute her for me tonight.


  I sighed and looked at myself in the mirror. I was pale, with brownish-blonde hair, and frazzled as hell. Jemi was dark skinned, with black hair, and was always, always composed. Somehow I thought Barrett would notice the difference.


  I sighed. I might as well get this over with. I threw my makeup back in my bag and opened the door. “Ready. Sorry for making you wait.”


  Barrett, sitting on the couch next to Jemi, stood up and smiled. “Julia. It’s very nice to see you.” He was wearing what looked suspiciously like an Armani suit and tie. My instincts about dressing up were on target.


  I returned the smile, but I wasn’t feeling it. “You too. I see you’ve met my suitemate.”


  Jemi stood too. She said, “We were just chatting about experiences in common. Barrett spent three years in Delhi.”


  “Oh,” I said. “You guys must have a lot in common, then.” See how subtle I can be?


  Barrett politely coughed into his hand and then said, “Shall we go?” He extended his arm, and I put my hand around it.


  Behind him, Jemi motioned with her hand, putting it to her ear as if it were a phone. She was signaling me to call if I was going to be late. After my nap, she’d explained the system our roommates had worked out to make sure we were safe if one of them were out on a date.


  It shouldn’t have been necessary, but during our sophomore year, one of the juniors on the floor above us was raped by her date during a party upstairs. All of us were pretty freaked after. Nobody talked about things like that happening here.


  I nodded at Jemi, to let her know I understood, and followed Barrett out.


  Okay. First problem. He’d brought a car … and driver. Or bodyguard maybe. I don’t know which. It was handy, but necessary? I don’t know. It felt like too much. It felt like my old life, the life I’d really wanted to leave behind when I left Washington after that hideous, traumatic year. Sometimes lately, I felt like I’d be happiest forgetting the whole planned grad school existence, instead maybe get a job teaching or running a small business somewhere, get a tiny little apartment in Brookline and take the T to work. Lose myself, lose my past; lose my family and their utter domination of my life.


  The easy laughter sitting around the breakfast table with Crank’s family that morning made me homesick for a life I’d never had.


  So, we went to L’espalier. If you’ve never eaten there, know that it’s an excessively posh French restaurant on Gloucester Street. The kind of place where bodyguards and drivers aren’t out of place at all, where you might run into Brad Pitt or George Clooney or Governor Romney sitting over an overly expensive plate of roasted pheasant. The kind of place I avoided like the plague. Not that I was celebrity enough for anyone to care about my presence, unless it was for a small time vicious gossip like Maria Clawson. But it always made me a little sick inside to walk past homeless men on the street to get into a place like this.


  Barrett had reservations, of course. We took our seats at one of the small tables covered in a white linen tablecloth. The place was packed, but eerily hushed, couples sitting at their tables speaking in near whispers as the waiters whisked about the place.


  We started with small talk. His schools, my schools. He was in town on business, and went on interminably about his father’s bank, and the bank here, and interest rates and trading futures—and I completely lost interest. Which is kind of funny, considering I was majoring in international business, and this was all familiar territory. Familiar, but supremely uninteresting.


  At one point he was perceptive enough to realize that I wasn’t really interested, because he said, “Are you all right?”


  I was startled. We’d just finished the second course, and I said, “Yes, I’m sorry, I’m fine. I didn’t get much sleep last night, I’m afraid I zoned out there for a minute.”


  He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. I wasn’t being very nice. Barrett had obviously gone to some significant trouble for this date. I don’t know exactly what he was hoping for. I mean, he was attractive enough, no question there. But I just … really wasn’t all that interested. When he first called me, I thought he was going to ask me out for coffee. Not a three hundred dollar dinner. This was the kind of place you took someone to propose, not a first date.


  Just as we were finishing dessert, and he was paying the check, he said, “Oh, I forgot to tell you. Our talk on the train piqued my curiosity, so I looked up Harry Easton. Do you know he’s in the United States as well?”


  I swallowed and took a drink of water. My dinner suddenly felt like lead in my stomach. “Oh?” I asked, trying to keep my voice natural.


  “Yes, he’s a junior attaché at Her Majesty’s Consulate in New York. He sounded quite surprised to hear from me.”


  “I can only imagine,” I said, trying my hardest not to vomit all over the remains of our desserts. I set down my glass because my hand was shaking, and I couldn’t stop it. I put my hands in my lap, gripping them into fists.


  “He told me to tell you he missed you,” Barrett said.


  “You told him that you knew me,” I said, my voice flat.


  “Well, of course. You two were old schoolmates after all.”


  I looked over at the wall, my eye tracing the fine moldings that ran up the corner to the ceiling. I didn’t think about Harry. Ever, if I could avoid it. I certainly didn’t want to have any contact with him, ever again. I wondered if this was what Sean felt like, unable to look people in the eye.


  “I wish you hadn’t done that,” I said, keeping my voice low and calm.


  “Oh, no,” he said. “Was there some bad blood? I wasn’t aware, he seemed delighted to hear you were doing well.”


  I swallowed, then looked at him and told a bald-faced lie. “We didn’t know each other that well, I’m a lot younger than he is.”


  He looked doubtful but chose not to pursue it. I really, really wanted to go home. The thought of Barrett discussing me with Harry all these years later? It was making me physically ill.


  “Excuse me for a moment,” I said. “I need to freshen up.”


  I stood abruptly and walked toward the back of the dining room, then to the restrooms. Inside, I sat down, arms wrapped around my stomach and squeezed my eyes shut.


  Harry Easton was my first love, but that wasn’t why I reacted this way. There was no feeling of that kind left. None at all. Nothing but revulsion and … fear? I tried to avoid it and not think about it. But it was true. Even after all these years, I was still terrified of him.


  I was only fourteen when I met Harry. I was a little girl. A very sheltered little girl. Until we went to Beijing, I’d never had a reason to distrust. Or fear. Or hate.


  Now I felt all of those things. All because of Harry.


  I was not going to cry. I was not going to let him ruin anything in my life, ever again.


  I took a deep breath to steady myself and stood. The girl in the mirror wasn’t a scared, tiny fourteen-year-old girl. The woman in the mirror was twenty-two, valedictorian at one of the best high schools in America, a top student at Harvard University, and no one, not Harry Easton, not my mother, not anyone, was ever going to push me around like that again.


  Okay. I was calm. It didn’t matter what Barrett had said to Harry, or what he hadn’t said. I was done thinking about that asshole.


  So, I was feeling much better when I went back out. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be going out with Barrett again. Simply because he’d bored me to tears. But I would be pleasant and try to enjoy myself for the rest of the night, anyway.


  “Sorry about that,” I said, taking my seat again.


  “Feeling all right?”


  “I am.”


  “Are you up to some music? There’s a local band I’ve heard good things about, it’s close by.”


  “Okay, that sounds good.”


  Barrett was gentlemanly to a fault and helped me into my wrap as we went out. By the time we got to the door, his driver was pulling up. So we slid into the backseat and rode the few blocks to The Lansdowne.


  “Have you been here before?” he asked.


  “Yes, quite a lot,” I said. “Sometimes the music is hit and miss. They’ve booked some pretty bad bands here occasionally.”


  “Ah, you’re a music connoisseur.”


  “I’m a complete snob when it comes to music,” I said.


  “But not about other things, I hope.” He was smiling gently as he spoke, and he had a look in his eye that told me he was still hoping to score. I needed to wean him off that idea. Because it was not going to happen.


  Five minutes later we were inside, after he got us past the line by means of a sizable bribe to the doorman. And it became very clear, very quickly, that the booking agent at Lansdowne had picked the wrong band. The singer was off-key, the guitarist kept fumbling his chords, and the drummer was out of sync. I tolerated it through my first drink and three songs, when even Barrett was wincing.


  “Let’s go next door!” I said over the cacophony.


  He nodded, and I led him to the opening that led into Bill’s Bar & Lounge, which joined The Lansdowne on the inside. Bill’s was a tighter space, with a younger, more alternative crowd, and friendly to punk bands, among others. We slowly made our way through the crowd, scanning for a table, when I saw a familiar face over someone’s shoulder.


  I should have thought first, but I didn’t. I called out his name, because I was happy to see him. “Crank!”


  The guy in front of Crank shifted a little, and Barrett squeezed in next to me.


  Crank was standing there, a stupid smile on his face. A girl, who looked about four feet tall if it wasn’t for her slutty heels, was wrapped around him, a hand jammed into his pocket. She was showing more skin than clothes. Oh, dear God, why did I say anything?


  “Julia,” he said, his eyes widening. Both of the guys standing with them turned their heads so suddenly I’m surprised they didn’t hurt themselves. The darker skinned one, who I recognized immediately as Morbid Obesity’s drummer, said, “Julia?” loud enough that I could just barely hear it.


  Barrett wrapped his arm around my waist in a way that was way too possessive for a first date.


  I stood there awkwardly for a second and then the short redheaded whore said, “Who’s your friend, Crank?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said, rushing words into the awkward space. “Barrett, this is Crank Wilson. Crank, this is Barrett … um … Barrett …”


  Oh, God. I’d forgotten his last name? I squeezed my eyes shut in embarrassment.


  “Barrett Randall,” he said, and I could hear his teeth were clenched as he spoke.


  “This is Mark and Pathin,” Crank said. “Mark, Pathin, meet Julia.”


  Mark I’d met in Washington, very briefly.


  Pathin held his hand out. “You must be the infamous Julia. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Anyone who can get Crank writing songs like that, I like.”


  I took his hand, stunned by his words. What had Crank told them? “It’s nice to meet you,” I said.


  The girl said, “Crank, aren’t you going to introduce me?”


  Crank looked mystified. “I hadn’t planned to,” he said.


  Her mouth opened wide. She yanked her hand out of his pocket and shouted, “I was right. You are such a prick!”


  She turned and tottered off. That was a dick move. But at the same time? I was thrilled he’d blown the girl off. Something was seriously wrong with me. Just a moment ago, I’d thought of her with the term whore. What the hell? I never, ever used that word. I’d had it thrown at me too often, too casually, to ever say it or even think it of another woman. But something in me snatched that word right out of the recesses of my mind. I felt ashamed of myself. Where did that come from? It was only a week ago I’d invited him to come back to my parents’ condo in Bethesda. Who was I to judge that girl?


  A nagging voice in the back of my head told me I was already getting too wrapped up in this guy. I needed some breathing room, right now. Starting with the arm Barrett had clamped around my waist. I reached down with my right hand and peeled him off of me.


  “Having a good date?” Crank asked. His jaw worked when he asked the question, and his eyes were intense. Angry. I don’t know what right he thought he had to be angry with me. It’s not like he hadn’t been standing with that girl, who was about to give him a blow job right here in the bar.


  “Yes, and you? I didn’t realize you had a date tonight,” I replied, with more than an edge in my tone. He’d asked me out tonight. To play piano. But he hadn’t wasted any time finding some girl to hang out with instead. I had absolutely no reason to feel this way. He wasn’t mine. We weren’t together. We weren’t anything. I didn’t want to be anything. But I was pissed, anyway.


  Mark helpfully said, “That’s no date. That’s Alicia, the walking disaster. You just saved us from another horrible scene in the morning.”


  Another horrible scene in the morning? I looked at Crank, a little incredulous. Jesus, he was such an ass. I don’t know what I was thinking or feeling, but I knew I was being inexcusably rude to Barrett. So I opened my mouth and said the first thing that came to my brain—never a smart idea and definitely not in this case, because the words that came out were, “Oh, I’m sure he’ll find some other girl to score with. Right, Crank?”


  Mark and Pathin both winced, and Crank’s eyes narrowed in anger.


  “Gotta go, guys. Nice to see you,” I said. I grabbed Barrett’s arm. “Let’s go?”


  “Certainly,” he said. He nodded to Crank and the guys and turned to walk away.


  Crank reached out and touched my arm. “Julia? Can I have just a minute?”


  I froze. Barrett looked very annoyed. Frustrated and annoyed. But you know what? He didn’t own me, and I didn’t ask him to go spend all that money on dinner. He could just cool his heels for a couple minutes.


  “Sure. Barrett? I’ll be just a second.”


  So, I followed Crank away from the other three, about twenty feet down the bar, where we squeezed in between two columns near the wall.


  “Why are you angry with me?” he asked.


  “I’m not angry with you,” I said, clenching my teeth. “Why would I be angry?”


  “I don’t know. But you’re sure acting like it,” he replied.


  “You were giving me some pretty nasty looks back there, too.”


  He looked up, his eyes darting to Barrett, then back to me, down to my lips, then back to my eyes. He held them, his face tense, then his eyes dropped back down to my lips.


  For a second, I thought he was going to kiss me.


  “Sorry,” he said. “I don’t have any reason to be … anything.”


  I took a deep breath. “What are we doing?”


  “You look wicked hot in that dress. Good enough to eat.”


  I gasped and looked up at his eyes. Dreamy eyes. Eyes that could drive me out of control in a second. Quieter now, my voice unsure, I said, “What do you want from me, Crank?”


  He gritted his teeth, and I saw his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. “I want to know what you look like with that dress off. I want to take you home with me and tear it off and make love to you until you scream.”


  He smirked a little. Like he was making fun of me. Then said, “I want to make music together.”


  I was hyperventilating. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. Did he really just say that? My lips parted, but I didn’t—couldn’t—say anything.


  His eyes traced along my lips, and I bit my lower lip, because I was on the verge of doing something crazy.


  “What are you afraid of?” he asked.


  “Losing control,” I replied.


  “Sometimes losing control can be wicked awesome,” he said.


  “And sometimes it’s a disaster. Sometimes it can take your whole life and rip it to pieces. I should go. My date …”


  “Screw him.”


  “That wasn’t on the agenda for tonight.”


  He gave me a wicked grin. “I’m glad.”


  “I don’t want to be one of your conquests. I don’t want to be another fucking girl getting screwed—someone your bandmates say was a horrible scene the next morning.”


  “I like it when you say ‘fucking.’”


  I closed my eyes. “You’re impossible.”


  “That’s why you love me.”


  “I do not love you. I don’t even like you.”


  “You will,” he said, his voice low and luscious. I could feel the vibration of that voice from my ears all the way down to my feet.


  “Maybe,” I whispered. “But not tonight.” So I backed away a foot or two, then turned, and stumbled back through the crowd until I found Barrett. I plastered a fake smile on my face. “Sorry about that. We should go.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  


  I was trouble (Crank)


  It was close to two in the afternoon before I got clear of work, drove home and showered, then headed out for Dad’s. I was in my new car, an ’85 Toyota that ran surprisingly well.


  Another of Julia’s hidden talents. When I got the final quote for repairing the car, I almost had a heart attack. Five thousand dollars to repair a car I’d paid a thousand for? No chance of that happening. She didn’t want to get the insurance company involved, or her parents, I suspect. She met me on Wednesday afternoon after her classes were out, and we went car shopping. Which made me wonder just what kind of world she came from, that she could drop a thousand dollars on a car without her parents noticing.


  The first one I liked, she’d vetoed, pointing out coolant on the oil dipstick. “Means the head gasket is cracked,” she said, matter-of-factly. The second car met a similar fate: rusted and bent frame. It had been in an accident at some point and repaired.


  We finally found a car being sold by an old widow in Malden. Damn near perfect condition, despite being twenty years old. While I stood there, open mouthed, she negotiated the woman down from twelve hundred to an even thousand, and I drove out of there the happy owner of a much better car than I’d started out with.


  We stopped at a coffee shop on the edge of Somerville, briefly. “Where did you learn so much about cars?” I asked. I was flabbergasted. She was a diplomat’s kid … not the person you’d expect to know about engines.


  “My bodyguard in middle school was a car enthusiast. He used to keep a couple hotrods in the embassy garage in Brussels.”


  Her bodyguard in middle school. Yes, she really said that.


  “So … he taught you about cars?”


  She shrugged, a rare open smile on her face. “His name was Corporal Lewis … he was in the Marines. And I was a very lonely kid, so he let me tag along whenever he was working on the cars.”


  “So, you like, know how to change your own oil?”


  Her mouth quirked up on the left side, the same peculiar little smile she’d used the other day when she called me Dougal. “I could rebuild an engine with the right tools.”


  That was wicked hot.


  We didn’t discuss my declaration of lust last weekend, nor her date. Though I was seriously dying, wanting to know what happened after she left. And not wanting to know. Because if that English prick touched her, I was going to kill him, and that wouldn’t be good at all.


  But she cut the coffee short, saying she had to get back and study for a big exam the next morning. I know that, in theory, you have to take lots of exams and stuff in college, but you want to know the truth? I think she was just dodging me.


  Whatever. I had awesome wheels, and I was full of crazy energy because I hadn’t gotten laid in like … three weeks? That’ll drive you insane. The result being, I was both energetic and crazy as all hell on the way to my dad’s on Saturday. And I’d verified by phone the night before that Julia was going to be there, which was going to make me crazier.


  I needed mental help. It was starting to get cold out, like twenty degrees, so I rolled down my power windows to cool off, lit a cigarette, and cranked up Nine Inch Nails’ “Closer” on the stereo and sang along at the top of my lungs.


  Okay. Time to get serious and figure out just what the hell was going on in my head.


  Fact: As a rule, an often stated and confirmed rule, I don’t chase girls. They chase me.


  Fact: I don’t get involved. You want a quick lay, well, I’m your guy. But only for the night.


  Fact: I’ve got a brother to watch out for, a band to drive forward to success, a job flipping burgers, and I don’t have time to get emotionally tied up in some girl.


  Fact: Six nights running, I’d dreamed about Julia, and that hot retro dress she wore Saturday night for her date.


  Her date with some British guy in an expensive suit.


  Oh, shit.


  Next thing you know, I was going to be turning off the punk, listening to frickin’ Barry Manilow and the Carpenters and Aaron Neville. I’d cry my heart out at sob-story movies and send her chocolates and roses and tiny pearl earrings. I was so screwed. Because no matter how much I tried to think about Alicia or Candy or … whatever that girl’s name was with the leopard pumps … all I could think about was Julia.


  This was not healthy, for a number of reasons.


  Number one: refer back to the facts above.


  Number two: she’d made it very clear that she wasn’t interested in me. She was up for me being her tool for one night but only until the sun came up.


  And for some reason, with her, that wasn’t good enough. I wanted more.


  She had, however, left a tiny little door open the other night. Maybe, she said. But not tonight. What the hell did that mean?


  I wasn’t looking forward to her being there for Sean’s birthday party. But other than me, the next youngest person who was coming would be like fifty. So having her there meant a lot to him. And to be honest: I’d do anything for Sean. Even stomach the first girl since middle school that I wanted, but who didn’t want me back.


  Needless to say, I was in just a wonderful mood when I drove up to my dad’s house. Looked like I was the first person there, at least. My mother would be there later, of course. I didn’t see her often, didn’t talk to her often, and that was just as well, because those conversations rarely went well. I’d be on my best behavior today, for Sean. Tony D’Amato, my dad’s partner would be there, and Mrs. Doyle, who always got wicked flustered when I flirted with her, which I did incessantly because it annoyed my dad, amused me, and made her happy. And Julia.


  Not much of a party, but Sean didn’t have friends.


  I got out of the car, crushed my cigarette, and headed up the back steps, backpack slung over my shoulder.


  When I walked in, things looked normal. Sean was sitting on the couch, curled up with a comic. I walked over to him and leaned over, kissing him on the top of his head. “Hey, bud. You doing all right? Happy birthday.”


  He ignored me, which I pretty much expected. I started to walk to the kitchen, and Sean said to my back, “Did you bring Julia?”


  I looked over my shoulder. Sean was still looking down at his magazine. “She’s coming separately. But she said she’d be here.”


  He didn’t answer. It worried me that he’d become attached to her so quickly. Sean didn’t need that kind of letdown.


  I headed on into the kitchen. Dad was in there, wearing his “World’s Best Mom” apron, just taking the cake out of the oven. Gluten-free, corn-free, dairy-free, because Sean was on a special diet. But, believe it or not, it would be pretty good. We’d all learned over the years to work around some things, and making food out of ingredients like tapioca and rice flour had become par for the course.


  “Hey, Dad.”


  “About time you showed up, punk.”


  “Good to see you, too,” I replied, zipping open my backpack. Inside, I had two gifts for Sean, both of them newly released video games. “Cake looks good.”


  He grumbled, setting it on the counter to cool. “Your mother will be here shortly. I want you on your best behavior.”


  I took a deep breath. “I promise, Dad,” I said in a low voice. “Sean doesn’t need any arguments.”


  “I don’t either,” he said equally quiet. Sean had uncanny hearing and would bring up conversations he hadn’t been in the room for, sometimes days later. “I’ve had it up to here with all of that. I wish you’d learn to …”


  “To what, Dad? To forgive my mom walking out? Leaving you alone struggling with Sean?”


  “Why not? You left at about the same time, kid.”


  “I couldn’t take it any more,” I said.


  He just stared at me. Which sucked, because about that, he was right. I was in trouble all the time back then. Drinking, partying, sex, drugs. Got picked up by the cops repeatedly, which is pretty embarrassing for your dad when he’s one of them.


  I looked down at the table and clenched my fist. “I’ve done a lot of growing up since then, Dad.”


  “I know you have, Dougal.”


  “Why don’t we change the subject to something more cheerful?”


  “What do you have in mind?” he said. “Funerals?”


  “War?” I asked.


  “Poverty,” he replied.


  “The Simpsons,” I said.


  He cracked a smile, and I grinned back. My dad and I didn’t always see eye to eye. But he was my hero, all the same.


  I heard a knock on the back door.


  “I got it,” I said.


  I stood up, and just as I did so, the back door opened, and I heard Tony’s booming voice, “Where’s the birthday boy?”


  My dad shouted, “Oh, Christ, who the hell let a dago in my house?”


  Tony shouted back, as he thumped his way down the hall, “Some drunken mick invited me over.”


  A moment later, Tony entered the kitchen. Tall, with salt and pepper hair, he and my dad had been partners for nearly ten years. During the worst of the storms in my teenage years, there’s been more than one time when Tony had provided a refuge for me, letting me crash on the couch in his tiny one bedroom apartment off Broadway. Tony and my dad threw ethnic and other insults at each other like bombs, but they loved each other, no question of that.


  “Where’s the beer?” Tony asked when he entered the kitchen.


  “What, you didn’t bring any?” my dad said. “Christ, Italians are so cheap.”


  Tony chuckled. “I was coming to an Irish household, why the hell would I need to bring alcohol?”


  I groaned, and my dad cracked up.


  “What are you up to, Crank? Still up to no good?”


  I shrugged. “Keeping busy with the band. Trying to stay out of trouble.”


  “Yeah, I’ll believe that when you get a brain transplant,” he responded.


  I grinned, and then my dad had to chime in, “Dougal’s girlfriend is coming over for the party.”


  “Dad,” I said. “She’s not my girlfriend.”


  “Holy Moses, you got yourself a girlfriend?” Tony asked. “How did that happen?”


  “She’s not my girlfriend.”


  “Then why is she coming to your brother’s birthday party?” my dad asked. He grinned.


  “Because you asked her to come?”


  “Eghhh, only because you wouldn’t.”


  I shook my head. It was going to be a very long afternoon. Tony went rummaging in the fridge for a beer, so I said, “Toss me one, Tony?”


  He did, and I sat back in my seat at the table. “What time’s Mom getting here?”


  “Soon,” Dad said.


  I nodded.


  Let me clarify one thing. Yeah, I’ve got way too much hostility toward my mom. It’s not that she was a bad mom. In fact, in some ways I’d say the opposite. She gave me my love of music and started teaching me piano years before I was able to reach the pedals. I’ve got a lot of good memories—of going with her to the park when I was a little kid, of her taking me to the museum, having picnics at the park, going out to Revere Beach. I was probably ten or so when Mom and Dad realized there was a problem with Sean, and the rounds of doctor visits started. Two, sometimes three times a week by the time he was six. Speech therapy, physical therapists, vision therapists, allergists. When he was six, we spent all night in the waiting room at Brigham and Women’s while he was going through a sleep study to determine if he had sleep apnea.


  My mom started to fade. That’s the only term I can use. Her temper became shorter over time; she’d lose it over the smallest things. If I left a sock on the floor, that was worth a ten-minute lecture. What kind of example are you setting for your brother? What will your father think? Why can’t you be more responsible?


  By the time I was thirteen, my daily existence was trying to stay the hell out of her way. Her face was set in a permanent frown, she was stressed to the hilt, and the mother who had taken me to Revere Beach, the mother who had laughed with me while making cupcakes as a little kid—she had all but disappeared. And it only got worse. I went from being trouble to being invisible. Everything was tied up in Sean: the endless round of doctor visits, therapies and interventions stole both of my parents.


  My eighth grade year I got the lead role in the musical, and my parents didn’t show. Sean had a meltdown, and they were tied up dealing with that. I remember standing backstage, peeking through the crack in the curtains, searching and searching for my mom and dad, wondering where they were, wondering why they weren’t there, dreading finding out that my brother had somehow caused them to not be there.


  Yeah. I’m not proud of myself. When I think about how I reacted to all that…to be honest, it makes me ashamed. But I was a frickin’ kid and didn’t know any better. When the second act started and my parents still hadn’t shown, I got in my position on the stage. I looked out at the crowd, with too long a pause after my cue. Backstage, they thought I’d forgotten my line and stage-whispered it to me, urgently, as if that would help. But I hadn’t forgotten. I’d forgotten nothing at all. I thought of my parents, both of them, somewhere else, missing the most important thing that had ever happened to me, and I called out in a clear, loud voice, projecting all the way to the back of the auditorium, the title of a Gangsta Rap song I’d been listening to constantly for weeks.


  “Fuck the police!”


  There were shocked titters in the audience. I saw the horrified faces of parents and laughter from the kids. I grinned and opened my mouth, about to say something else equally offensive, when they dropped the curtain. Thus ended my dramatic career.


  Let me tell you, that got my parents’ attention, very effectively. And I learned another very important fact from that experience. Girls think it’s hot when you break the rules. I was grounded for a month, but it was worth it, because I lost my virginity in the art supply closet three days later with Hannah O’Reilly, a hot little redheaded number who thought my performance was worthy of an Oscar.


  So, anyway. After that, I was trouble. And the more trouble I was, the more girls were hanging around. I didn’t understand it, but I sure as hell took advantage. But the one thing I counted on, the one thing that was a constant in my life, even as my trouble got worse and worse, was my mother. I counted on her being there. I counted on her loving me. I counted on her presence. My dad and I were at war—especially by the time I turned sixteen. We fought, we yelled. He would scream at me to get myself under control. I’d push and provoke and pull until he had no patience left. But my mother always calmed us down, always got things back under control, even while she struggled with trying to help Sean.


  But then one day, not long after my sixteenth birthday, she was just … gone. And I didn’t see her again until I was almost twenty years old.


  Sometimes, deep down, I know that her leaving? It was my fault. Like I said to Dad, I’ve done a fair amount of growing up since then.


  That’s why, even though I’d been refusing to call her, I smiled at my mom and gave her a hug when she arrived at the front door.


  “I’ve missed you,” she said. “You look so … larger than life now.”


  I told I’d missed her, which wasn’t true. I didn’t say a word about her appearance. She looked much more together than the last time I’d seen her, but my mom still looks a good fifteen or twenty years older than Dad does, which doesn’t make a lot of sense, because he’s a lot older than her. Her hair went grey years ago, and she has deep creases around her mouth and forehead. I don’t think I can remember the last time I saw her smile.


  “Hello, Sean,” she said. He was on the couch, still reading his book, and didn’t look up and acknowledge her.


  I was used to this. Sean just didn’t engage people the way the rest of us do. But my mother’s face fell, and I could tell she was hurt and disappointed. I hoped he’d say something to her before the night was over.


  I was still standing there, awkwardly, with my mother, when Julia walked up to the front door. She wore a knee-length black coat and scarf, with gleaming black boots with heels that looked none too safe. Her hair was done up in some kind of fancy braided up-do thing, and the only spot of color on her was a bright pink scarf. I took a deep breath as she approached. Her cheeks were slightly red from the cold, and the color inevitably led to speculation of what she’d look like in bed. I wanted to know, very badly.


  She didn’t meet my eyes, which was a shame, because I really wanted to get a closer look.


  “Hey,” she said, a little breathlessly.


  “Mom? This is my friend Julia.”


  Julia’s eyes widened a little, and my mom turned to her and said, “Well, hello, Julia. I’m Margot.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Just Like Always (Julia)


  “So where are you from?” Margot asked as Crank closed the door behind us. The usual awkward question, which I never have a prepared answer for, though I should, since I’ve been asked a thousand and one times. One strategy, which I used this time while pulling off my coat, was to intentionally misunderstand.


  “Oh, I live in Cambridge, I’m a student.”


  Crank reached to take my coat and I said, “Wait—” and reached in the huge side pocket and took out my gift for Sean, then passed it to him. “Thanks,” I said, as he took both his mother’s coat and mine and hung them up. Weird. You don’t expect punk rockers to be so polite.


  Margot stopped near the couch, looking at Sean, and the look of sadness and longing on her face was indescribable. But she didn’t say anything.


  My heart nearly shattered for her when Sean said, “Hey, Julia.”


  I didn’t know why Sean and Crank hated their mother, but what had just happened was heartbreaking. I wanted to start crying, but instead, I mumbled, “Hey.”


  Margot and I followed Crank into the kitchen, and there I saw what was probably the strangest scene I’ve ever seen between a separated couple. Because Jack turned around, and his eyes lit up when he saw Margot. The two of them stepped close, a little hesitantly, and then embraced in a long, uxorious hug. His arms wrapped around her waist, tight, while hers went around his shoulders. She rested her head in the crook of his neck, and I saw her shoulders lower slightly as she let out a long, quiet sigh.


  A tall man with salt and pepper hair was sitting at the kitchen table. When we walked in, he stood, smiling hesitantly, then when Jack and Margot finally stepped back from each other, he said, “Margot, it’s good to see you.” Then he turned toward me. “And you must be Dougal’s girlfriend.”


  Crank muttered something, probably seriously obnoxious, and I said in as sweet a tone as I could muster, “Actually, we’re barely even friends. I’m Julia.” I held out a hand to shake.


  Jack burst into laughter, and the other guy chuckled and took my hand. “I’m Tony, the token Italian in this nuthouse. And please don’t take offense, but I’m single, and you’re just about the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. If you and Dougal aren’t a thing, well …”


  “Tony D’Amato!” Margot said in a scolding voice. “She’s young enough to be your daughter!”


  Tony grinned, and I tried to stifle the furious blush I could feel running down my face.


  “A man can still wish, even if he’s all old and broken down!”


  I didn’t know how to react to any of this, especially since the object of the party—Sean—was sitting alone in the other room. For just a second, I felt intense embarrassment at Tony’s comments. Then I let that pass. He was teasing. Much like Jack, he’d instantly accepted me here. And that made me suddenly feel a prick of tears in my eyes. I blinked them back.


  “Beer?” Tony asked me.


  “Yes, please,” I replied.


  Jack shook his head and said to Margot, “You see what happens when you let Italians in the house? They start going through your things and giving them away.”


  Margot giggled, and in that moment, she looked fifteen years younger. She had stepped away from Jack but kept a hand on his shoulder. Tony handed her a beer without even asking.


  “Few more minutes,” Jack said. “I told Sean I’d cook him whatever he wanted tonight. No food restrictions. No nothing. What does he do? Asks for pizza. Delivered.”


  “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Margot asked.


  Jack shrugged. “It’s the kid’s seventeenth birthday. Let him eat what he wants.”


  She nodded, the pensive expression returning to her face. We were crowded there in the kitchen, so I slipped around the table and sat next to Tony. “Since you made such a gentlemanly offer, the least I can do is keep you company,” I said. Then I fluttered my eyelashes at him outrageously.


  He nearly spit up his beer laughing, then cried out, “Jack, help me! This one’s beating me at my own game.”


  I grinned at him. “So, I’m trying to keep everyone straight. Tony, right? Friend of the family? Relative?”


  “God forbid I’d be related to any of these drunken micks,” he said. “I just come here for the free beer.”


  “Ah, shut up!” Jack said.


  Tony ignored him. “Jack and I have been partners on the force for what, ten years now?”


  “It’s been like a life sentence,” Jack replied, his tone sounding weary.


  Tony laughed. “Originally I says to the Captain, ‘Don’t make me partner with that guy, he’ll run off and get drunk right in the middle of a high speed chase,’ but then I met Margot, and she was so easy on the eyes, I figured I could survive Jack if I got to see her every once in a while. Plus, if Whitey’s mafia ever offed him, I’d be able to run off with her into the sunset.”


  Margot smiled, her eyes straying back to Jack. “You two are so bad.”


  Crank didn’t say a word, just leaned against a wall while slowly nursing a beer. And something just … didn’t add up. It was plainly obvious, from the way they touched each other, the way they looked at each other, the way they talked to each other, that Margot and Jack still loved each other passionately.


  Why the hell were they separated then?


  It didn’t make any sense at all.


  The doorbell rang.


  “Ah, that’ll be our last guest, Mrs. Doyle.”


  “I’ll get it,” Crank said. He stepped out of sight, and a few moments later returned with Mrs. Doyle in tow. She said hello to everyone, and that’s when Jack announced it was time to move into the living room. We got up, and everybody moved into the living room, just as the pizza arrived.


  Honestly, it was a fun little party. Everybody laughed and joked. Even Sean joined in, awkwardly telling a story from the manga he was reading, which convinced me I’d made a good choice in gifts.


  Every once in a while, I’d look over at Jack and Margot, fascinated. They were in their early fifties, I guess, but from the way they kept touching each other, you’d think they were teenagers. He kept a hand on her knee, and sometimes she’d reach up and touch his hair or his shoulder. They stayed close, very close. I couldn’t help but draw a comparison to my own parents, who were distant, sat at opposite ends of the table, and rarely touched or even smiled at each other.


  In some ways, the party reminded me of my own seventeenth birthday. The last time I had one with my family before everything completely fell apart. My birthday falls three days after Christmas, which used to make December the best month of the year, and now makes it the worst. But my seventeenth? It wasn’t bad.


  For one thing, school was out. Lana, my best friend, came over, and we spent Friday night watching bootleg first run movies from the States, eating chocolate, and laughing. Lana’s parents were Australian diplomats, and we used to spend a lot of time joking with each other about the differences in our countries, in the way we talked. Not so different from Jack and Tony, though somehow I couldn’t imagine them stabbing each other in the back and ruining each other’s lives.


  I shivered. It took me a long time to reconstruct my life, secretly, after what Harry did to me. Lana had been there. She knew how hard it was. She knew how delicate it was. And when the time came, it seemed like nothing at all for her to sweep the rug out from under me and bring my life crashing back down again.


  I struggled to bring myself mentally back to the present. I didn’t think anyone really noticed, until I saw Crank looking at me strangely. I spread my arms and raised my eyebrows as if to say, “What?” and he looked away.


  The one elephant in the room that no one mentioned was Sean’s reaction to his mother. Or rather, lack of reaction. Through the night so far, he’d not responded to her at all. Not one word. And I could see it was slowly killing her inside. Even when she smiled or laughed, I could see the sadness in her eyes. Profound sadness.


  Finally we got to the gifts. Crank had gotten him a couple of video games, and his dad bought him more comics. Tony and Mrs. Doyle both brought accessories for electronics kits. From the way he set them aside, I got the feeling that was an interest that had passed its time. His eyes opened wide when he opened my gift: a figurine of a character in the manga I’d seen him reading.


  “Is that Rei Ayanami?” he asked.


  Jack and Margot both looked puzzled.


  “Yes,” I answered.


  “Why her?” he asked.


  “Um … well … because she’s a little different and isolated. But also a hero. And even though she starts out very isolated, she comes out of her shell. Which is something I’m trying to learn how to do.”


  He put the figurine in his pocket and looked relatively close to me, like somewhere over my shoulder, and said, in a very formal tone of voice, “Thank you very much.”


  I swallowed and took a deep breath. Somehow that moment meant a lot to me. And that’s when I realized that everyone in the room was staring at me. Crank, in particular, gave me such an intense look it made me shiver. I couldn’t tell if it was love or hate, but whatever it was, it was scary.


  Jack passed over a small box. “And this is from your mother.”


  Sean reached out and took it in his hand and slowly weighed it. Then, without a word, he set it to the side. Without unwrapping it.


  “Sean,” Jack said.


  “I don’t want it.”


  Margot looked as if she’d been punched in the gut. She said, “It’s all right …” but you could tell from her face that it wasn’t. It wasn’t all right at all, and my heart was breaking for her. I just wish I understood what was going on, what had happened to cause this deep rift between her and her children.


  “It’s not all right,” Jack blurted out. “Sean, open your mother’s present.”


  “No, really, Jack,” Margot said, putting a hand on his shoulder.


  “Sean,” Jack said in a firm, almost threatening voice. He was turned halfway toward Sean, almost shielding Margot from her own son. Protective, and fierce, and very angry. My stomach twisted.


  Sean looked up and off to the side. “She’s just leaving again. I do not want her present.”


  A tear ran down Margot’s face, and then another, and then she started shaking.


  The rest of us were a frozen tableau, no one knowing how to react, when Jack stood up and walked toward Sean. “Sean, open your mother’s present. She came all this way to bring you a gift, and you’re hurting her feelings.”


  Sean stood up and faced his father and with hands clenched into fists at his side, he shouted, “Good! I hope I hurt them! I did not ask her to come here today! Why did you have to bring her here and ruin my birthday?”


  Mrs. Doyle shook her head and put a hand on Margot’s trembling shoulder, and Jack shouted, “Go to your room, Sean!”


  “Good!” Sean shouted. “Now it’s just like always!” And he reached down and picked up the gift, and threw it, hard, at the front window. Whatever was in the gift was hard, but the wrapping softened the blow a little bit. It hit the window with a loud whack, but the window didn’t crack.


  Jack surged forward, and Crank jumped up, physically putting himself in between them. “Dad, calm down,” he shouted.


  Sean’s face was marked with rage, eyebrows drawn down low and pushed together, and he moved toward his father. “What, were you going to attack me?”


  “Sean!” Crank shouted, putting his other hand against Sean’s chest to hold him back. “Chill out. Everybody chill out!”


  The room went silent, except for Margot’s tortuous, stifled sobs. Sean stalked off and then broke into a run in the hallway, his sneakers thumping on the stairs on his way up.


  Jack deflated, exhaling suddenly. With sinking shoulders, he said, “Oh, shit. I’m sorry, Margot. I’m so sorry.”


  Nobody was paying the slightest bit of attention to me. So I quietly got to my feet, stepped out of the room, and tiptoed upstairs.


  


  


  


  


  Don’t Get in the Way (Crank)


  As always after a blowup with Sean, my heart was pounding, and my stomach was twisted in knots. For the first time in a very long time, I felt a huge wave of sympathy for my mother. Seeing her like this now—broken, silently weeping—brought back memories I’d have just as soon not remembered.


  My mother, sitting there at the same couch with my father’s arms wrapped around her, wailing, “I just want to die! Please let me die!”


  I squeezed my eyes to shut out the memory, but it wouldn’t go. That was five or so years ago, right before she left, right before I left.


  Jack put his arms around her. He spoke gently, “Let’s go sit in the kitchen, get you some coffee or something.”


  She nodded, and Tony put a hand on her shoulder in sympathy. Mrs. Doyle got up to go, and I walked her to the door, and said, very quietly, “I’m sorry about that blowup, Mrs. Doyle.”


  She looked at me with level eyes. Sad eyes. “You just take care of your mom and your brother, young man. You’ve all been through a lot, but it will get better.”


  I wish I had her confidence. Sometimes I worried so much about Sean and his blowups. I’d been a bad kid, sure. But I never got so angry that I confronted Dad like that, except once, and he’d clocked me right in the face when it happened. Now, with Sean, it happened weekly around here and was getting worse. That was one of the reasons I was at the house so much. To give them some space from each other, to be a buffer.


  My mom and dad and Tony moved into the kitchen, and that’s when I realized … Julia had gone missing.


  I checked out the back door, but she wasn’t there, and the ground floor bathroom was open. So I quietly went up the stairs.


  Sean’s door was cracked, light streaming across the floor in the hallway. As I approached, I could hear him pacing back and forth, which he always did when he was pent up with energy. He was talking, a slightly disjointed and toneless monologue which occasionally broke into angry tones.


  “Why should I accept her gift? Or have her in the house? She left when I was twelve. She is not part of my life. She did not want to be part of my life. Why should she be part of my life now, when it is convenient for her?”


  Julia was in there. She said something, but it was quiet. I couldn’t really hear, so I moved closer. As I did so, I saw her. She was sitting on the floor next to his bed, knees drawn up to her chest, arms wrapped around her legs. He was pacing in circles.


  “I know,” he responded to whatever she said.


  He stopped pacing, suddenly, and asked, “Why don’t you get along with your mother?”


  I held my breath. She must have said something to him before I came up here.


  She took a deep breath and replied, “A few things, I guess. You know we lived in China most of my high school years? My parents … they went through a rough time for a while, especially the first two years. And I … I went through the worst experience in my life, and needed help, and didn’t get it from her. Later on, when things got really bad after we came back to the States, it was like she judged me, you know? She didn’t take the time to find out my side of the story, or listen, or be … a mom. Instead it was all about controlling me and sometimes saying things that made me feel bad about myself. Really bad. All the while, I was protecting her.”


  Sean started pacing again. This was his way of working out his energy, but sometimes it had the opposite effect, winding him up even more. I wasn’t sure what was happening here, because this was as real a conversation as I’d ever heard him have. He never talked about this stuff with us, that was for sure.


  “My mom used to cry at night,” he said. “All the time. I could hear her down the hall, and sometimes when she was crying, it was about me. Like I was a broken toy, and she wanted to return me to the store. Or get me fixed. Every day it was another doctor, and she would tell them all about what was wrong with me.”


  She looked up at him, her hair falling away from her face. “That must have been really hard.”


  “I want … I—” He couldn’t continue the sentence.


  “You want your mother to love you the way you are?”


  “Yes!” he cried out. And the damnedest thing was, I could hear the sadness, the emotion in his voice. My brother, who was always, always monotone, unless he was angry. “Why won’t she just accept me for who I am?”


  He stopped pacing suddenly and slumped down to the floor next to her.


  She answered, “Sometimes … I think parents work so hard to keep us from making their mistakes, they won’t allow us to make our own. I mean … your mother loves you and wants the best for you. Anyone can see that. But she doesn’t know how to say it, except … to push.”


  “Can you really see it? I don’t.”


  “Watch her expression.”


  “I don’t … I don’t read expressions very well. They tried to teach me. My mother used to take me to social skills classes and teachers. They’d show me pictures with little round stick figure faces, and I had to say what the expression was. This person is happy. This person is sad. But those were not real people. I look at real people, and I’ve got no idea what they think. What do you see?”


  She turned to him, her expression somber. “I think your mother may be the saddest person I’ve ever seen.”


  He stared at the floor, and I could see the anger in his posture—his shoulders were hunched and his hands bunched into fists. “Because of me.”


  “No, I don’t think so,” Julia replied. “There’s something else there. Yeah, tonight made her sad … it broke her heart. But, there’s something else, and I don’t know what it is.”


  “You understand people,” he said.


  “Yes and no,” she said and then sighed. “I’ve been … we used to move all the time. Every three years, off to another country, another school, another life. And as the years went by, I got more and more isolated; it was harder and harder to make friends. I had to learn to read people pretty quickly. But when I started high school, I thought that was over.”


  “What happened?” he asked.


  She closed her eyes and leaned her head against her knees. Then she said, “You have to promise not to tell anyone what I say. None of it. Especially Crank.”


  He blinked. Sean didn’t make promises easily, because he knew how painful it was to have them broken. He thought about it, then said, “I promise.”


  She looked up and smiled weakly, but it wasn’t a real smile, because a couple of tears were running down her face. “I don’t talk about this much. But when I was fourteen, we moved to China. I went to this fantastic school there, where all the diplomatic kids from England and Australia and the US went. And I met this boy. He was a lot older than me. He was a senior, and I was a freshman.”


  She shuddered. “I thought I was in love with him. I was stupid, and inexperienced, and terribly vulnerable. And he took advantage of all my weaknesses.”


  Sean’s forehead compressed into angry ridges. “Did he rape you?”


  She shook her head. “Not really. I didn’t say no. I didn’t … I didn’t do anything. He kept saying if I loved him, I should want to make him happy. And that went on for a while, but I wasn’t ready. Not in any way. It was like he … like he dominated everything I did. He’d get mad if I talked to other boys in class, and one time he squeezed my arm so hard it left bruises. I was afraid of him. And then … I got pregnant.”


  Sean was openmouthed. And I knew I should walk away, I should not be listening to this conversation, especially after she’d made him promise not to tell me about it. But I’m ashamed to say I stayed. I wanted to know about her. I wanted to know everything about her.


  “So, right before Christmas, he took me … somewhere in Beijing. It’s a huge city. Unbelievably huge. I was lost. There was a doctor there, and no one spoke English. I didn’t even fully understand what was going on. So while I was in the exam room, having my insides scraped out by some doctor, he left.”


  She looked bleak as she spoke the words. I didn’t know what to think, except that if I ever saw the bastard who did that to her, I’d kill him. But she kept talking, and it just got worse.


  “I finally got out of there … it was late afternoon and snowing. And I didn’t speak much more Chinese than ‘Where’s the bathroom?’ No one in that part of the city spoke English. I was lost and terrified and bleeding and … it was a nightmare.”


  “What happened?” Sean asked.


  She shrugged. “I finally found my way home. It was almost midnight, and my parents grounded me. And I tried to put my life back together. But my senior year, when I was in Bethesda, word got out.”


  Oh, God, I thought, closing my eyes.


  “How?” Sean asked.


  I opened my eyes. She smiled bitterly. “My best friend and I got into a fight right before I left China. And she emailed the story to everyone at our school, but twisted it. She had a picture. I don’t know where she got it. But it was me, and I was drunk … and … anyway. One thing led to another, and the story got out with the students at my new school.”


  “Were they mean?”


  She nodded. Her eyes were watery, bloodshot. “Yes. I know some people have worse problems, and it seems trivial. But I would walk down the halls, and hear them whisper, slut and whore, and worse. Every day. No one would talk to me. No one would even be civil. And my mother—you have to understand, we were supposed to be in Russia. It was supposed to be the crown of my father’s career, as Ambassador to Russia. But because of the rumors, one of the Senators blocked his appointment for two years. So my parents weren’t very understanding. I went home every night that year, locked myself in my room, and cried myself to sleep. I promised myself I’d never trust anyone again.”


  Damn, I thought, looking in. Her story was near enough to bringing me to tears, and a look in showed that Sean was crying. “Sometimes I feel like killing people who do stuff like that,” he said, his tone vicious. “They do the same stuff to me sometimes. Call me names. Push me around.”


  She put her right arm around his shoulder. Usually, when someone touches Sean, he moves away and quickly. He didn’t this time. “It gets better.”


  “How?” he asked, his voice full of grief.


  “Time,” she said. “Distance.”


  “But you said you’d never trust anyone again. Why did you tell me?”


  She gave him a sad smile. “Because you’re special. You’re just like me. So I know I can trust you.”


  He didn’t answer right away. It was like he was processing what she said, trying to make sense of it. To be honest, I was too.


  After a couple minutes of silence, the two of them just sitting together, he said, “Last year, on my birthday, my dad gave me Grandpa’s first police hat. And I wore it, all the time. The kids at school made fun of me. I know it was stupid. Nobody at school wears things like that. But I liked it. When I was little I wanted to be a cop, like my dad. But one day, they grabbed me and pulled me in the bathroom, and stuffed it down the toilet.”


  I could see his fists clenched as he told the story, and his face was screwed up: angry, eyes narrowed, eyebrows drawn down. He looked like he wanted to slam a fist through a wall.


  “What happened?” she asked.


  “I got suspended for a week because I fought back. That’s what always happens. They can push me around or hit me and get away with it, but if I do anything, I get punished. It’s not even just at school. When Dad’s National Guard unit was activated after September 11, I had to go live with Grandpa for a while. And he was just the same. I hate them.”


  Jesus. I knew it was bad for him. But I didn’t know it was that bad.


  She closed her eyes, wrapping her arms back around her knees again. “I’m so sorry that happened to you, Sean.”


  “Do you think I should apologize to my mom?”


  I held my breath. Sean hadn’t spoken to our mother in … well, pretty much as long as me. And I was starting to realize, maybe I wasn’t as innocent as I thought. I mean, I know kids, when their parents separate, always wonder if it was their fault.


  But I’ve got pretty good reason to suspect it was mine.


  After a few seconds, she answered him. “I think you should consider it. One of the things we have to learn to do in life is forgive people. And that’s hard. But when you forgive someone, it helps you as much as it does them. Probably more.”


  “Do you think she’ll forgive me?” he asked.


  “For what you said to her?”


  “No. For having Asperger’s.”


  She took in a sharp breath. Jesus, that poor screwed up kid. Why did he think he needed forgiveness for being who he was? She didn’t jump in with an off the cuff, immediate answer. She didn’t say some empty phrase to reassure him. Instead, she thought about it and said, “I don’t know your mom, Sean. But anyone can see she loves you. I think it’s a start.”


  “I’ll be down in a few minutes, then.”


  “Okay,” she said. “I’ll give you some time alone.”


  She leaned forward and rose from her sitting position. Then she stopped and turned toward him, knelt down, and kissed him on the top of his head.


  I should have walked away, instead of standing there, obviously eavesdropping. As she approached the door, I heard Sean say to her, “Julia, will you be my friend? Even if you and Crank don’t end up …” He trailed off, unable to articulate whatever it was he’d intended to say.


  She answered that immediately. “Sean … I can’t get involved with your brother. He’s … the one thing I have left in life is control. And I can’t give that up. But being your friend? I already am.”


  Then she stepped out into the hall and nearly walked into me.


  Immediately her face flashed fear. Not anger, which I expected. Rage, that I’d been eavesdropping, that I expected. Especially anger that I’d heard her secrets, that I’d heard her fear of loss of control. But instead, her eyes went wide when she saw me. It was definitely fear.


  “How much of that did you hear?” she whispered.


  “Too much,” I replied.


  She took a deep breath and looked me in the eye. She spoke quietly, but firmly. She was giving an order, her lips tight, her tone of voice demanding. “I don’t need to say anything about you and me. But your brother—I’m his friend. Don’t you dare get in the way of that.”


  And then she walked around me, back straight, her shoulders thrown back, and went down the stairs.


  I stood there for a few more seconds, watching her go. And I couldn’t do anything but admire her courage, her compassion. I wanted her. I wanted her so badly I was shaking. And for the first time since I was a preteen, standing up on a stage and shouting obscenities wasn’t going to get me what I wanted.


  I had no idea what to do.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  


  A little shaky (Julia)


  It was time for me to go. I’d butted my way into one too many family arguments already tonight, but something about Sean made me fiercely protective. He was a good kid—a nice kid who had been through way too much and didn’t even understand why other people thought he was odd.


  My stomach turned at the thought that Crank had overheard my discussion with Sean. That he knew what Harry had done to me. I never discussed it with anyone. Ever. Once I had with Lana. She was the only person in the world other than Harry and me who knew the whole story, and look what she’d done. She’d used it to hurt me.


  I hadn’t planned on suddenly trusting anyone. But this was much worse—I certainly hadn’t planned on trusting someone with it unintentionally. And while I was intrigued by Crank and more than a little attracted to him, I didn’t trust him. Handsome, charming man? No. Never again.


  Mrs. Doyle was gone when I got back downstairs. Jack, Tony and Margot were sitting at the kitchen table, a beer in front of each of them. It was six o’clock already, dark outside and probably cold as hell, and I’d taken the T to South Boston rather than driving. Which meant I’d have to get a ride from Crank back to Broadway Station when he came back downstairs. I could walk it, but as cold as it was outside, I really, really didn’t want to.


  Maybe I could get a ride with Tony instead.


  “Sit down, grab a beer,” Jack said to me.


  Tony leaned over toward the fridge, still in his seat, and pulled a bottle of beer out for me. I twisted the top off and took a seat. I would need to go soon, but at the very least, I had to wait until Sean and Crank came back down.


  “I want to apologize,” Jack said. “I’m sorry you had to see all that.”


  I shook my head. “It’s okay. I’ve got a family, too—I get it. Things happen we wish … hadn’t.”


  Jack and Margot both gave me odd, curious looks after I said that. I ignored them. I’d done all the sharing I was planning on doing for the next five years. I already felt raw, exposed. Normally I walked around in a cocoon of quiet, as if my emotions were wounds packed with cotton and gauze. Now that protective cover felt as if it had been ripped off and might start bleeding again any moment.


  “It’s time I got going,” Margot said.


  Jack sighed, and the look of longing in his face couldn’t be ignored. I didn’t understand what had happened to Jack and Margot, but whatever it was, it hadn’t dimmed their love for each other.


  “I’ll walk you out,” he said.


  They stood, and that’s when Sean appeared in the doorway, trailed by Crank.


  “Mama?” Sean’s face looked open and vulnerable, though his eyes were turned away, focused on the wall.


  She looked as if the weight of all the regrets in the world had slammed into her, leaving her gasping for breath. “Yes, Sean?” she said.


  When he spoke, his tone was subtly different than normal. I’d mostly heard him sounding monotone, his voice pitched just a little higher and louder than normal conversation. Now, he spoke quietly, and there was a rich undertone of sorrow in his words. “I’m sorry.”


  At the words, her eyes instantly went red and wet with tears. The look of relief on her face was painful to watch. She slowly approached him. His eyes were still turned away, but he put his arms out and very awkwardly hugged her.


  Margot choked back a sob. “I love you, baby,” she whispered.


  They broke apart, and she looked at him, and he looked at the wall.


  “I’ll come see you again soon. Is that okay?”


  He nodded his head, stiffly, his eyes still looking off toward the wall. “I’d like that.”


  I covered my mouth with my right hand and sniffed. It almost hurt to watch the awkward, painful interchange between them. This was too much. Too much emotion, too much pain, just too much. I needed to get back to my room, get a good book to read, and escape. Get grounded again, get back in control of the feelings that were twisting through me like a storm, tearing down levees and buildings and leaving me directionless and confused. Jack and Margot walked out into the living room, and Sean walked out as well, without a word to the rest of us. I didn’t know what it had cost him to make that apology. But I knew he’d gained a lot more from it.


  I stood, a little shaky. “Crank … can I get a ride from you to Broadway station?”


  “I’ll take you home,” he said.


  “It’s not necessary.”


  “I want to,” he replied.


  “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”


  He opened his mouth to speak again and stopped. Then he shook his head and gave in. “All right. Whatever you want.”


  So I walked around the table to the doorway and stopped cold.


  Jack and Margot stood together at the front door. She wore her coat and scarf. His hands held her arms and their foreheads were touching. It was as intimate a pose as I’d ever seen two people. She had such an expression of longing and grief on her face that I almost burst into tears. He was whispering something, I don’t know what, but tears rolled down her cheeks as he said it. She nodded at his whisper and put her hands on his shoulders.


  I stepped back instinctively, not wanting to violate such a private moment, and Crank did too, so we ended up standing next to each other in the doorway, arms touching, both of us unable to watch, but unable to turn away.


  Jack whispered something else, and she replied, but they were too quiet, too private for me to hear. Watching them, I didn’t know what to think. What happened between them? How could two people so obviously, painfully in love with each other, be separated?


  Finally, Jack took her face between his hands, and slowly, gently, lovingly kissed her on the forehead.


  “Go,” he said, still whispering, but loudly enough I could just barely hear him, “I love you, Margot.”


  I swallowed, trying to keep my eyes from watering. Never, at least not since I was fourteen, had I wanted someone to say those words, to look at me like that, to hold me like that, to kiss me like that. But seeing this threw me all out of whack, all over again.


  Her shoulders started to convulse in silent grief, and she pulled away. He opened the front door for her, and she slipped out into the darkness, alone.


  Jack stood there, watching her go, one hand on the doorframe, and the other limp by his side, powerless to do anything to stop her from going. He looked defeated.


  I sniffed again and wiped my hand furiously across my watering eyes. Then I pictured myself, sitting alone on the red line on my way back to Cambridge, and I … I couldn’t do it. Right now I couldn’t face that ride alone. I didn’t want to be alone. I whispered to Crank, “I’ve changed my mind. If you’re still willing to take me all the way home, I’d be grateful.”


  He turned to me, giving me a look I couldn’t read. “No problem, Julia. Whatever you want.”


  


  


  Take. Me. Home. (Crank)


  “Why did your parents separate?” Julia asked me, a few minutes after we left my dad’s house. It had taken a few minutes to get ourselves together, bundled into coats and hats, and then I couldn’t find my car keys, but finally we made it out, and rode the first several minutes in complete silence. I was just about to turn on the stereo when she asked the question.


  Instead of turning it on, I dropped my hand back to the wheel.


  I thought about her question. There were no answers to it. There were a hundred answers to it. And I didn’t know all of them. All I had was guesses and suppositions and blame. And it was obvious what prompted the question. That scene at the door. My parents were nothing if not dramatic, and it was obvious to even the most hardheaded punk rocker that they loved each other, which left exactly two clear reasons for her to leave. Me and Sean.


  Finally I said, “I only know part of it. And it doesn’t reflect very well on me.”


  She leaned against the door, huddled in her coat, arms wrapped across her chest.


  “Why do you ask?” I said.


  “Because it’s obvious they love each other. That the separation is killing them.”


  I sighed. “I don’t really understand, either. I don’t see her very often. Holidays, sometimes.”


  “Are they always like that?”


  I nodded. I think I understood what she was getting at. Were they always so tragic? “Yeah. Always. And it drives Dad insane that Sean and I are so angry with her.”


  “My parents make appointments to see each other, I think,” she said. “Even though they live in the same house, and he’s retired now. I don’t know if they ever felt that way.”


  I shrugged. “I don’t know that kids ever know what’s really going on with their parents. I sure as hell didn’t. I mean, your parents touched each other often enough to have you and your sisters.”


  She grimaced. “I didn’t need that image in my head.”


  “Your parents must have been screwing like rabbits for years. I bet it was never quiet in your house.”


  She shook her head, her expression irritated. Okay, yeah, I was pushing it. It’s who I am. “Since I’m the oldest, by a lot of years, my sisters … they weren’t around much when I was little.” She paused a moment, then turned the subject back to my mother. “There was no warning? That she was leaving?”


  I shook my head. “I came home one day, and she was gone. No explanation.”


  What I didn’t say—the day I came home and my mother was gone? The upstairs bathroom door had been broken off its hinges, the wood frame shattered. The violence of the act was a shock; unheard of in a house my parents took painstakingly good care of. I’d been gone for three days at that point, drinking and screwing and getting in trouble, so I didn’t have a clue what had occurred in my absence, and Sean refused to say anything. In fact, he hardly said a word for the next three months. This, from the kid who could rattle on for an hour about the internal workings of an electric toothbrush.


  “It was partly my fault,” I said.


  She looked at me, confused. “How?” she asked, very frankly.


  “I think she left because she just couldn’t take us anymore. Sean was having massive freak-outs, he was always at the doctor, and I was getting in major trouble all the time. If my dad wasn’t a cop, I’d probably have gone to jail for a good long time. As it was, I got a couple misdemeanors that should have been felonies and got brought home more than once when I should have spent the night in jail. I was … trouble.”


  Julia listened carefully, as always, and didn’t come back with a knee-jerk response. Finally, she said, “That’s stupid. Get mad at your kid because he acts like an idiot? That I can see. But leave your husband because of your kid? I don’t buy it. There’s a lot more to that story.”


  I don’t know why this irritated me so much, but it did. I responded in an angry tone, “You sure do have an opinion about everything, don’t you? You meet my family twice, and you’ve got us all diagnosed.”


  She gave me a skeptical, irritated look. “Don’t be such an ass.”


  “It’s who I am,” I said, smug.


  “It’s your mask, maybe.”


  “What’s the difference?” I asked. “You wear a mask long enough, no one can tell the difference any more. Not even me.”


  “Not even for your friends? Your dad, or your brother?”


  I snorted. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. And what about you? What kind of mask do you wear?”


  “None of your damn business,” she said.


  “For someone with so many opinions about me, you sure are sensitive about yourself.”


  “I’m off limits.”


  Jesus Christ. Like I didn’t know that. She had to rub it in. Sarcastically, I replied, “I know. You already told my brother that.” She flinched a little at the bitterness of my tone.


  I was driving so fast, I went right by the exit for Cambridge.


  “That’s my exit,” she said.


  “I know.”


  She was silent for almost thirty seconds, which was a minor miracle. “So—are we not getting off the highway?”


  “Not there,” I replied. She was silent.


  Three minutes later, I got off at the next exit. A left turn would have taken me into Cambridge. I turned right, driving across Charlestown toward Route 1.


  A few moments later, she said, “I don’t recognize this.”


  “It’s Charlestown,” I replied.


  “Um …”


  “Just frickin' relax for a change, all right?”


  She stared at me and quietly said, “Just to make things very clear. In case you’re taking me off to the woods to kill me or something, I’ve taken self-defense classes, and I carry mace and a very sharp knife. And I wouldn’t hesitate to use either one.”


  Holy shit. “Did you just threaten me?” I asked. I could feel my face twisting into a grin.


  “Just making sure everything is clear.”


  “Good,” I said. “You’re not gonna need that shit. Not with me.”


  I took a left turn onto Route 1. Traffic wasn’t bad for a Saturday night, and a few minutes later, in the silent car, I saw the sign for Revere Beach.


  “Isn’t it a little cold for swimming?” she asked.


  I snorted. “Wasn’t planning on swimming.”


  “Then why are we here?”


  “You haven’t been to Revere Beach, have you?”


  “No,” she replied.


  “You’ve seriously lived in Boston, what, three years? And you haven’t been to Revere Beach?”


  “I live in Cambridge.”


  “Christ, whatever. Was coming to my dad’s house the first time you’ve ever left campus? Hanging out at Revere Beach is like a rite of passage here. Relax, you’ll enjoy this. Then I’ll take you home.”


  She looked over at me, her expression seeming to indicate that I was nuts. Which I will freely admit, I was. I glanced at her purse, which presumably contained the sharp knife. Wonder if she was telling the truth about that?


  “You’re aware that it’s something like 20 degrees outside?”


  “Oh, yeah? Good, the ocean won’t be frozen.”


  She rolled her eyes, crossed her arms across her chest, and then looked out the window. But the thing is, my brother has Asperger’s. I’m used to people looking away from me.


  So I drove, while she ignored me, and a little while later I was threading my way down Revere Beach Boulevard. On our left were houses, occasional businesses and bars, and further down, larger buildings. On our right, the wall, about three feet high, and beyond it, the ocean. Even in the cold, there were occasional groupings of teenagers and college students hanging out, mostly sitting on the wall. No alcohol visible, but it was almost certainly there somewhere.


  I parallel parked on the beach side of the road and turned off the engine. Julia still wasn’t talking or looking at me.


  “Come on. You’ll thank me later.”


  Without a word, she opened the car door and stepped out.


  I caught my breath when I got out of the car. A biting, icy cold wind was blowing in off the ocean. If Julia didn’t kill me first, that wind would. I zipped my jacket up all the way and turned up the collar, and jammed my hands deep in the pockets. Julia wrapped her scarf around her neck, and walked toward the wall between us and the beach. It was a popular place to sit and watch the water.


  Julia was already standing at the wall. She was hunched over a little, arms wrapped around her chest, trying to stay warm.


  “Okay,” she said, “so … why are we here?”


  Because I’m impulsive? I didn’t have a clear answer for that question. I looked out at the water. The waves were high, coming in with heavy whitecaps and crashing up the beach. The sound of it was nearly overpowering, even in this awful wind. The sky was shadowed with roiling black clouds coming in from the northeast. Nor’easter coming in. It was exhilarating, fantastically beautiful, like something you’d see in a fantasy movie. The nearest teenagers were far enough down the beach that while facing the water, we had absolute seclusion. I finally answered her.


  “You didn’t mean to … but you accidentally shared something about yourself earlier. And I wanted to tell you something about me. This is where I used to come at night … when I was in trouble, or got in fights with my dad, or just couldn’t take the pressure and craziness at home any more. My parents weren’t bad—they were doing their best, but the situation couldn’t be fixed, and it was making them crazy. So I’d come here. Look out at the waves. I feel grounded here.”


  She shivered and I said, “Let me block some of the wind.” I put an arm around her. She didn’t move, didn’t respond … didn’t lean into me or away from me. It was as if she were frozen. A few snowflakes had fallen, and I could see more coming down over the beach.


  “Something about the water, the waves, the wind, the sheer hugeness of it all … it makes me feel like I have a place in this world. A small place, but it’s mine.”


  She slowly shook her head. “I don’t like the way it feels. It’s wild, out of control.”


  That made me pause. I hadn’t thoroughly examined my own motives in bringing her here. But it certainly hadn’t been to make her uncomfortable.


  I sighed. “I’m sorry. If you want to go, let’s go.”


  “What do you want from me, Crank?” Her voice was raw, desperate.


  I looked at her. She was so close, but might as well have been a thousand miles away. I said, “I want you to love me.”


  “I don’t even know you.”


  “Then I’ll settle for a date. Bowling?”


  She rolled her eyes. “Did you really just say that?”


  “I meant every word of it.”


  “I don’t understand you. Is this how you get girls in bed?”


  I shook my head. “No.”


  “So what’s different?” She was starting to shiver.


  “I’m not trying to get you in bed. Well … I am. But not just temporarily.”


  She shook her head, then looked out toward the ocean, her eyes wide as she watched the waves coming in. “I like you, Crank. But I can’t be involved with you.”


  “One date. That’s all I’m asking. Surely you’ve dated since you’ve been in college. I know you went out with that English putz.”


  She nodded. “Yes, I’ve dated.”


  “Any long term?”


  She took a deep breath. “I was with a guy for two years. We broke up last spring.”


  “Why?” I asked.


  “He asked me to marry him.”


  I swallowed and looked out at the snow. “I don’t get it.”


  “He asked me to marry him. I thought we were … not that serious. Honestly, I really didn’t like him that much. I feel awful, but when he asked me to marry him, I broke up with him.”


  “Jesus, Julia. Why did you stay with him so long if you weren’t serious?”


  She looked down at the ground. It was hard to figure out her expression. “Because he didn’t scare me. There wasn’t so much … messy emotion. We’d go out, have fun. I didn’t expect anything more.”


  “What the hell happened to you that you’re so afraid of feeling something?”


  She pulled away from me. “I don’t discuss that. Ever.”


  “All right.”


  She took a few steps away from me. “That night in Washington—why did you leave?”


  “I told you then.”


  “Tell me now.”


  I leaned my head back, looked up at the falling snow. It was starting to come down harder.


  “I left because I was hoping for something more. I sleep with girls all the time, and what’s the frickin’ point? They’re gone in the morning, and it was all fun and games, but maybe I’m … maybe I need something that means something.”


  She shook her head, looking baffled. “Can we get out of this snow? I hate snow.”


  “Um … sure. Come on.”


  We got back in the car, and I cranked it up to let the heater run. “We’ve got a couple of options,” I said.


  “Take me home.”


  I just kept talking. “We got Bill Ash’s, which is my number one choice. It’s all Revere locals, not a tourist spot. You’ll like it.”


  “I said, take me home.”


  “Or we could head back to Roxbury, and play some piano together.”


  “Last chance: Take. Me. Home.” Her voice was firm and angry.


  “Home, it is,” I answered, as smooth as I could.


  I’d crashed and burned. Hard. I put the car in gear and banged a u-ey headed south on Revere Beach Boulevard. It would take almost half an hour to get to Harvard. And it looked like that was going to be one uncomfortable as hell half-hour. I was finding that I felt sad … disappointed. I’m not used to rejection. But even if I was, usually it just didn’t matter. This was different. It was very different. Everything I’d seen of Julia fascinated me. She was kind, and compassionate, and smart as hell, and she was also one moody bitch. Call me crazy, but that combination was one hell of a turn-on. I wanted to break her out of that shell and find out what she was like underneath. I think I got a glimpse of it when we were playing piano together, when she had that secret half-smile.


  I wanted to see her smile again.


  I sighed. Route 1 was coming up and not long after that we’d be in Cambridge.


  “I’ve made you angry,” I said, trying to sound very reasonable.


  “You piss me the fuck off!” she shouted, her voice high and strained.


  I actually flinched. The snow was coming down harder now, and I had to slow down, which meant this was going to be an even longer drive. I was as tense and self-conscious as I’ve ever been. Talking to her right now was like walking through a minefield.


  “Why can’t you just leave well enough alone?” she asked. In a mocking tone, she said, “Hi, I’m Crank, and I’m irresistible. Let me take you to the beach and see if we can get sexy.”


  I spoke before I thought. Which is normal. “Maybe I took you to the beach so I could find out why you’re such a bitch.”


  I’m glad it was dark, and I was watching the road closely, because I couldn’t see her expression. Her voice alone nearly took my skin off.


  “I’m a bitch because love doesn’t mean anything. Attraction and lust don’t mean anything. All they do is screw up your life.”


  “You don’t really believe that,” I said.


  “You don’t know me,” she replied. “Besides, look at your own parents. I’ve never seen such a screwed up couple in my life.”


  “Lay off my parents, college girl. You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”


  “I know that I will never get involved with someone over lust and attraction. I will never lose control of myself that way again.”


  I squeezed the steering wheel hard. “If you’re so damn sure, why the hell won’t you go out with me, then?”


  “Because I want you! So bad I can taste it! Because you remind me of him!”


  Silence fell in the car. That’s not what I wanted to hear. Seriously, who does? I reminded her of the guy who molested her when she was fourteen? What the hell? That didn’t even make any sense. Okay, I’ll admit, I can be an asshole. I’ve spent most of the last few years avoiding relationships and screwing anything in a skirt. But one thing I never did was force anything, or play stupid power games. You don’t want me? Fine. There are plenty other girls in the crowd.


  So what made Julia different?


  Part of it was me. I was tired. Tired of waking up with strange girls in my bed. Tired of tense and uncomfortable scenes in the morning. Tired of living like I was still a bug, smoking pot in the Pit at Harvard Square, not giving a shit what came tomorrow. I wanted to have a life that meant something. Call me crazy, but I wanted to be like my dad. I wanted to make a difference. No, I wasn’t a cop. I didn’t protect people, or put my life on the line for others. But I felt like I could make a difference with my music. Like I could say something real about the world. And maybe lately, I’d been feeling like I wanted to share that with someone.


  Julia struck me the same way. She cared about people; she cared about making a difference. She went out of her way to be kind to my brother, to be a friend to him, when she didn’t have to. She didn’t need me … she didn’t need anyone. She was going to make her own choices in life. And that was damn attractive.


  I swallowed, trying to find words that made sense, trying to say something to calm her down, to persuade her, to make her understand that I wasn’t the kind of guy that would do to her what that guy did. But the more I thought about it, the more I realized: this wasn’t about me at all. It wasn’t about that guy, whoever the hell he was. It was about her. It was about her feeling like she’d lost who she was, feeling like she’d lost her identity, her family, and her self worth.


  I tried to imagine what she was like at fourteen, and I couldn’t. She was all woman. Proud, and angry, and isolated, and in some ways, scary as hell, but this was no innocent girl. She’d been through the wringer.


  “Tell me about the snow,” I said.


  “What?”


  “You don’t like snow.”


  “It’s cold and wet. What the hell kind of a question is that?”


  I glanced over at her. She was leaning against the door, glaring at me.


  “Tell me,” I said.


  She looked at me dismissively. “Why don’t you put on some music? Loud.”


  


  


  


  We have to stop meeting like this (Julia)


  Crank was right. I was being a complete bitch. It was self-defense, really. Because the more time I spent around him, the more I felt my defenses falling to pieces. It wasn’t that he was hot. I mean—I’ve been around hot guys. They’re nice to look at, but they don’t make me feel like this. It was his smile, his charm, his sense of humor. Inside that hard-ass exterior, he was compassionate. Insanely protective of his brother. I wanted to laugh at his smart aleck comments, and I wanted to touch the dimple in the corner of his mouth. I wanted to hug him and heal the hurt that had damaged him.


  I wanted to run away as quickly as I could. Because it was all I could do to keep a grip on who I was.


  He did as I asked and turned on the stereo. Nine Inch Nails’ “Closer” suddenly blasted out. Jesus. I almost broke out into a sweat. How did he do that? The driving bass blasted through the car, one of the sexiest, angriest songs I’ve ever heard. I closed my eyes, still leaning against the door, and bobbed my head along with the music. It was lust and rage and hunger all wrapped up in a bow. So very much not what I needed to be listening to right now. But so much how I felt.


  A big part of me wanted to just say, screw it. Screw my reservations. Screw my walls. Give in. Give in to him. Not just for a date, but tell him to pull the damn car over right now and climb on top of him and slowly unbutton his shirt while I chewed on his ear. This music was not helping at all.


  I was jarred back to reality when Crank cursed suddenly and slapped the radio off. I opened my eyes and realized the car was sliding, and I nearly screamed. I reached out, grabbing the dashboard with both hands, bracing as we slid toward a tree. But a second later, he got it under control.


  “Sorry,” he said. “I think the temperature must have dropped. A lot. Patch of ice.”


  We were coming up Mass Ave now, close to campus. This definitely looked like a Nor’easter, dumping snow and ice very fast now. It was two or three inches deep already and getting deeper by the minute. Crank was wrestling with the wheel, overcompensating, which was making the car slide way too much for comfort.


  “I thought Boston drivers were supposed to be all that,” I said.


  He looked over at me with a fierce grin on his face. “I’ve been taking the T all my life. Practically just got my license.”


  “Please don’t get me killed.”


  He laughed. “I’ll try not to. We’re almost to the campus, which way?”


  I peered ahead. The snow was coming down thick enough it was hard to see very far. “Past the campus. Keep going, it’s about five blocks up, then take a left.”


  He nodded, concentrating on driving, both hands on the wheel and leaning forward to see.


  “Slow down,” I said, as we got closer.


  He glanced at me, simultaneously looking amused and annoyed I was being bossy. Screw him. I wanted to live. A moment later, he slowly turned off of Massachusetts Ave just as a city bus went racing past, splattering Crank’s car with snow and slush. Yuck.


  “That’s just wrong,” he muttered as the bus blasted past.


  “See the lot up there on the left?” I asked, pointing.


  “Yeah.”


  “Park in there.”


  “If I park, I’m not getting out of there again.”


  “You can’t drive any more in this … especially not all the way to Roxbury.”


  “Is this a private lot?”


  “I’ve got a guest pass in my car.”


  He nodded. “All right.”


  Very slowly, he turned into the lot. I could feel the car sliding again as he took the turn, but the wheels got a grip again, and we surged forward, into another slide.


  “Crap,” he muttered.


  “Stop,” I said.


  “Trying!” he said, his voice raised.


  “Stop!” I yelled.


  The car just kept going, sliding forward, the tail end of my car looming in front of us, bigger and bigger, a slow-motion slide.


  He yanked the wheel over to the side, trying to divert us, but it was too late. With a sickening crash that lurched us both forward against our seatbelts, he crashed into the rear end of my car.


  We stopped.


  I slumped back in my seat and closed my eyes. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be.


  “I can’t look,” I said.


  “It’s bad,” he replied.


  “We’re still alive,” I said hopefully.


  I opened one eye. The back of my car and the front of Crank’s were hopelessly crumpled. Steam was rising in a great cloud from the front of his car. Radiator must have ruptured.


  “Oh, God,” I said.


  “You know,” he said, just a little bit of mischief in his voice. “We have to stop meeting like this.”


  I broke into laughter. Hysterical laughter, actually. With tears running down my cheeks. He grinned, apparently happy that I wasn’t screaming at him.


  We both opened our doors at the same time, and a blast of cold air hit me, freezing the tears onto my cheeks instantly. The temperature had dropped a lot since we’d left the beach. My laughter evaporated, and my heart sank, as I looked at the extent of the damage. The entire back end of my car was … crushed. The front of Crank’s was only marginally better.


  “That’s not good,” he said.


  “I guess I deserve it for wrecking your other car.”


  He snickered.


  “Stop laughing, it’s not funny,” I said. But his face was so bemused, that I couldn’t help but laugh myself. “Oh, God,” I said, groaning. “My parents are going to kill me.”


  For some reason, he thought that was even funnier, and he leaned on his car and let out a giant belly laugh. After a few moments, he got himself together. “Should we call anyone?”


  I shook my head. “Leave it … you’re not blocking the other spots. We’ll sort it out tomorrow. It’s too late, and wet and cold right now.”


  He nodded. “All right,” he said. “I guess I’d better get over to the T.”


  Impulsively, I said, “Come on. Not in this. I’m in Cabot Hall, right over there.”


  “Won’t you get in trouble having a guy in your room?”


  “Not really. Not that anyone would notice, anyway.”


  He shrugged, and we trudged through the snow toward Cabot. He stopped for a minute, turning away from the wind and cupping his hand at his mouth to shield his lighter from the wind and light a cigarette. Then he turned his face up toward the snow and ice, a grin on his face. “I love storms,” he said.


  “Come on,” I said. “I’m freezing. And … to be clear … this is not an invitation.”


  He grinned and said, “It sounded like you were asking me up to your room.”


  “I am. But I’m not … damn it.”


  He laughed. “I’ll be nice.”


  “Seriously.”


  He nodded. “I get it, all right? No touching, kissing, groping, snogging, shagging. None of it.”


  He was ridiculous.


  The Quad was covered in snow, and scattered with students playing and having snowball fights. It was getting late, but not late enough to put them to bed yet. I narrowly avoided a flying snowball.


  “Looks like fun,” Crank said, eyeing me.


  I shook my head. “I don’t like snow, I told you that.”


  He gave a dramatic sigh, and we kept walking toward the front steps, finally stopping at the door and kicking the snow off our feet. My feet felt like blocks of ice inside my boots, and I couldn’t stop shivering.


  “Raw out there,” he said.


  I nodded, still trying to get some blood circulation back into my feet. I scanned the large ground floor common room. There were a few students in here, people I knew, but not well. “Come on,” I said, leading him across the hall to the stairs. It’s not that I didn’t want people to see us going upstairs together.


  Okay, that’s not true. I didn’t want people to see us going upstairs together. I didn’t want to be the object of gossip or discussion. My life was nobody’s business. If I wanted to take Crank onto the roof and give him a blow job in the snow, that was my business, not theirs. But that’s not the way things worked in my life … never had been.


  I led him to the back stairs, then up six flights of stairs and down the hall to the suite.


  And, of course, this would be the first Saturday ever that Linden and Adriana and Jemi were all still in the room. And from the looks of the casual clothes and pajamas, they weren’t planning on going anywhere. The three of them were all curled up in chairs around the coffee table, drinking hot chocolate and playing cards.


  Of course, my entry with a guy wasn’t going to go unnoticed. My entrance with Crank Wilson, who they all knew, both from his band and his reputation—that was something else entirely.


  Adriana jerked up straight in her seat, practically shoving her boobs on display. Linden’s eyes opened wide, and Jemi just slightly raised on eyebrow.


  “Um … hey,” I said, suddenly very uncomfortable. “Um … Crank … this is Linden, and Adriana, and Jemi. My suitemates. Guys, this is my friend, Crank.”


  “What’s doin’?” Crank said, nodding at them. As usual, he had a smirk on his face, which I wanted nothing more than to punch right at that moment.


  The girls burst into speech, and I let it float by. It was all nonsense anyway.


  “So, um …” I said, having no idea where to go with this. “We’re off to bed.”


  Crank winked at them. I grabbed his hand and pulled him toward my room, and as I closed the door, I heard a flurry of whispers. God only knows what they were saying. I sure didn’t want to know.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  


  Never trust again (Crank)


  Julia didn’t say a word as she pulled me into her room. She let go of my hand, shut the door, and then shrugged out of her coat.


  Her room was big for a dorm, about ten feet to a side, with a large window overlooking the Quad. Outside, I could still see college students playing in the snow. She had a decent sized desk with her PowerBook on it, papers stacked high next to the laptop. A long, low bookshelf extended the entire length of the wall underneath the window. Except for the desk and the bookshelf, the room was sterile. Nothing on the walls. No pictures. It looked like she was ready to move out tomorrow. Weird.


  The shelves were interesting, though. Textbooks, and what looked to be primarily fantasy and sci-fi novels. Never been my thing, but I recognized a bunch of them. Sean had a lot of the same books. Which got me to thinking about her sitting in his room, and the discussion I’d overheard. I’d never heard him speak that way: openly.


  “You never said where you got Sean’s gift,” I said. “Do you read that stuff?”


  “Manga?” she asked. “No. But I know a guy on the second floor who’s nuts for it. He took me to a shop over in Somerville to help me pick something out.”


  “I know the place. Sean makes me take him there sometimes. It was … it was a nice gift. Really thoughtful.”


  She sat down in a big, overstuffed chair and started unlacing her boots. “Thanks. I wasn’t sure if it was the right thing or not.”


  “You couldn’t have picked anything better … but, can I ask you a question?”


  She shrugged and went back to unlacing the boots. “Sure.”


  “I’ve never seen anyone connect with my brother so quickly. How?”


  “I just treated him like a person.”


  That was useless, and I answered defensively. “You’re saying I don’t?”


  She shook her head slowly, setting her boots down next to the chair. She had tiny little feet. “No, I’m not saying that. But … no offense, but you and your mom and dad? You seem like you’re so wrapped up in his Asperger’s that you can’t see anything else.”


  I exhaled, suddenly, and slumped into the chair at her desk. She was right. We were all wrapped up in his Asperger’s, and it hurt to hear him saying he wished Mom could love him for who he is. Because we all had that problem.


  “You think that’s part of his problem?”


  “I don’t know, Crank. But … it can’t be easy to have that much pressure on you, all the time. That’s how I live sometimes, and it sucks.”


  I sighed and looked out the window. The snow was still coming down hard. “I don’t get how you see it so clearly. And obviously you do, since it worked.”


  She shook her head. “I’m good at watching people. But listen … it’s been … an incredibly long night. And … I need to go to sleep. Okay? Do you mind?”


  “That’s fine,” I said.


  She stared at me a moment, then said, “I know this is awkward. But I’m not going to make you sleep on the floor. Just … keep your hands to yourself, all right?”


  “Why do you feel like you need to repeat that?”


  “Why do you grope half the women you see?”


  “Because it’s fun,” I replied. Then I winked at her. Because I’ve got zero frickin’ self control, and I knew it would irritate her.


  She rolled her eyes, opened her dresser and pulled out some clothes. “I’m going to change into pajamas. I’ll be back.”


  Without another word, she walked out of the room.


  I hung my jacket on the back of the desk chair and pulled my own boots off. Dungarees on or off? I opted for off. I’ve got boxers. Screw it. I did keep the t-shirt on. Whatever. I threw the blanket back and climbed onto her bed, facing the window. This was as awkward and uncomfortable a night as I’d had in years. And normally, I was a winner with all things awkward and uncomfortable. Thing was … it mattered to me. It mattered to get this right. It mattered that I not put her off, that I not poke a hole in whatever limited trust we were developing. Somehow, I had to convince her to trust me. And if it took me lying here with blue balls all night long because I couldn’t touch her, then that’s what it took.


  But I didn’t have to like it.


  I heard her voice, outside the door. She was saying something to the other girls, I don’t know what. Didn’t matter. I’m sure her suitemates were all nice, but they also weren’t that interesting to me. God knows what they were asking her, or what they assumed. I wished their assumptions were right. I felt bummed out, and kept my eyes on the window, watching the snowfall. Wishing for … something.


  The door opened, and I could see her reflection in the window as she entered the room and closed the door. I kept looking out the window, on my side. She paused then switched out the light, and I heard her light footsteps approaching the bed. Then the mattress moved as she slipped under the blanket next to me. My whole body tensed. I could feel her there. Inches away. I desperately wanted to reach out and touch her, feel her skin. I shifted and lay flat on my back. The faint light coming in from the Quad reflected off the ceiling, a cloud of shadow snowflakes moving across the room toward the window.


  I looked toward Julia, trying to do it without her noticing. She was also flat on her back, hands clasped on her stomach, blanket pulled all the way up. Her eyes were open, tracking the shadow snowflakes.


  Whatever it was that snow reminded her of, I didn’t know. But her expression was … beyond unhappy. Her body was rigid, her face frozen, eyes wide and tearing up. But what was the right thing to do? I wanted to take her in my arms, tell her it was going to be okay, tell her that whatever had happened in the past, she didn’t have to let it define who she was now. That she was safe. I reached out, and very slowly wiped one of her tears with my thumb.


  She flinched.


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “You just looked so sad.”


  “I turned fourteen about two weeks before I met him,” she said. It seemed sudden, and I held my breath, willing her to continue. She did. “I still had … Barbie dolls and stuffed animals. I was young for that age, emotionally. I had … posters all over my room of singers and actors. My parents had this big party for me, and all the embassy kids came. I didn’t know any of them yet … we’d just arrived in Beijing. That’s where I met Lana. At the party. She ended up becoming my best friend.”


  I kept my mouth shut. Better not to say anything at all, than say the wrong thing. I wanted her to trust me. But I couldn’t push. This had to be her.


  “So on the first day of school, I was with Lana. And we were standing in line in the dining hall, and this guy approached. He was gorgeous. His name was Harry. Harry Easton. He was tall and played rugby, and he walked right up to me and stared at me, and he said, ‘Who’s your friend, Lana?’ And he didn’t take his eyes off me. It was overpowering. Who was this amazing guy, and why was he looking at me?”


  She stayed rigid, unmoving, but I saw her Adam’s apple move as she swallowed, and then spoke again. “So … I fell in love with him. I snuck out of our flat and I’d meet him in the middle of the night, wherever he said. He took me to these amazing dinners at restaurants in Beijing. He took me to the Silk Market, and the Forbidden City, to the Panda House, really all the amazing things in the city. I couldn’t be around him without melting. But it was all so confusing. I loved him … I was … consumed by him.”


  She paused, and another tear slowly ran out of the corner of her eye, down the side of her face toward her ear.


  “I wasn’t ready to have sex yet. Not even close. I was still just a little girl. But he wanted it, and he just … took. The first time scared me so much, I was just … paralyzed. I didn’t move, I didn’t say anything. I was so afraid. I was afraid he’d hate me if I said no. I was afraid of … everything.”


  “After that, it was like … I didn’t have any control over my own life. He’d get mad if I hung out with Lana without him. He’d get mad if I even talked with a guy my age. It was like he was trying to isolate me from everything. And my parents: they were so busy, so wrapped up in themselves, they didn’t notice what was happening. My sister Carrie was nine then, and Alexandra four. It was too much for my mother. She couldn’t pay attention to her high schooler. I was invisible.”


  She fell into silence then, her eyes still tracking the shadow snowflakes, which, if anything, had increased in intensity. I remembered that—feeling invisible. Feeling desperate. I remembered that all too well.


  “When I got pregnant, I didn’t know what to do. I wasn’t even sure that’s what it was. I missed my period once, then a second time. I was sick, constantly. And so he got a home pregnancy test, and brought it to me, and it came up positive. Harry didn’t even ask what I wanted to do about it. He just … assumed. Two days later, he showed up at the flat and practically ordered me out. We took a cab a long way—Beijing is a huge city, much bigger than Boston, or even New York. There are whole huge districts where no one speaks English. I don’t know how he got the address for the place. Some fixer at the British embassy, who would do whatever it took to avoid a scandal. And … it would have been a scandal. He turned nineteen that fall, and I had just turned fourteen. There’s a lot of places in the States where you could wind up in jail for that.”


  Suddenly she moved, turned toward me, curled up on her side. And she kept talking, her voice dropping to a near whisper. “The doctor and the nurses, they didn’t speak English. They made me lie down and gave me a shot. And then I felt it. Inside … cramping, a little bit of pain. Then a lot. I didn’t even really understand what was happening. They were … using suction. Sucking my baby out of me.”


  She closed her eyes and began to shudder. I reached out, put a hand on her shoulder, and she whispered in a vicious hiss, “Don’t touch me. You promised.”


  Shaken, I pulled my hand back.


  “Let me finish,” she said.


  I nodded, and she continued.


  “When it was over, they packed me with gauze and basically shoved me out the door. And … Harry was gone. I don’t know why. I never did learn why he left … why he couldn’t even be bothered to take me home. I didn’t know where I was, and I didn’t speak the language at all back then, and no one spoke English in the neighborhood I was in. It started to snow, and I just walked. I could … I could feel … blood running down my leg. And as I walked, people just backed away from me. They saw an American kid walking through the street, and they didn’t want to get involved. I started crying, I was so scared, but no one would help. I just kept walking and walking. It was so cold. And all I could think was—I wanted my mother. I wanted to find her, and hug her, and make all of this fear and pain and cold go away. I wanted to go back to being her little girl, and having her protect me and make everything better.”


  She took a deep sobbing breath. “I finally found a police officer who spoke English, and waved around my diplomatic passport, and shouted at him. He put me on the back of his motorcycle and drove me to the compound. And dumped me off at the gate. I think he was afraid to get mixed up in anything … that the guard at the gate would want his information, and that he’d end up getting in trouble. I don’t know. But it was nearly ten o’clock at night when I got home, and Alexandra was throwing a tantrum, and my mother was freaking out, and she grabbed me by the arms when I walked in and screamed at me. How dare I go off and not call, or tell them where I was going. I started to freak out, and screamed at her, and she slapped me, and I ran to my room. I wanted to die. I … I really wanted to die.”


  She inhaled through her nose, making a great sniffling sound, and wiped at her eyes furiously. Then she glared at me, her eyes deadly. “I’ve never told anyone all of this. No one.”


  I just nodded and quietly whispered, “You can trust me, Julia.”


  “I got sick. Really sick. I don’t think there was much blood loss, but it lasted almost a week. And being out in the cold, wet, all those hours. So I spent a whole week out of school with the flu. I barely saw my mother. Carrie came and sat with me a little after school, but Mom made her stay on the other side of the room, in case I was contagious.”


  She gave a bitter laugh. “It wasn’t much different later on. Because she decided that me being a slut would be contagious.”


  I winced at the anger of her words.


  “When I got back to school, I saw Harry in the hallway. He met my eye and just turned away. He never spoke with me again. I guess it was a relief when he saw me back at school, that I hadn’t died or caused some big diplomatic incident that would have gotten him in trouble. But I did finally break down and tell Lana, later that year. For a while, she wasn’t speaking with me either, because I’d been so distant when I was with Harry. But by spring, we were friends again, and stayed that way for most of the rest of the time I was in Beijing.”


  “The thing is,” she said, “When you trust people, they can hurt you. And my last week there, we got in a fight. A bad fight. And Lana emailed everyone in our class a story about how I supposedly seduced Harry Easton and got pregnant. She said in her email that we’d had sex in the school building. And she told them how I’d gotten the abortion, and that was why I missed that week of school right before Christmas. And … she included a picture someone had taken. A … horrible picture. The thing is, I don’t even remember it. Harry had taken me to a party, and I’d told my parents I was staying with Lana. He kept telling me I had to drink. I blacked out … I don’t remember that night. But someone took a picture of me, and it was … horrible. Someone forwarded the email to my parents.”


  Mother of God, I thought.


  “The thing is … I’d put my life back together. I had a couple of friends … and I’d promised myself, I’d never let that happen to me again. I didn’t date. I didn’t … I didn’t even go out much with the other kids at school. I stuck to myself, and to Lana, and that was pretty much it. I worked hard. I learned Mandarin, fluently, so I’d never feel lost in the city again. I was never going to be a weak, scared little girl again. But when Lana betrayed me … it … it ruined everything. And the story followed me back to the United States. So my whole senior year in high school, it was … slut … whore. The guys would proposition me in the hallway, or grab my breasts or butt, and the school did nothing about it. They’ve got bullying refined down to a science at BCC. Then I’d get home, and it was worse, because my father was supposed to be on his way to Moscow by then. But Maria Clawson had somehow gotten hold of the email. She took my name out, because I wasn’t eighteen yet. But she published the rest, and Senator Rainsley put a hold on Dad’s nomination, and it sat there. And so every day I’d come home, and my mother was crazier and crazier. Because she thought my dad’s career was ending with a scandal. Clawson had implied in the blog that my father knew about the abortion … that he’d made arrangements for it. And my mother … she didn’t use the same words they did at school. But she meant the same thing. That I was a worthless whore.”


  Holy Christ on Mars, why in God’s name hadn’t her parents helped her? I swallowed. “You got through it somehow.”


  She nodded, slowly. “New Year’s of 2000.”


  She held up her right wrist in front of her face, and she slid the bracelets she always wore up her arm, baring her wrist, then turned it toward me. “If you look closely,” she whispered, “you’ll see the scars.”


  I sucked in a quick breath. I could barely see it—three long, vertical scars that went three inches up her wrists. Bad scars. Tentatively, I touched them, ran my fingers down them. When I did … when I made that contact, tears started to flow from her eyes, too many to staunch or swallow back.


  “I slit my wrists in the bathtub. And this wasn’t some cry for help. I cut deep, and hard—I was going quick. I could feel myself dying, slipping away.” She sobbed. “And then I realized I could hear him laughing. There was Harry, that bastard, laughing at me. Because I’d let him control my life, even years after he was gone. And I couldn’t let him win. I couldn’t let him control my life any more. I couldn’t let him be the reason I died. I think it was almost too late, but … I wrapped a towel around my wrist, squeezing as hard as I could. And I let the water drain. I was so faint—I thought I was going to die anyway. But I … I washed the bathtub down, so you couldn’t see the blood. And I went to bed. When I woke up the next morning, my sheet had blood on it—a lot of blood. But … it hadn’t been enough to kill me. So I got up and threw away the sheet and left, like I was going to school, but instead I went and sat at a coffee shop downtown all day, writing. And I promised myself that I would never again be that weak. I could make it through five more months of school, and then I’d leave home and never go back. I’d never trust again. I’d never … weaken myself again.”


  She fell silent. I could still see the shadow of the snowflakes, running across the room. I took a deep breath, and she did too. She looked … emptied. Her eyes were only half open, her pupils dilated, focused nowhere. And so I whispered my next words. “So … why are you talking now?”


  Her face seemed to break apart, her eyes suddenly watering heavily, and she sobbed, “Because I’m tired of being so alone!”


  She put her hands to her face and began to shake in great, horrible sobs, and I skipped right past her warnings not to touch her. I pulled her to me and held her tightly, and she broke down completely, crying against my shoulder, her fists dug into my back. At that moment, I wanted nothing more in the world than just to find a way to give her one minute, one hour, one day of happiness. We stayed that way until she cried herself to sleep.


  


  


  Just for now (Julia)


  When I woke up in the morning, the sun shone through the window, reflected off the snow in the Quad and glared off the walls with white light. I quickly became aware of three things. First, Crank was spooned behind me, his lips just brushing the back of my neck. That felt … really nice. Second, his right arm was curled around my side, and his hand was cupped around one of my breasts. Not exactly what I had intended to wake up to. Finally, he had an erection. There was no question that was what was pressing up against my backside.


  He was dead asleep, and the last thing I wanted to do with him in this condition was wake him up. Which presented me with a problem. How was I going to pry his hand loose from my boob, and get out from under his arm, without waking him up? Because if he woke up, he was going to want to do something about that other problem. And honestly, feeling his breath, and the slight touch of stubble against the back of my neck, not to mention his hand…it made me want to do something about it, too.


  I felt … different this morning. Drained emotionally. Yesterday … from the confrontation between Sean and his dad, the incredibly sad scene of Jack and Margot, not to mention Crank … and then me suddenly spilling my guts … all of it was just too much. I felt like someone had taken a wire brush to my skin. But I felt something else, and it was strange, and confusing.


  I woke up happy.


  Part of me wondered if instead of trying to escape from Crank’s arm, I should cuddle in, wake him up, wake that up, and do something about it.


  Part of me was still terrified. He’d held me tight, while I cried myself senseless last night. I couldn’t remember the last time that had happened. Oh, right. Because it had never happened. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt safe and comfortable.


  I closed my eyes and just lay there. I was warm, and for right now, I just hoped he didn’t wake up. It was easier to not have to decide anything right now, to not feel any pressure of any kind. Maybe it was better just to take things slowly. I was leaving for San Francisco in a few weeks for the holidays, after all. That would give me some time to explore this and figure out exactly where I was headed.


  I wasn’t looking forward to going to San Francisco at all. I’d managed to get out of going home for Thanksgiving this year, but Christmas was another thing. They expected me, and there was no getting out of it. School was closed from mid-December until late January, five full weeks. Five weeks with my mother browbeating me daily, telling me what a disappointment I was, telling me she didn’t raise me to be a whore.


  I wasn’t what she thought I was. I never had been. But she didn’t take the time to find out. She took the side of a malicious gossip over her own daughter. She believed the things that Maria Clawson had written about me. And I knew why. Because it was easier than looking at herself. It was easier than looking too closely at the fact that during that same time period when I’d been involved with Harry, she had her own secrets.


  But for now. For now I was curled up in bed with Crank. And I didn’t know where this was going: I didn’t know what it meant. But for now, it felt safe. So I decided to close my eyes and go with it. It scared the hell out of me. But sometimes, you just have to walk through that fear. So I clasped my hand over his and let myself drift.


  He stirred when I touched his hand. His breath sped up, and he stretched, which had the effect of pressing him up against me. I felt a mix of anxiety and excitement. Then he froze, and he said, very quietly, “Well, that’s awkward.”


  I could pretend to be asleep and let him withdraw. But I didn’t want to, so I whispered, “Only if you let it be.”


  I heard him stop breathing for a second. Then he said, “You’re awake. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to …” and he started to pull his hand away.


  I held on, didn’t let his hand go.


  His breath quickened. And then he whispered something that brought very sudden tears to my eyes. “I don’t want to screw this up, Julia. I don’t ever want to be a person who hurts you.”


  And then he kissed the back of my neck, his lips just touching the top of my spine, and I felt it all the way down to my toes. I squeezed my eyes tighter, feeling his body down the length of mine, and pressed his hand harder into my breast. His lips moved slowly, just barely touching my skin, along my neck, up the side of my face. I turned my head to the right, bringing my lips to his. He was slow, tentative, his lips touching mine. My mouth opened, just slightly, and his opened, and for just a few seconds our tongues touched, and I shivered, my whole body awash with sensation. He ran his tongue along the edge of my lip, and I felt myself smiling. I turned my body toward his, my arms twisting around his body.


  When I turned, he lowered his head, bringing his lips to the base of my throat. His stubble was rough against my neck, and I sucked in a breath, my body pressing against his as if it had a mind of its own. His lips traced the edge of my jaw, up to my ear, and I found myself tilting my head back, giving him room. I let out a soft moan of pleasure, all of my attention focused on that one spot, where his lips touched my body.


  I gasped when he suddenly pulled back and opened my eyes. He’d backed up, and he said, “I want to see you. All of you.”


  He didn’t have to ask me twice. I nodded, quickly, and he reached forward and lifted my shirt, lowering his face to my belly. I whimpered a little as his tongue explored my belly button, even as he raised my shirt off my head with his hands. He moved his head up, and ran his tongue along the edge of my breast, and I grabbed his shoulders, feeling the hard muscle as he teased me, moving around, but not quite touching my right nipple. Then his teeth grazed my nipple, and I gasped. A part of me couldn’t help but mentally compare this to Willard, who would have been all finished by now, leaving me bored and feeling slightly used. Crank was … different. I’d never been with a man who was focused on how I felt. And it was very, excruciatingly clear that my pleasure was foremost in his mind. For a second, I thought I was going to scream as he bit me, and I found myself pressing my hand on the back of his head, willing him to bite harder.


  “Is this okay?” he asked, his tone deep, reassuring.


  “Don’t stop,” I whispered.


  He slid up my body and whispered in my ear, “Are you sure? Is this moving too fast?”


  I opened my eyes and looked in his. Then I reached up, grasping his face between my hands. “Don’t you dare stop now.”


  He grinned, then reached down and grabbed my pajama pants and yanked them down and threw them across the room. I let out a shriek as his tongue touched the bottom of my foot, tickling me, sending sensation racing up my entire body. He grasped my right leg in both hands and held it, then began running his tongue up the side of my foot, then my leg. He shifted one hand to my other leg, caressing up my thigh. My legs were shaking, my whole body shuddering, almost convulsions, as his tongue ran up my inner thigh. Slowly, painfully slow.


  Then his tongue was inside me, and I nearly screamed, my hands grabbing the sheet into my fists, and I threw my head back. I didn’t know if I was in pain or pleasure or what. I’d never had a man do this. It was something entirely new, and then I was just lost in the sensation. I moaned, loud, then louder, squeezing my eyes shut and wanting to cry out.


  I thought he was going to stop, and I didn’t want him to. But he kept going, and I got lost in wave after wave of sensation. My eyes rolled up in my head, and I felt my toes clench together, and then I couldn’t stop myself. I let out a scream.


  He did stop then. “Careful, you’ll wake up your roommates.”


  “Screw them,” I said, my voice fierce.


  “That wouldn’t be nearly as much fun as this.”


  “Shut up. Keep going.”


  “As you wish,” he said, teasing, then plunged back to business, and my back arched, and I stuffed my face into a pillow, desperately trying not to scream again. Tears were running down my face, and I felt suddenly lightheaded as my entire body shuddered.


  I pulled my face away from the pillow, my breath starting to slow, and whispered, “That’s never happened before.”


  He chuckled. “It was my pleasure.” And then he kissed my belly button again, and my breasts, and moved his way back up to my mouth. I felt his penis, hot and erect between my legs. I pressed myself to him. “I want you inside me.”


  He closed his eyes for a second. “I don’t have any protection with me.”


  “What?”


  He sighed. “I hadn’t … didn’t plan on this.”


  I wanted to cry out in frustration. But I certainly didn’t have any condoms in the room, and I wasn’t on the damn pill, and … damn it!


  “Lay down,” I said.


  “What?”


  “You heard me, punk. Lay down. You don’t get to do that for me and not get the favor returned.”


  He lay down flat. “My dreams just came true.”


  “Be quiet.”


  And then he was.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  


  Why should anything make sense? (Crank)


  I could think of nothing in the world I would have liked better than to have just stayed in bed with Julia. All day. All night. All month. Whatever. Unfortunately, we had a couple of problems to deal with—she had a big paper due on Monday, and we had two wrecked cars across the street. I wasn’t about to suggest putting off working on the papers: Julia’s too smart for that. And the cars, well, we couldn’t just leave them.


  So, we got our showers, suited up for the cold, and spent a good chunk of the morning on the phone with our respective insurance companies. This was going to be very, very bad for my insurance rates. I didn’t even want to think about that.


  Finally, that was sorted, and we were both trying to figure out what to do next. And that was—awkward—because in truth, we hadn’t really resolved anything. Had we just had a one-night stand, and no one told me? I didn’t really know the answer. Were we friends? More than friends? Lovers? Hell, if I knew. And as bold as I usually am? I was afraid to ask.


  It was time for me to go, and I didn’t want to go, and from what I could guess, she didn’t want me to go either. And then my phone rang.


  I looked at it. Dad. Dad rarely called me, unless it was for something important, so I answered it immediately.


  “Hello?”


  “Dougal, listen … I need you to come by the house. This afternoon.”


  “Dad … kind of a bad time, what’s up?”


  “If I wanted to discuss over the phone, I wouldn’t ask you over, would I, wise guy? Just come by.”


  I sighed. “Listen … I kinda wrecked my car last night. And Julia’s.”


  “You what? How the hell did you manage that?”


  I shook my head, getting frustrated. “Ice, when I was taking her home.”


  “Well, take the T then. But I need you to come to the house, all right? It’s important. Where are you, anyway?”


  I swallowed then said, “I’m in Cambridge.”


  His voice dropped. “At Harvard? With her?”


  I coughed. “Yeah.”


  “You better not be doing anything that’s going to end up hurting that girl, Dougal. I love you, but I know you, kid—you’re bad with the girls.”


  “Not anymore. Not this time.” My reply was firm. Not defensive.


  He didn’t answer right away. Julia was sitting across the room from me, a curious expression on her face. That was going to be a difficult conversation to explain. I was hoping she wouldn’t ask.


  “All right, kid. Just come by. When can you get here? I’ll pick you up at Broadway.”


  I checked her alarm clock, sitting on the desk. It was a little past noon.


  “I’ll be there at one.”


  “All right. Don’t be late.”


  He hung up without saying goodbye. My dad’s always been a paragon of good manners.


  I folded the phone and stuffed it in my pocket. “Listen, Julia … I gotta go to my dad’s. I don’t know what it’s about, sounds like he wants to talk about something, but he wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”


  She nodded and asked, “Want me to come along?”


  “I really do. But don’t you need to work on your paper?”


  She shrugged. “I’ll bring it with me. Unless you want to go alone…”


  I looked at her and raised my eyebrows. “Of course, I want you to come.”


  “It’s decided then. Give me a second to get myself together.”


  So a few minutes later, we were trudging through the snow toward Harvard Square. Holding hands. That was … weird. And nice. And it didn’t resolve any of my questions. Her dorm, or house, or whatever they call it, was separated from the rest of campus and from Harvard Square by several blocks. And with a good ten inches of snow on the ground, that felt like a long distance. But we finally got to the square, got a couple cups of coffee from Au Bon Pain and started toward the entrance to the T.


  Behind the newspaper stands was the sunken amphitheater shaped area everyone calls The Pit. Even in this weather, there were a dozen or more people hanging out in the pit, mostly huddled under the shelter for the T. My kind of people: misfits, mostly. Punks with nowhere else to go.


  “Hey, Crank!”


  The voice came from one of the guys huddled in a coat in the Pit. It was Lenny. About twenty-three, maybe twenty-four years old, he’s a lanky, pale skinned guy with dreadlocks and multiple face piercings. I don’t know if Lenny is his real name, but he’d been a regular around the Pit for years. We used to pay guys to go in the packie and get us liquor, then get stinking drunk in the cemetery.


  I didn’t really miss those days.


  “Lenny … hey, man.”


  We bumped fists. “What’s doin’, Crank?”


  “Heading over to my dad’s,” I said. I turned to Julia. “Julia, this is Lenny. We used to hang.”


  Lenny said, “Yeah, before you became all famous and shit.”


  I shook my head. “I’m a lot of things, Lenny, but famous isn’t one of ‘em.”


  “Nice to meet you, Lenny,” Julia said. Her eyes were wide, and as I looked at her and at Lenny, I realize the gulf I was crossing here. The guys I used to hang with down here at the Pit, and just around town: mostly homeless or couch surfers. Drugs, drinking. I’d cut most of that crap out. There was no future in it, and I may not be a college boy, but I was planning on going somewhere.


  Lenny looked at her, and I think he saw the same thing I did, because he said, “So, you dating barnies now? What the hell, man?”


  I felt a surge of irritation and said, in a friendly tone, “If you want to keep your teeth, Lenny, you won’t ever say anything like that again.”


  He put his hands up in the air. “Hey, no offense, man. I know how it is. You make a little money from your music and sell the rest of us out. No big deal.”


  “Knock it off, man. I’m the same guy as always.”


  He shrugged. “Whatever, man. Nothing’s the same anymore, anyway. Not since Ewa.”


  I muttered a curse. “Yeah, I know. What’s going on with that?”


  Julia looked curious, as Lenny said, “They want a bunch of us to testify. I don’t talk to cops, man. But … damn.”


  “You should do it,” I said. “For her.”


  “Yeah. For Ewa.”


  “Listen, we gotta go, all right? My dad’s got something important going down.”


  “I didn’t think you even talked to him.”


  I shrugged. “Things change, man.”


  “All right, stay cool.” As we started to turn away, he said, “Hey, Crank. Can I bum a couple dollars? Old times’ sake?”


  “Sure.” I passed him a couple dollars, and we headed into the station.


  Julia waited until we were at the platform before she asked, “What was that all about?”


  I frowned. I didn’t like talking about it. “Ewa … she was one of the Pit rats. Hawaiian girl, used to hang out with the crew. Bunch of guys pretending to be Crips moved in last fall, they were trying to get the rats to rob people. She refused, so they killed her and dumped her in the river.”


  She winced. “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice low. She wrapped a hand around my arm and leaned slightly against me.


  I stared at the floor. “I didn’t know her that well,” I said. “Lenny’s right, to an extent. I don’t hang out anymore, I’ve moved on in a lot of ways. I don’t know exactly when it happened, but I’ve left that life behind.” It was true. For years, I’d been aimless. Running with the guys in the Pit, hanging out drinking in cemeteries, getting drunk and getting laid. But something had changed. At least, since we’d formed Morbid Obesity, I’d felt like I had direction in life. At least enough direction that I got a job, started paying rent, started thinking about more than just this week. I didn’t want to screw around. I wanted to drive Morbid Obesity to success. We weren’t just going to be a band who screwed around for a couple years, then broke up and moved on with our lives. I could feel it. I could taste it.


  The train roared into the station, buffeting us with ice-cold air, so we stopped talking. The doors opened, and we boarded, taking a seat together in the back of the train.


  “Isn’t that a good thing?” she asked.


  “What’s that?” I asked, my mind still on the odd changes in my life over the last couple of years.


  “Moving on. To new things.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “What, have I become a self-improvement project for you?”


  “What does that mean?” Her head was tilted, her expression puzzled.


  “Does it bother you that I’m a high school dropout in a rock band?”


  A slightly amused look came over her face, her lips just barely rising at the corner. “No,” she said. “It doesn’t bother me.”


  The train jerked forward slightly, then started rolling, accelerating quickly.


  “Shouldn’t it?” I asked. “Is there any hope for a future between a pit rat and a Harvard girl?”


  She leaned against me. “I’m not ready to think about the future yet. Please, don’t ask me to do that. Let’s enjoy now, okay?”


  Okay. Time to change the subject. I turned and whispered in her ear, “I can think of a lot of ways to make now more fun.”


  She whispered back, “We’re not alone in this car.”


  I lightly bit her earlobe, and she closed her eyes, leaning closer to me, and so I let my left hand drift, sliding down the fabric of her dungarees to her inner thigh. She turned her lips to mine, and I nibbled on her lower lip as my hand pressed against her. She moaned, softly.


  “Quiet,” I whispered. “You don’t want to disturb the commuters.”


  Luckily, we were the only people at this end of the train, because she shifted in her seat, moving into my lap, straddling me, pressing hard against my groin. Her hands rested on my shoulders as she returned the long, slow kiss. My hands shifted to her waist, pulling her closer to me, as close as we could possibly get fully clothed in winter jackets. I slid my hands around, caressing her butt, and she dropped her mouth to my neck, kissing it, and then biting.


  I wanted to yell. I wanted to tear her clothes off right then and there.


  She whispered, “What did your friend call me? A barney? What’s that?”


  I groaned. I didn’t really want to talk. But I responded, “A barney, um … you know … Harvard Yard … barn …”


  “That doesn’t make any sense,” she whispered.


  “Why should anything make sense?” I asked.


  


  


  Let’s do it (Julia)


  When we arrived, Jack said, “I got something to talk to you guys about. You can come along, Julia, if you want.” He seemed so grave that I went along, worried about how the two brothers would react to whatever his news was.


  “Sean!” Jack called. “Can you come in the kitchen?”


  Moments later, I heard Sean coming down the stairs, his sneakers thumping loud on each step. He came in the kitchen and said, “Yes, Dad?”


  “Have a seat, kid.”


  Sean sat down.


  When Jack spoke next, his words fell on Sean and Crank like a bomb going off.


  “My National Guard unit’s been activated for deployment to Kuwait.”


  Crank gaped at his father, and Sean folded his arms across his chest as if to protect it, and immediately started rocking back and forth in his seat.


  “I didn’t think it was going to happen, but we got the orders last night. They’re saying we’ll probably be gone for at least a year.”


  Sean didn’t say anything. Crank said, “A year? Can they do that?”


  “Yeah, they can do it, Dougal. There’s nothing I can do but salute and follow orders.”


  I stared at Jack aghast. I was trying to imagine what the impact was on this family that I’d somehow gotten intertwined with. Who would take care of Sean? He was seventeen but had the emotional maturity of someone much younger. He wasn’t ready to be on his own.


  Crank shook his head. “I can’t frickin’ believe it. We’re really going to war over there.”


  “I’ve been telling you that, kid.”


  “Who’s going to watch out for Sean?”


  As soon as Crank said the words, Sean stood up and blurted out, “I will not go to Grandfather’s house again. You can’t make me.” And he walked out of the kitchen.


  Jack sighed. “I was afraid of that.”


  “Can you blame him?” Crank asked. “Grandpa treated him like crap when you got called up last year.”


  “What happened last year?” I asked, putting a hand on Crank’s shoulder. Sean had told me a little. I remembered him saying, I hate them.


  “My dad doesn’t get Asperger’s,” Jack said. “He seems to think a shout and a swift kick in the ass is all it will take to get Sean to be normal. And when I got called up after September 11, Sean stayed with him for four weeks. It didn’t go well.”


  Crank spoke, his tone low and almost broken, “It was a disaster.”


  “I’m gonna talk with your moth—”


  Jack stopped, and they both jerked in their seats at the sound of a loud crash from the living room. All three of us jumped up to our feet and ran into the living room.


  Sean had pulled the six-foot high bookcase down, books and pictures and knickknacks scattered across the floor. He stood next to it with his arms flexed, his hands balls into fists and his face tense, brow drawn down in rage. “I won’t go to Grandpa’s! I won’t! He hates me!”


  I almost cried out when Sean took a clenched fist and hit himself in the forehead, and then hit himself again, savagely, with the other fist. He let out an animal cry, and Crank ran to him and put his arms around his brother. “You won’t have to!” Crank said urgently. “I’ll—I’ll move back home. I’ll stay with you, Sean. You’re my brother. I’ll watch out for you.”


  Sean looked up at his brother, his face confused and angry and sad, and he started to wail. “I can’t go to Grandpa’s, I can’t!”


  Crank shook his head. “I’ve got you, Sean, all right? You don’t have to go anywhere. You’ll stay right here, with me, all right? And we’ll wait for Dad to come home. Dad’s going to be all right. Do you hear? He’s going to be all right.”


  Jack slowly walked over to his two sons and put his arms around both of them and held them tight. Sean was calming down now, his breath slowing to a ragged rhythm. I stood watching, marveling at the contrast of my own distant, controlling parents as this strong man held both of his sons in his arms, holding them together with love and a strength I couldn’t comprehend.


  I felt like an intruder, witnessing an intimately private moment that was never meant to be shared. I quietly took a step back, to go sit in the kitchen, but Jack somehow sensed it and said, “Get over here, missy.”


  I wanted to look over my shoulder and point at myself and say, “Me?” But there was no one else he could mean, so I walked over too, avoiding the downed shelves and the debris scattered across the floor. Jack reached out and pulled me by the arm into this family embrace, and I nearly burst into tears. Somehow the moment he pulled me into that embrace, it brought up all the times I’d needed my mother to do the same. All the times I’d spent alone, or in the garage with Barry in Belgium. All the times I’d needed my mother to hold me and say it was going to be okay, and she wasn’t there.


  And so I whispered a promise, one that was too impulsive and committed me to far more than I had ever been willing to give—a promise that meant I was going to be around for a while. I whispered to Jack, “They’ll be all right while you’re gone. I’ll watch out for both of them.”


  Jack responded by pulling me in tighter.


  A few moments later, Jack broke off the embrace. “All right. Let’s fix this shelf.”


  Sean’s eyes were pointed off to the side, away from his dad, as he said, “I’m sorry I knocked over the shelf.”


  Jack grinned. “If I had to go live with my dad again, I’d probably knock over some stuff too. But don’t do it again, all right? I just hope nothing’s broken.”


  So Crank and Sean and Jack put the bookshelves back up, then all four of us picked up the assorted books and other items scattered across the floor.


  A picture frame had broken. I picked it up, careful of the cracked glass.


  The photo was of a much younger Jack and Margot. Crank was in the picture, maybe ten years old, wearing a green and white striped polo, and a wide grin on his face as he licked cotton candy. He was holding hands with Sean, who was maybe four in the picture.


  Jack took a deep breath then gently took the frame from me. “Have to get that frame replaced,” he said, his voice grave.


  “All right, kids. I have to report in at Fort Devens in less than a week. Which means we’ve got some planning to do. Let’s sit down and get this done.”


  Crank replied, “Me and Sean will talk—Julia’s got some studying to do.”


  I nodded, ruefully. The fact was if I didn’t get to it, I wasn’t going to finish this paper in time. So I grabbed my backpack, joined them in the kitchen and opened up my PowerBook. While they talked logistics of Crank moving home, handling bank accounts, school, and more, I worked on my paper, which dealt with fluctuation in interest rates following the 1980s S&L crisis. Exciting stuff.


  Periodically, I looked up at Crank. I’d never seen him like this. Serious. Organized. He was taking detailed notes and making suggestions to his father about handling legal and bill issues in his absence. In short, he acted like a grownup. Which, with Crank, was not always the case.


  “Monday afternoon’s my last day on the job. I’ll need you to be here then, Dougal.”


  Crank winced. “Monday’s bad. We’re in the studio.”


  “Any way you can reschedule?” Jack looked frustrated at having to ask the question. I could imagine what he was thinking—he was possibly going off to war, and Crank was worried about studio time?


  “Gonna be hard, we paid up front, several hundred dollars. Recording a new single. I’d just forfeit my money, but the rest of the band put up a lot of cash for it.”


  I leaned forward and said, “I can do it.”


  “What?” Crank said, as Jack looked over at me.


  “I’ll come over here after class and hang out with Sean. We’ll make a night of it, right, Sean? You can teach me how to make gluten-free pizza.”


  Sean grinned, which was as much facial expression as I’d ever seen on his face other than anger.


  Jack’s eyes darted back and forth between the two of us. “If you’re sure. I don’t want you to feel like you have to … this is a family issue.”


  I placed my palms flat on the table and looked Jack in the eye. “Sean is my friend. And you look out for your friends, okay?”


  He flashed a smile at me—the same charming, boyish smile Crank had so obviously inherited from him. “Well then, that’s settled. Dougal, you go record your song, I’ll be at work, and Julia will be here.”


  I went back to my writing.


  A little while later, while I was puzzling out a particularly thorny equation, Crank said, “I think that’s everything.”


  Jack responded, his voice low and quiet, “No. Not quite everything.”


  Something about his tone caught my attention. I looked up, puzzled. Crank was sitting across from his father, an expectant expression on his face. Sean was reading his medical textbook again.


  “We need to talk about your mother.”


  Crank’s eyes darted to Sean, and he said, “I don’t see why.”


  Crank stood and walked to the refrigerator, took out a beer and opened it. He was tense, his motions aggressive. Finally, he returned to the table, setting the beer on the table too hard. It hit with a loud crack. I stopped pretending to be interested in my laptop.


  “All right, Dad. Talk.”


  Jack closed his eyes and sighed. “I think she’s ready to come home. We talked about it last night for a long time.”


  Sean flipped the page in his book, too quickly. The page tore. Crank’s eyes narrowed and darted to his brother again. “We don’t need her. She hasn’t been here in years. Why should she come home now?” As he asked the question, he twisted the top off his beer and took a long drink from it.


  Jack’s face twitched, a mixture of unexpressed anger and sadness on his face. Very quietly, he said, “She’s your mother.”


  “No,” Crank replied, his face set. “She’s the woman who left us.”


  “Don’t you ever speak about your mother that way, Dougal!” Jack’s voice had a hard edge to it.


  “Why the hell not?” Crank responded with a raised voice. “She left you, Dad. She left us all!”


  Jack closed his eyes. His face had turned red, and he was visibly making an effort not to blow up. Finally, he said in a tortured, grim tone, “Would you rather she be dead? Because that was the choice we had.”


  “What are you talking about, Dad? Why would she be dead?” Crank was leaning forward, every line in his body rigid. I’d never seen him like this. But this was part of his core—the anger that drove his music and drove the life he’d lived.


  “She left because it was that or commit suicide! She didn’t leave, I made her go!” Jack shouted.


  Sean looked up suddenly, his face shocked, and I raised my hand to my mouth. Crank was still leaning over the table, his eyes wide with shock and rage. He gripped the edge of the table with both hands, his entire body shaking.


  Jack’s face shifted. Instead of rage, his face was twisted in grief. His eyes went red, bloodshot, watering, and he went on, and I wanted to tell him to stop, to please stop, don’t say another word. Not about suicide. Please, no. But he kept going.


  “The stress was killing her, all right? I came home one night, and she was in the bathtub bleeding out! So I let her go. Because I love her, and because she’s your mother, and if you ever say another word against her, I swear I’ll beat the living shit out of you!”


  Crank was stunned into silence. He let out a loud breath and whispered, “Are you shitting me?”


  Jack shook his head. A tear ran down his face, and he angrily wiped it away.


  “Why?” Sean asked. His voice was the same as always: loud, monotone. But he spoke quickly and louder than usual. “Was I that bad?”


  “Oh, God no, kid,” Jack said, no longer able to hold back his tears. “She just loved you too much. Both of you. Look … your mom always had … depression … sadness. Even when I met her. Before you were born. But she was good at everything. Everything she’d ever done was like gold. And she thought she could cure Asperger’s. She thought she could be the perfect mom. So … you know what it was like. Doctors, more doctors. Treatment. It’s not that she didn’t love you—it’s that she loved you too much. She wanted to give you—everything in life. And when that didn’t work … it just got to be too much. Way too much.” His voice dropped. “She stopped taking care of herself. Your mother … she wrapped up everything she had into curing you. And you can’t cure autism. But she was going to do it if it killed her. And … it was. Autism was killing her.”


  His face twisted in sadness. “That sweet, lovable, wonderful woman. She was my life, she was everything to me, and I was watching her die before my eyes. I couldn’t let it go on.”


  Crank whispered, “She really tried to kill herself?”


  Jack looked away, his face looking … old. Sad. Grief-stricken. “Yeah,” he said. “She did. So … I had to put her in the hospital. That day … she sent Sean to Mrs. Doyle’s. And she went upstairs and sliced her wrists open.”


  As he spoke the words, I stared down at the heavy bundle of bracelets I wore to cover the scars on my own wrist. I don’t even know what I was feeling. I’d never even thought about what it would have been like for my family. If Carrie or Alexandra or one of the twins had been the first to walk into that bathroom and find me, floating in the water, bleeding to death … I never even thought about them. Even my mother—as much as we fought, as much as I wanted her out of my life—I would never wish that kind of pain on her.


  “Something—something about her manner that morning scared me. For weeks, she’d been crying. All the time. She told me she wanted to die. She told me more than once. And I heard her … but I didn’t. I didn’t think she really meant it. I didn’t do anything about it. And then that morning, she was bright and cheerful. She said she was going to take you to the park, Sean.”


  Crank’s voice was rough, and I could see tears in his eyes. “That was right after we got in that big fight. And I ran away.”


  Jack looked at his older son, his eyes sad. “Yeah. That’s when it was. So I was worried. And I called home … but there was no answer. And I figured, well, she had Sean at the park. But I called again, half an hour later. Then fifteen minutes later. Then I turned my patrol car around and got my ass here. And I couldn’t find Sean, but the upstairs bathroom was locked, and I could hear the water running. I kicked the door in and found her.”


  He closed his eyes, and his voice suddenly rose into a near wail, and he said, “She wasn’t breathing. I’ve never seen so much blood in my life. I yanked her out of there, wrapped the wounds and called the dispatcher, and I held that woman in my arms and prayed and prayed.


  His voice dropped to a whisper. “I thought it was too late. When the ambulance got there, they couldn’t get me to let her go. Tony showed up then, and he pulled me off her, and I clocked him one. He had to wrestle me to the floor.”


  Jack dropped his face in his hands. “She was in the hospital for six months. And…you guys were too young. Too young to know what had happened. So … we just didn’t talk about it.”


  Crank slammed his fist into the table. “We didn’t talk about it?” he yelled. “Why the fuck not? Our mother’s been gone for almost five years, and you couldn’t tell us why?”


  Jack slumped. For the first time since I’d met him, he looked old, the lines in his face accentuated by longstanding grief. “I didn’t know what else to do, guys. I just didn’t. How do you tell your kids that you’ve committed their mother to a psych ward?”


  “So, what happened after that?” Crank demanded.


  “Her therapist believed that she needed more time. Time away … to heal, to get her mental health back. And I agreed. So, she spent a year in a group home, and then we rented her a little place in East Boston. And she’s been healing. Playing piano again. Learning to live. But she misses you guys so much it kills her. That’s why she started coming for holidays again last year.”


  I’d been sitting behind my laptop, silently crying, but after that I couldn’t stay silent. “Tell us something happy, Jack. Please? Tell us how you met Margot.”


  Crank and Jack both looked at me like I was crazy. Then I said, “You’ve told them the bad and the heartbreak. Now tell them something good. Tell them about the Margot you remember. It’s obvious you love her like nothing else in your life. Tell us why.”


  “God bless you, girl. I hope you end up in our family some day,” Jack whispered.


  I froze at his words. I wasn’t ready to think about the future. I wasn’t ready to think about next week, much less anything long-term.


  “Tell us,” Sean said. “I want to know about Mom.”


  “Me too,” Crank said. He reached out a hand and gripped mine, as if to say, thank you.


  Jack spoke quietly, “Oh God, your mom was amazing. She was a pianist with the Boston Pops. One night, she was on her way out of the Hall and got mugged. And I got called. She was this tiny thing … and so beautiful. Oh, my God, your mother was so precious. She had these huge light-green eyes and almost black hair, and I knew there was no way in hell she would go out to dinner with me. But I asked her anyway. And we fell in love. Your mom … she believed in … in happiness … in changing the world. She believed that if you work hard enough and believe hard enough, you can do anything in the world. So even though it made her dad all bullshit, she married a poor Boston Irish cop.”


  Crank squeezed my hand again, then said, his voice sober, “It’s my fault. I was tearing the whole family up then.”


  “Oh, shut up, Dougal. Don’t you get it? It’s no one’s fault. It’s not Sean’s, it’s not yours—it’s not mine. Yeah, the stress at home didn’t help. But that was just the icing on the cake. You guys never really knew much about it, but her whole family cut her off after we got married. Fucking Brahmins. Plus, if I’d been a better father, I would never have let you go off the deep end like that, anyway. I knew what you were up to, from the very first time you got in trouble. But I was too worried about finances and my job and your mother to do anything about it.”


  Jack turned to me, but pointed a finger at Crank. “Do you know what this joker did? He got up in front of God and everyone when he had the lead role in the eighth grade play and shouts, ‘Fuck the police.’ Brought the house down, let me tell you.” He turned back to Crank. “I get it, kid. We weren’t there for you when you needed us. And you went wild. I bet you got laid a lot.”


  Crank laughed, and I did too, and suddenly we were all laughing, even Sean.


  After a few moments, Sean turned to Crank. His eyes were wide, and he did something I’d never seen him do before. He met Crank’s eyes, dead on. “Crank … can we ask Mom to come home?”


  Crank’s eyes watered suddenly, and he whispered, “Yeah. Let’s do it, little brother.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  


  I love the song (Crank)


  It was late by the time Julia and I headed out from my Dad’s. We huddled together on the train ride, then kissed goodbye at Park Street where I switched to the Green Line train to head back to Roxbury.


  I slept like the dead that night. The next morning—well, that’s a relative term, it was almost noon—we loaded up the van and headed over to the studio.


  I was taking a short smoke break when she called.


  “You’re not going to believe this,” Julia said. “I got a call from my sister Carrie last night.”


  I shifted my phone to my right ear and waved a hand to Serena, signaling 5 minutes. “How’s she doing?”


  “She’s all right. Ready to leave home, I think. She’s been accepted early decision at Columbia. She graduates in June. But anyway … here’s the thing. After I refused to go to San Francisco for Thanksgiving … my father bought tickets for the whole family. They’re coming here.”


  My eyes widened. “You for real?” I said, as I shook a cigarette out of the pack and lit it.


  “Yes.”


  “So will I be meeting your parents?”


  “Are we ready for that?”


  “Why not? Your dad was an ambassador? Doesn’t intimidate me. My dad’s a Boston cop.”


  She laughed, a beautiful, rich sound that I’d love to hear a thousand times a day. But I was out of time.


  “Crank!” Serena called. “Time!”


  “Yeah, yeah, I’ll be right there,” I called back. “I gotta go. Talk later?”


  “Bye!” she said.


  I slapped the phone closed and walked back into the studio. We were recording at Division in Somerville. We did our original EP at some crappy studio over in Jamaica Plain. This was more like it. World class, really. Expensive as shit, too. We had 4 hours to record, re-record, edit and perfect the new song. And I was determined to do it. This was our chance to make a serious frickin’ impression.


  Jon, the engineer, had called his buddy at Division records after he heard our first run through this morning. That had apparently generated another call, and shortly after, Jon gave us the news. Ron Murray, the head of Division Records, wanted to stop in and hear our final take.


  I was sweating bullets. But we had it together today. We were as good as we’d ever been, and if there was ever a day for him to show up, it was today.


  Inside, I switched my phone off and gulped back some water. Mark fingered his bass and then said, “Dude, something’s different about you.”


  Serena looked over the top of her horn-rimmed glasses at Mark. “He’s in love,” she said. She’s been wearing the glasses for a couple days. Not prescription. She just liked them.


  Mark rolled his eyes. “Whatever, man. Drugs are more reliable than that shit.”


  “Do me a favor,” I said. “Everybody shut the hell up, and let’s play. Jon, you ready?”


  The sound engineer, sitting at the panel on the other side of the glass, gave a thumbs up.


  “All right … let’s do this.”


  I pointed to Pathin to signal him, and he tapped the snare drum to count us in, and then we played. Serena had pushed this after the second time we played “Julia, Where Did You Go?” in front of a live audience. She’d argued that we needed to record a single right away. It’s not that our audiences hadn’t liked our music before. But they’d never reacted like this, and at least a hundred people had posted on our website, asking when we were going to release a single. No one had ever asked that before. It was good: a hard driving song, with an angry, tense edge, but highly sexually charged. I’d be a liar if I didn’t admit that it’s the best song I’ve ever written.


  The question now was—would Ron Murray agree? We hadn’t expected an executive from the record company to come down. He had the ability to get us released as a single, if he thought the music would go. So, I focused on the music and nothing else. But as I played, I thought of her. I thought of her, in the dark; shadow snowflakes running across the ceiling as she told her story, tears running down her face.


  As the last notes faded, I looked up. Jon gave another thumbs up through the window, and then I noticed, standing further back in the studio, behind Jon near the door: Ron Murray. Head of the label. I tensed up. What did he think? Was it good? He hadn’t walked out of the studio, so that was a good sign. He wouldn’t waste his time if he didn’t like the music. I could see Jon and Murray talking to each other, but the mics in there were off, so I didn’t know what they were saying.


  None of us spoke a word. Serena met my eyes and crossed her fingers.


  Murray walked to the door of the sound booth and opened it up.


  “So you guys are Morbid Obesity? I’m Ron Murray, I run Division Records.”


  At first we were all silent, then we all tried to answer at once. Finally the others shut up, and I said, “Yeah, we’re Morbid Obesity. I’m Crank … this is Serena … Mark … Pathin.”


  “I love the song,” he said. He held a card out to me. “Have your manager call me, today, if not sooner. We’ll do a single and see where that goes.”


  I nodded and said words that rarely if ever come out of my mouth. “Yes, sir. Right away.”


  Murray turned and walked out of the room. The second the door was closed, Serena let out a loud scream, and then we were all yelling and laughing and cheering all at once.


  After a few minutes, Pathin said, “One problem. How are we going to pay a manager? We can’t even pay our rent.”


  We all looked at each other and Serena said, “Crank, what about your girlfriend? You said she’s a business major or something? Didn’t you say she did an internship here?”


  They all looked at me. I shrugged. “I’ll talk with her. Not promising anything.”


  Serena put her hands on her hips and gave me the look. Yeah, that look. Like she was my mother. “I want to meet her. Bring her around tomorrow?”


  


  


  


  You’re Being Dramatic (Julia)


  On Tuesday, after I got out of class, I walked the six blocks over to the Charles Hotel, where a rental car was waiting for me. It was handy having parents with a lot of money and a good insurance policy, but it was really too bad that Crank wasn’t able to get a rental car right away. His insurance wouldn’t cover it. In any event, I picked up the car, put my directions from MapQuest on the passenger seat and headed out to Roxbury.


  It took about thirty minutes to get to Crank’s place. When I got there, I wasn’t sure it was the right place. The building had the look of an abandoned warehouse in a bad neighborhood. Half of the place was covered with extensive, colorful graffiti, and several windows were broken out, replaced with plywood that had greyed with time.


  I parked the car in the little side lot and locked it, then walked to the steel door. This had several locks in it. I knocked and opened it. A dark hall stretched away, with a couple of apparently abandoned offices to the left.


  “Hello?” I called out.


  “Back here!” a female voice called out in an Indian English accent. That would be Serena. I walked down the hall to the end, where another door was cracked. Inside was the main warehouse floor, about forty yards long. The band’s equipment was set up at one end, surrounded by four electric space heaters, which looked to have been picked up at a flea market in the 1970s.


  Pathin, who I’d seen a couple of times now, was sitting at the drums. Mark was lounging on a couch, tuning his bass. Serena stood, a guitar hanging from its strap, and she looked at me with an expression I couldn’t quite interpret. Her eyes scanned me: calculating, thoughtful. Crank approached quickly and gave me a kiss on the cheek, then pulled me toward the group.


  “Mark and Pathin, you’ve met Julia. Serena … meet Julia.”


  “Hello,” I said. This was the closest I’d seen Serena. She was stunning, with black hair parted severely in the middle and tied in a low ponytail. She didn’t look like most of the Indian girls I knew … or really, any of the girls I knew. She wore a short leather jacket with spikes embedded in the lapels. Underneath, a white camisole, with bold black letters reading “Alpha Female.” A green and blue tattoo of a snake rose from her chest and wound around her neck. Black jeans ended in gleaming black leather boots. Another tattoo, of a butterfly, graced her forehead just at the tip of her left eyebrow. She was incredibly sexy.


  “It’s nice to meet the girl who managed to steal Crank away,” she said, her voice sounding catty.


  I stiffened.


  Crank snorted. “No one can steal what you didn’t have in the first place, Serena.”


  Serena’s eyes fixed on him for a few seconds, then back on me. She moved like a very calm, very dangerous predator. I didn’t like the feel of this at all.


  I didn’t even know why Crank had asked me to come over this afternoon, but he’d made it sound important. If it was to parade me in front of his band, I wasn’t going to be happy. Not one bit. I wasn’t interested in getting into any kind of conflict with Serena, and I didn’t know enough of their history to know what was going on here. Had Crank and Serena been involved? Or worse, had he slept with her at some point and dumped her? Or … who knew? Did I even care? I didn’t know where we were headed, if anywhere. The questions swirled in my head, and I swept them away. I wasn’t going to get wrapped up in that. Not right now. But I would certainly discuss it with Crank later. In private. And he wasn’t going to enjoy that discussion.


  I turned to him, raising an eyebrow. “Are you going to tell me what this is all about?”


  Serena said, “I think we should let her hear the recording first.” She practically purred.


  Crank said, “You’re being dramatic.”


  She leaned her head forward, just slightly, her eyes on him. “No, I’m being serious. I want her to know exactly what we’re dealing with here.”


  “Fine,” Crank said. He walked over to a stereo and pressed some buttons, then sound poured out.


  I recognized the song. It was the one I’d heard that night at Bill’s Bar & Lounge…”Julia, Where Did You Go?” But it was different. That had been at a live show and the first time they’d played it. Here … they’d perfected the transitions, the timing, done some work on the chorus. It was … amazing. I’d heard all of the band’s music, but this was an order of magnitude better. The kind of song that could get hit radio play.


  When it was over, I looked at the four of them. “You’ve got a—a possible hit there. A big one.”


  Serena smiled, but it still wasn’t friendly, and Pathin and Mark looked at each other. Crank stayed quiet.


  Serena finally spoke. “The president of Division Records was in the studio yesterday when we did that cut. He wants to meet with our manager. To negotiate a contract.


  “That’s great,” I said, feeling a little hesitant. Why had they brought me here to tell me this?


  “We don’t have a manager,” she said. “And we can’t afford to hire anyone.”


  Oh. No. She had to be kidding me.


  “And?” I said.


  “You’re a business major at Harvard. When do you graduate?”


  “June.”


  “Crank said you interned at Division Records?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, I did. One summer. And I’ve done all the coursework I could related to the music industry.”


  “Planning on going to graduate school?”


  I frowned. Then answered, “I was. But honestly, I’ve been having doubts … I’m not sure I want to go in the direction my parents want. Is this a job interview?”


  Crank chuckled, and Serena got a fierce grin on her face. “Think of it like that,” she said. “But don’t be acting pricey.”


  “I’m a long way from being an expert on the industry.”


  “That’s fine,” Serena said. She had her arms crossed over her chest, a frown on her face. “We don’t have any money to pay you. What I want to know is: do you have the balls to do it?”


  I didn’t like her attitude. She acted like I was asking them for a favor, not the other way around. I stared back at her, and Crank, standing next to me, shifted uncomfortably. He’d be a lot more uncomfortable when we talked later. I didn’t appreciate being brought in here cold.


  “I might,” I answered her, “if it’s worth the trouble. What exactly do you have in mind?”


  “First thing, negotiate the single. Get us the best deal possible. Up until now, I’ve been handling scheduling our gigs. But you’d take that over. If the single takes off … we want to go on tour. Record a real album. Opening for someone, whatever. It would be your job to club that together. If you think you can handle it.”


  I was starting to like Serena. She was being a bit of a bitch, but there was nothing wrong with that. She was confident, bold as hell. “Okay, let me make sure I’ve got this right. You want me to take my minimal experience with the music industry and your complete lack of money, and turn that into a successful band. Turn it into a successful business, rather, because that’s how you need to be thinking.”


  Serena nodded. Crank squeezed my hand lightly. I thought about it for a minute. This was so far out of left field. I didn’t even know what to think. Except that it might be fun as hell. I could spend more time with Crank. I could do something completely different than what my father and mother had planned for me since I was three weeks old.


  I took a deep breath then said, “If I do this, I want to make one thing clear. You don’t treat me as Crank’s girlfriend. If I’m the band’s manager, I’m the manager. That means I’m going to be making calls some of you may not like. And unless you decide to fire me later on, you have to live with those decisions. I’ll consult with you, get your opinions and thoughts, and we’ll put major stuff to the whole group. But otherwise, I make the decisions.”


  Mark sat up, back straight, and eyebrows tense. “We’re the band, we make the decisions.”


  Pathin frowned. “Mark, shut up. She’s right. If we bring her on as the manager, she’s running the show. You can’t run a business by committee.”


  “She doesn’t know shit about the music business. She said it.”


  Serena turned contemptuous eyes on Mark. “Neither do you. I’m agreeable to her conditions. Pathin?”


  Pathin nodded. “We need some organization. She said words I liked: successful business. Are we gonna kid around in the garage like a bunch of kids, or are we going somewhere? I’m on board.”


  “Crank?”


  Crank shrugged. “You know where I stand.”


  Serena turned to face Mark, all eyes in the room on him. “Mark?”


  Mark looked at me, then back at the others. Finally, he said, “All right. I’m in.”


  Serena turned back to me. She still wasn’t smiling. “I’m not sure you can pull this off, Harvard chick. But we’ll give you a chance.”


  I took a deep breath. They were trusting me, a relative outsider, with something precious to them all. But, as crazy as it was, it made sense. And for the first time in a long time, I was excited about something. This was an opportunity to walk away from all of the boundaries and walls my parents had set. It was an opportunity to cut my own path, to do something that mattered to me.


  I looked at them. “Okay. I need everyone’s cell phone numbers and email addresses. Your rehearsal schedule. Any upcoming gigs. And Serena, I’ll need your contacts at the clubs and wherever else you’ve been playing. The first thing we’ve got to do is come up with a contract between the five of us. That, and get things going with the record company. Who do I talk to?”


  And just like that, I became part of the team.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  


  Can’t Really Talk Now (Julia)


  8:58 A.M.


  I’d been watching the clock.


  I’d been up since four in the morning, because I couldn’t sleep. I spent the last five hours online, searching out information about how the music industry worked, Googling topics like “How to Negotiate a Record Contract.” Variations on the same question. Reading and reading. Everybody described the process differently. Everyone had different advice. I knew a little, from the time I’d spent interning at Division and papers I’d done in various classes, but not enough to give me any confidence at all.


  I did have one thing going for me. On Monday, everyone would be back on campus. Including Mitch Roark, whose dad, Allen Roark, was an A-List rock star. I’d emailed Mitch, asking to get together, and included the song as an attachment to the email. If there was any real point in going to Harvard, one of the big ones was contacts.


  I had looked over the details and financials of all of the major and minor record labels. Division was minor to medium. But of bigger concern, they were on very shaky financial footing, and the IRS was investigating Ron Murray. Which meant I needed to be very careful about the terms of whatever contract we ended up with, or Morbid Obesity would be at the mercy of a company that couldn’t deliver.


  8:59 A.M.


  Crank and I had dinner together after band practice was over. Nothing special, just pizza. I’d begged off early, knowing that I had the call to make this morning. Not to mention, my parents and my sisters got into town very late last night, and they would be showing up here to pick me up sometime this morning. I was desperate to see my sisters, who I genuinely missed. My dad, too, though the truth is, he’d always been a bit remote. But my mother, not so much. Also … I needed some distance, some time to think about where this thing with Crank was headed, and if I wanted it to head anywhere. I was terrified I’d already become too intertwined, too many connections, too much commitment.


  Sometimes he gave me these looks … looks that scared me. Looks that said he was going to tell me he loved me. Part of me desperately wanted that. But, I knew that was dangerous. It wasn’t even Crank that scared me any more. It was me. It was losing myself.


  9:00 A.M. I picked up the phone and dialed.


  It rang several times, then a chirpy, cheerful female voice answered. “Good morning, Division Records.”


  “Hello,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm and professional. “My name’s Julia Thompson. I’m calling Mr. Murray on behalf of Morbid Obesity. He’s expecting my call.”


  “Please hold.”


  Silence for just a second and then hold music. Not Musak; instead, it was a high-pitched woman screeching into the microphone. Undoubtedly one of the label’s artists. Murray probably wouldn’t take my call, and I’m sure he had no idea who I was. Interns were pretty invisible to CEOs.


  After about forty-five seconds of me holding the phone a good distance away from my head, the call was picked up.


  “Hello?”


  “Hi! My name’s Julia Thompson, I’m calling on behalf of Morbid Obesity.”


  “Right. I’m Terry Woolard. Mr. Murray told me to expect your call. You’re the band’s manager?”


  “Yes, I am,” I said. It felt really strange saying that. And really good.


  “Good. I’ve got the basic terms lined up here, if you want to discuss it right now.”


  “I’m ready.”


  “Okay. What we’re looking at is a single. Royalties of four percent. We can do an advance payment of two thousand dollars. We include a provision in the contract that if the single earns out the advance, and then doubles it, we’ll offer a standard recording contract for a full album.”


  I sat back in my seat. From everything I’d read, four percent was at the bottom of what was usually offered. And the advance was almost insulting. If I knew Crank he’d jump at this in a heartbeat. But they hired me to manage, and that’s what I was going to do.


  “How long are the terms of the contact?”


  “Five years.”


  My eyes widened. “I think on a two thousand dollar advance with such low royalties, that’s asking a lot.”


  “It’s our standard offer for new artists.”


  “Mr. Murray really liked the single. And you don’t have any upfront costs … the band already paid for the studio and editing time.”


  “All right, Miss Thompson. Tell me what terms you’re looking for.”


  I closed my eyes. “Ten percent. Ten thousand advance. Recording contract if the advance earns out, with a full budget for the album. And three years.”


  I could almost hear Woolard roll his eyes across the phone lines. “Lady, either you’re really new to the industry, or you think your band is the next thing to God. We don’t give out contracts like that.”


  I was taking a big risk here. But I pushed forward. “Then make me a counter-offer that doesn’t insult my guys. They’re eating rice noodles and living in a crappy little warehouse in order to pay for studio time. This band’s going straight up. You guys are local, I’d like to take your offer, but if it’s this low?”


  I let my voice trail off. And then I heard someone knocking on the door to the suite. Several knocks. Loud. Don’t let that be my family. Not now, while I was on the phone.


  “What’s your email address?” Woolard asked. “I’ll discuss with Mr. Murray, he’s back in the office on Monday. Maybe you should come by for lunch next week.”


  I gave him my email address, and we agreed to meet at the offices for lunch on Wednesday. Which would mean I’d have to skip class. But it was for a good cause.


  The knocking on the door was louder. Jemi was probably at the gym. I got off the phone with Woolard as quickly as I could, then went out to the common room and opened the door.


  “Julia!” shouted both of the twins, who came bouncing in, grabbing hold of me. Jessica and Sarah were fraternal twins and didn’t look alike at all. Jessica had blonde hair and green eyes, and Sarah had brown, almost black hair, with very pale blue eyes. Nevertheless, my mother insisted on dressing them identically. They’d just turned six a few months ago, and I had to admit, they looked adorable, both of them in sapphire dresses with patent leather shoes.


  My father stepped forward and embraced me. “Julia,” he said, “It’s very good to see you.”


  Dad looked different. For one thing, he’d grown a beard since they all came back to the States from Moscow. He was retired now and looked it, though he was dressed formally, as always. His one concession to retirement was a khaki suit instead of dark grey, black or blue. But he looked more relaxed than I’d ever seen him. The beard suited him well.


  My mother simply nodded to me. She looked pensive, her mouth set in a thin line, eyes darting around the common room as if looking for evidence of men or drugs.


  “Hello, Mother,” I said. She was holding little Andrea’s hand. Andrea was four years old and adorably cute. She wore a green dress, which otherwise matched the twins’. I crouched down, facing her. “Hello, Andrea. Do I get a hug?”


  Andrea was just a baby when I left for college. She looked nervous. She knew me, of course, from visits home, but to her, I was just another adult and one she rarely saw. She stepped forward and put her arms around me, and I hugged her back. “Oh, it’s so good to see you,” I said.


  She stepped back and grabbed Mom’s hand again. My eyes lingered for a moment. Did my mom hold my hand like that when I was her age? I think she did. I had few memories from elementary school or earlier, but some of them … at one time, my mother and I weren’t at odds.


  I stood, banishing the memories. Carrie and Alexandra stood in the doorway. Carrie, six feet tall at seventeen years old, was taller than anyone else in the family. She was absolutely stunning. She could have been a model, easily, but spent her time buried in science textbooks instead. She grinned, stepped forward and grabbed me. “I’ve missed you so much, big sis,” she whispered. “We’ve got a lot to talk about.”


  Alexandra stepped forward, and Carrie and I both grabbed her and pulled her into a hug. She’d grown so much since I left for school, I barely recognized her. Twelve years old now, she was starting puberty, and with her long brown hair and fantastically green eyes, I thought she’d end up being a beauty as well, though all of us paled beside Carrie.


  I felt a small body collide with my back. It was Jessica. She shouted, “We want hugs, too!” so I pulled her into a group hug and then reached around and tickled her side. She started squirming and laughing.


  So the group hug broke up. Carrie said, “Nice place you’ve got here. It’s not all yours, is it?”


  “No, I share with three other girls. Adriana and Linden are out of town, but I imagine Jemi will be back soon. She goes to the gym most mornings.”


  “Which room is yours?” my father asked.


  I directed the whole tribe into my room, which suddenly seemed a lot smaller. Alexandra led a small revolt, dragging both twins and Andrea onto the bed, where the four of them started bouncing and giggling. Sarah and Jessica held Andrea’s hands as they bounced, and Alexandra let out a scream of laughter as the four of them collapsed into a pile.


  I hadn’t made the bed anyway.


  “Girls!” my mother said. “You know better than that.”


  My father looked around, his eyes wide. “When I went to Harvard,” he said, “this was Radcliff College, and neither school was co-ed.”


  “I think that was pretty much the Dark Ages, Dad,” Carrie responded.


  “Young lady!” my mother responded.


  Dad just chuckled. “I suppose it was. I never imagined I’d have a daughter at Harvard. The whole idea of women here … it just seems very radical to me.”


  I grinned at my father. “Times have changed, haven’t they.”


  By this time, my mother was peering at my desk and computer screen. “What’s this, Julia? Recording contracts?”


  My father raised his eyebrows. Even the younger girls quieted a little. They always knew when something was in the air with my parents.


  I answered truthfully, but found myself minimizing it. “I’ve taken on a job. It’s more or less part time right now. Managing a band … their recording contracts, that sort of thing.”


  My father looked puzzled, then said, “I would have thought an internship at one of the consulates or the Fletcher School would have made more sense. Speaking of which, how are your applications going? Have you settled on which graduate school yet?”


  I swallowed. “No, Dad,” I said. I didn’t say that I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to go to graduate school. Or into the Foreign Service, which is what he’d long expected of me. It was just assumed. I would go to Fletcher. Carrie and Alexandra would go to law school. The twins—who knew? At six, their lives weren’t fully under control yet. But that would come.


  My mother gave me a long, speculative look, as if she knew what I was thinking.


  To be honest, I was starting to get overwhelmed in here with three kids under six bouncing on my bed, a preteen, a teenager, me and both of my parents. My room was spacious, but not enough for eight people.


  Then my cell phone rang. It was on the desk, and rang and vibrated at the same time, buzzing and slightly moving across the surface of the desk.


  “Oh, dear,” my mother said. “I hate those things.”


  “Let me grab that,” I said, reaching for the phone. I flipped it open and answered, “Hello!”


  “Are you alone?” Crank asked, his voice heavy, almost a growl.


  “Hey there,” I said. “No, actually my family just arrived.”


  I realized that not only was my room crowded with two parents, the twins, a four-year-old, a twelve-year-old and my seventeen-year-old sister, but they were managing to block any exit from around the bed, and they were all watching me as I talked on the phone.


  “Can’t really talk right now, guests, you know?”


  “All right,” he said. “I’ll be sitting here alone. Imagining you without your clothes.”


  I felt the blood rush to my head. My face and neck grew hot, even though I knew … or at least hoped … my parents couldn’t hear what he was saying. I’m fairly certain, however, that my face telegraphed some of it, because Carrie grinned at me, my father looked away, and my mother’s expression became grim. I turned away, toward the window, feeling almost naked.


  I found myself hoping one of the twins would start bouncing again, or do something else to catch my parents’ attention. Maybe Sarah would break something?


  “That sounds great,” I said, keeping my voice quiet. “I’ll see you in the morning?”


  “Only one question: did you talk to Murray?”


  “I did … or rather his assistant, Terry Woolard. We’re having lunch next week to hammer out details.”


  “So, no deal yet?”


  “No, not yet. We’re going to have some negotiating to do.”


  “They made an offer, though?”


  “Yes. But very low. I’ll fill you in on all the details later, but I’ve got to go now.”


  “All right. Tomorrow,” he said.


  “Bye,” I said.


  “Bye,” he replied.


  I didn’t want to hang up the phone, but I did. Slowly. I snapped the phone closed and turned around to face my family. “So … let’s go?”


  


  


  


  


  


  Too good for you (Crank)


  What do you do when there’s absolutely nothing you can do? I desperately wanted to call Julia back. Get all the details of her conversation with Murray’s assistant, every nuance of the conversation. What exactly did he offer? What did she mean by ‘we have some negotiating to do’?


  I paced in my room in circles, frustrated as hell. Lunch next week? Why the hell was it going to take that long to hammer out a deal? I could go insane in a week.


  Finally, agitated, I went downstairs to the studio and sat down in front of the keyboard. I’d been wrestling with the same song for nearly two weeks. Something just wasn’t working, and I hadn’t been able to even get started on anything else while this was still stuck in my head, there, but not quite there. I’d tried twenty different arrangements, but they all came down to the same thing. I needed four hands on that keyboard for this song to work.


  Frustrating. I was stuck.


  “Something’s missing.” Serena spoke the words from the bottom of the stairs. I’d been so occupied, playing through the chorus over and over again, that I didn’t notice her come down.


  “Yeah, I know,” I said.


  “It’s almost there,” she responded. She was wearing a tight tank top with spaghetti straps and white capris. Enough to inspire lust in anyone, but she was safe with me. The band was more important, always had been. And now … Julia. That changed everything. Except maybe it didn’t, because the only thing Julia would commit to was confusing the hell out of me.


  That didn’t mean I couldn’t look.


  “What did you think of Julia?” I asked. Okay. That might have been a little passive-aggressive on my part.


  Serena gave me a sour look. “You’re all tied up in her, aren’t you?”


  I shrugged, trying to give away nothing.


  “I didn’t want to like her,” Serena said. “I really didn’t. But I couldn’t help it. She’s smart. And I get the feeling she won’t put up with any bullshit from Mark. Or you.”


  I sighed and pivoted around so I was sitting backwards on the piano bench. “What bullshit from me?”


  She chuckled and looked directly at me. It was a seductive look. “You know what I’m talking about. I don’t think pulling girls on stage and grabbing their tits is in your future, Crank. Or taking them home afterward.”


  “That was getting old, anyway,” I said. “What do you care?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t. Except, as always, how it affects the band.”


  I said, “The only way I can see it affecting the band is if you let it.”


  She shook her head and gave me a wry smile. “You’re very full of yourself, aren’t you?”


  I snorted.


  “Seriously, Crank. It’s been amusing to pretend I had a thing for you the last couple of years. But don’t ever mistake me for being serious about you.” She walked closer and sat on the bench near me.


  “How am I supposed to know what to think?”


  “You aren’t, Crank. That’s the point.” She rolled her eyes as she said it.


  “I don’t get it.”


  “That’s because you know nothing about me.”


  “You never talk about anything before you came to Boston.”


  “And why should I?” she asked. “It’s not as if you ever asked.”


  I leaned forward and said, “I’m asking now.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t have any horrible sob story to tell you, Crank. My parents emigrated from India and had me. I ran away when I was eighteen to avoid an arranged marriage. And here I am.”


  I squeezed my eyes shut. “Did you say arranged marriage?”


  “Yes. My parents wanted me to marry this obnoxious pig from Lansing. It’s common in India, but not so much here.”


  “So what happened, exactly?”


  She shrugged. “I broke his nose. And bought a bus ticket for Boston.”


  “You broke his nose? That’s actually hilarious,” I said.


  She grinned at me. “My parents didn’t think so. But we’ve been talking again recently. I may actually go see them soon.”


  “So … how did you end up hanging with us? In the Pit?”


  “Until Ewa was murdered, it was hard for me to imagine a safer place for a homeless eighteen year old to be. The cops didn’t mess with us much, and we had a safe group.” She shook her head then said, softly, “Safe.”


  I took a sharp breath. Ewa. She and Serena used to hang out. “She was a good kid,” I said.


  “I miss her,” Serena replied. Her eyes were dry, and she seemed to be fixed in place, her entire body completely still. “The first two years I was in Boston, she was my best friend. We watched out for each other, you know? But then when I joined the band and moved in with you guys, we started to grow apart. I tried to get her to move in with us, but she wouldn’t do it. Said she was happy down there.”


  For a second, it looked almost like her eyes were going to water. Then she looked at me and said, “So there. That’s all you get. Talking about all that shit isn’t going to make it better.”


  I shifted in my seat. I didn’t know the right thing to say. None of us in the old crew did. Ewa’s murder had left an open, gaping wound. It completely destroyed the notion we had that we could live day to day, making music, talking bullshit, getting drunk, and that nothing bad would happen as long as we stuck together.


  “You know you can talk to me,” I said. “I may be an ass sometimes, but I’m still your friend.”


  “You’re too self-centered to be a good friend, Crank.”


  I shook my head. “Maybe,” I said. “But all of us learn as we go.”


  “Well, I’m going to give you a little unsolicited advice. Friend. Don’t screw Julia over. Don’t have one too many and forget. If we’re on the road and some groupie crawls into your lap, throw her off, and quick. Because if you want to have any kind of life with that one, you’re going to have to respect her.”


  “This conversation is pissing me off,” I said. My reaction was automatic. But the truth was, Serena wasn’t telling me anything I hadn’t thought already. I didn’t want to screw this up, but I didn’t exactly have the best track record when it came to women.


  “Don’t like having the mirror pointed at you?” she asked.


  “Are you drunk?” I asked.


  “Of course not, peckerhead. Are you so used to hearing what you want to hear that you can’t take it when someone says the truth to you?”


  “Come on,” I replied. “This is me you’re talking to. What do you think I am?”


  She shook her head. “I think you’re a mess. I think you’re a hollow man who grabs the nearest drink and the nearest woman the moment life starts to get you down. And I’m afraid that the moment things get hard, you’ll blow it with Julia. And despite all of your failings, I think you deserve someone like her.”


  Her words sunk in, and I grimaced. It felt as if someone had just pelted me with little pellets of truth, and they hurt. Hollow man. Why would she say that? And the thing was—her expression told me she was telling me the truth. Exactly what she thought.


  I responded with bravado … the only way I knew how. “Not someone like you?”


  She raised an eyebrow and curled her lip up slightly at the corner. “I’m way too good for you, Crank.”


  With that, she got up and walked away.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  


  Almost time (Julia)


  It was a nice day with my family, despite the tension with my mother and the questioning looks from my father. We spent the day touring Boston, then returned to the Charles Hotel, where my father had rented a three-room suite on the top floor. At one point, Carrie and I chased Alexandra and the twins and Andrea into their room and tickled them. Alexandra got so overexcited she puked, but ten minutes later, she was changed into new pajamas and playing again.


  I still found it hard to believe how much she’d changed … how much they’d all changed. Especially Carrie, who had shot up nearly a foot sometime in the last year. She was gawky, unsure of herself, but fantastically beautiful in a willowy way that made me think of a runway model. The twins, only toddlers when I left home, had grown taller and very different in personality. Jessica was quiet, almost bookish, and tended to stick close to Mom. Sarah was flamboyant, talking and laughing, running nonstop.


  I enjoyed watching them, and I felt a certain satisfaction knowing that one day, Sarah was probably going to drive my mother completely insane.


  After Alexandra and the younger girls were in bed, Carrie and I sat together on the floor, leaning against the bed in the room she was sharing with Alexandra.


  “Something’s different about you,” she said.


  I quirked an eyebrow.


  “What’s that?”


  “I don’t know how to say this without being offensive,” she said.


  I gave her a questioning look. “What did I do?”


  “It’s not that. It’s that … you seem … well … happy. I don’t think I ever realized it before. But you don’t smile. Ever. But today, you’ve been smiling a lot. It’s nice.”


  My eyes pricked with tears.


  She leaned forward and said, “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to …”


  “No, it’s okay,” I said. “You’re right. I’ve never been a very happy person.”


  “Because of you and Mom?”


  “Why would you say that?” I asked, deflecting her question.


  She bit her lip, looking unsure of herself, and then seemed to make up her mind about something. “Come on, Julia. I may be younger than you, but I’m not an idiot. You never came out of your room your senior year in high school, except when you two were screaming at each other. I’ve never seen someone so—desperately unhappy. It’s like you had a cloud over you, all the time. But something seems different now … I saw Mom giving you those looks, but you were just blowing her off. What happened between you two?”


  I looked at my little sister then, for the first time. She was becoming a young woman—smart, self-possessed, and apparently far more aware of what went on around her than I realized. And maybe the bug of confession had gotten to me, or something, but I found that I wanted to talk with her. I wanted to have a sister I could trust, someone who could be a friend and confidante. And so I did something that really surprised me. I held out my hand, palm up. She took it, and I slid back my sleeve, and the bundle of bracelets I always wore.


  My friendship bracelet, made in middle school. My seventh grade year, Barry came back from leave in the States and brought me the kit to make them. I worked on them for what seemed like forever that winter and spring. I kept one, pink and white and very frayed now, because I never took it off. The watch he also gave me, the Christmas after eighth grade. I treasured them. But now, I slid them back, far enough up my wrist to show the scars.


  She sucked in a breath when she saw them. People rarely notice them, mostly because of all the crap I wear on my wrist.


  “That was my senior year of high school,” I said.


  Her eyes had grown wide, and she looked at me and said, “It was that bad?”


  I nodded. “Yeah. It was.”


  “What happened, Julia?”


  And so, haltingly, in slow bursts of words, I told her the story. But first I looked over her shoulder to make sure Alexandra was completely asleep. It was one thing to discuss this with Carrie, who would be eighteen in a few more months. It was another thing entirely to discuss it with a twelve-year-old.


  When I finished the story, she said, “I had no idea.”


  “Of course not. I mean … what were you, nine years old? And my senior year, you were in middle school, and I was so … so isolated. After what Lana did to me, I didn’t think I could ever trust anyone again.”


  She looked at me, seriously, and asked, “So why now?”


  Crank had asked me the same question. Why now? The reason I’d given him seemed to still stand. I was sick of being alone.


  “Well,” I said, “it’s going to sound weird. But I met a boy. He just turned seventeen a few weeks ago. He has Asperger’s. Do you know what that is?”


  “Yeah, I know a couple Aspies at school.”


  “Do they get bullied?”


  Carrie grinned. “Used to. But we kind of have a … a posse. We don’t let anybody screw with them.”


  I smiled back at her. “God, Carrie, I love you.”


  “So what happened? Are you dating this boy? Isn’t seventeen a little young for you?”


  I laughed. “No—not dating. I’m … well … I’m seeing his older brother. You’ll meet him tomorrow. But Sean—the Aspie I was telling you about—he’s going through a tough time, especially at school. And it’s a lot like what I went through in school. And somehow we got to talking. And I told him the whole story. This is going to sound crazy, but I feel—I don’t know. Free. Like I’ve never felt before.”


  She put a hand on my shoulder. Carrie was so much taller than I was, she didn’t have to stretch at all to do it.


  “Having people you can trust will do that,” she said. “So, Mom … she doesn’t know what happened, does she?”


  “She thinks she knows. She knows about the abortion. But not the circumstances.” I sighed. “She never gave me a chance to explain, to talk about it. Just assumed the worst.”


  Carrie grimaced. “Yeah, she can do that, can’t she?”


  I snorted, and she asked me another question, one that shook me. “Do you ever wonder—about the baby?”


  Oh God, did I? All the time. How could I not? I had to struggle to hold back tears as I said, “She’d be about the same age as the twins. And I’ll never know … what she would have been like.”


  I started crying again, silently, and I said, “God, could I be more pathetic? I can’t stop crying! I did this with Crank last week, too.”


  My sister pulled me tighter. “Maybe it’s overdue.”


  “Yeah,” I whispered.


  “Promise me one thing, Julia?”


  “What?”


  “Let’s make a deal. If our sisters ever need us … like you needed Mom … we’ll be there for them. No matter what. Okay? She means well, but … she isn’t very good at that. But I don’t ever want them to go through this. Deal?”


  Carrie had no idea that she’d just said and done exactly the right thing. I grabbed her in a huge hug and whispered, “Deal. We’ll protect them.”


  I went to bed feeling good. Really good. What Carrie said about protecting our sisters had reminded me that there were four little girls who needed me. I’d done everything I could for the last few years to avoid being needed by anyone. I’d done everything I could to avoid needing anyone. But something in the last few weeks made me realize I didn’t want to be alone. I didn’t want to be isolated, armored, on the defensive all the time and unable to connect to other people. And knowing that in Carrie I had a friend and ally in that? It made a big difference.


  Mom and Dad insisted on an early breakfast the next morning in the hotel dining room. They hadn’t been happy at all when I told them I was having lunch with Crank’s family, but I hadn’t given them much option. They’d been even less happy when I informed them I was bringing a guest to Thanksgiving dinner. But again, I’d given them no option. If they wanted me there, they’d have to accept Crank being there, too. So breakfast was a little tense. But that was okay. Afterward, I walked to my car and drove to Jack’s.


  It was almost eleven A.M. when I pulled the rental car up behind the house and parked. It was cold outside, the sky a steel grey, a few snow flurries falling from the sky here and there, not enough to matter, especially given the mounds of snow piled up on the sides of the road by the plows from the weekend before.


  I got out of the car, being careful not to drag the hem of my dress in the crusted, week old snow, then reached in the car for the dessert I’d had delivered to the hotel that morning, a gluten-free cranberry coffee cake. I could tell I’d gain weight just from looking at it. And I wanted to look, a lot. It was a challenge finding it—I’d ended up talking to a specialty bakery in Brookline to get it made. But I wasn’t going to bring anything into the house that Sean couldn’t eat, if I could avoid it.


  I felt a twinge of anxiety as I reached the top step. I could hear shouting inside. It sounded like Sean and Jack.


  I sighed and closed my eyes. If Sean was having a meltdown, I needed to mentally prepare myself. I cared a great deal about Sean. But he was emotionally volatile, and I’ve spent my adult life avoiding emotionally volatile people and situations.


  It was hard not to second-guess myself. Was being involved with Crank, with this family, the right thing to do?


  Of course, it was a little late to be asking that question now, wasn’t it?


  I rapped on the door with my knuckles and waited, slightly hopping up and down on the balls of my feet to stay warm. My mother had looked disapprovingly at my boots this morning. She wasn’t a believer in wearing boots with a dress. She wasn’t a believer in much that I did.


  A very frazzled looking Crank, dressed in torn jeans and a ragged t-shirt, answered the door. His eyes brightened when he saw me. He ushered me in, a grin on his face. “I am so happy to see you. Don’t mind them,” he said, gesturing vaguely to the front of the house. I could hear Jack shouting something.


  “What’s going on?” I asked.


  Crank sighed. “Sean got in trouble in school yesterday morning, pretty big trouble.”


  I grimaced. “And they’re still fighting about it?” I asked.


  “My dad said something that set him off.”


  I sighed and followed Crank to the living room. “Can I put this in the fridge?” I asked.


  “I’ll take it,” he said. “Getting by them might be challenging.”


  I passed the cake to Crank and shrugged out of my coat, laying it on the back of a chair. A moment later he was back in the living room, and his eyes widened.


  “You look … lush. Almost edible.” His eyes swept up and down, like searchlights, and I suddenly felt incredibly self-conscious. I was wearing a grey sleeveless dress, tight fitting in the bodice, with an ankle-length skirt. He approached, putting his hands on my waist. “I’d really like to kiss you right now.”


  “Um … I’d like that,” I said in a small voice.


  He leaned his head close and nipped at my lower lip with a grin and then kissed me. My mouth opened, our tongues just touching.


  The front door slammed open, rattling the doorstop.


  “Mother of Christ, it’s cold out there!” shouted Tony as he entered. Crank and I separated, just slightly, and Tony shouted, “Don’t let me stop you two from smooching!”


  I laughed a little, and Crank and I leaned our foreheads together for just a second. Then I stepped back. “Tony, are you always this obnoxious?”


  “Only around beautiful women,” he said. “Why do you think I’m still single?”


  He wandered into the kitchen, chuckling. A moment later I heard Jack say, “Look, can you just drop it! Our guests are coming in.”


  Sean didn’t get a chance to answer, because Tony shouted, “Who you calling a guest?”


  A few seconds later, Sean came storming into the living room. He saw me and stopped.


  I smiled at him. “Hi Sean. I’d like to hug you, but you look so angry, you’re scaring me a little.”


  Sean’s face immediately went slack. His eyes pointed somewhere near the shelf as he said, “I’m sorry. Hi, Julia.”


  I walked forward and hugged him. “Happy Thanksgiving,” I said.


  “You too,” he said. He awkwardly grasped my shoulders then stepped back.


  “Are you okay?” I asked. “Crank said you ran into some trouble at school … if you want to talk, I’m here.”


  “I don’t want to talk about it,” he said, his eyes sliding off to the side.


  “It’s okay.”


  I can’t even begin to describe the contrasts and differences between spending Thanksgiving with my own family and with Crank’s. Most years, in my family, Thanksgiving consisted of official functions in embassies and consulates around the world. Less formal when I was very young, but by the time I was in middle school, my father’s responsibilities meant we often had to host large, official dinners for embassy staff, important expats in whatever country we were in, as well as the occasional important visiting dignitary from Main State.


  In other words, when I think of Thanksgiving, I think formal dinners, formal dress, stiff backed chairs and enforced, absolute silence for everyone under thirty. I also often think of Corporal Lewis. Three years running, in Belgium, Carrie and I sat with him at a table a fair distance from my parents. He snuck us candy and sweets, told silly jokes, and generally kept us entertained. I can’t imagine what he thought of it all. In what world would a United States Marine essentially end up as a babysitter for a preteen girl and often her little sisters? But whatever he thought, he never said anything, simply keeping up a constant banter about cars, girls, growing up in Texas, his fascination with professional wrestling and the vagaries of service in the Corps.


  I was too sick to go to any Thanksgiving functions my freshman year in high school. I didn’t realize at the time I was already pregnant, I just knew I woke up that morning and immediately had to puke my guts out. Odd, now that I think about it, that my mother didn’t think to call a doctor. I spent that Thanksgiving in bed in our apartment in the diplomatic compound. Alexandra was too young to attend the dinner, so the two of us sat up most of the evening, playing go-fish and later watching a movie together, curled up in bed.


  Thanksgiving at Jack’s house? Totally different.


  For one thing, no one dressed up. I stuck out like a sore thumb in my formal dress, but everyone was very nice about it.


  Second, everyone brought a dish. I was so glad I thought to bring something … it didn’t occur to Crank to warn me, of course. Mrs. Doyle actually pushed a small cart down the street, with covered dishes precariously teetering on top. Margot brought pumpkin pie, and Tony brought wine. Italian wine, which made me chuckle and made Jack burst into a string of colorful curses. The table was a scattered mix: a plump turkey Jack had been up half the night cooking, steaming buttery mashed potatoes, half a dozen vegetables brought over on Mrs. Doyle’s cart, fresh lobster, which caught my attention instantly, and homemade pies. Homemade.


  I’d never eaten a homemade pie in my life. I think I shocked Mrs. Doyle when I hugged her and told her it was the best pie I’d ever eaten.


  Jack’s parents showed up too. Imagine Crank’s charm and Jack’s humor and affability on a seventy-five-year-old man. Ryan Wilson was a retired Boston cop who arrived in the United States with his parents at four years old, just a few months before the 1929 Stock Market Crash. He grew up during the Depression and ran away to enlist in the Army at 16 years old. The Army sent him to Europe, where he ended up as part of the invasion force that landed on Omaha Beach.


  After the dinner, where I unashamedly stuffed myself to the gills, I ended up sitting next to Margot on the couch, while Jack’s father told stories of what he called Old Southie, when rival gangs dominated the whole neighborhood. Tony sat down on the floor next to Sean, controllers in hand, while they played one of the video games Crank gave Sean for his birthday. At one point, I jumped when Tony let out a loud shout. He’d died, body parts flying everywhere. It was gruesome. Sean started to talk, fast and excited.


  Margot leaned close to me and said, in a soft voice, “I’m so glad you could come.”


  I gave her a shy smile. “Thank you. I’ve really had a wonderful time. I never imagined a Thanksgiving like this.”


  She gave me an odd, curious look. “Like what?”


  I looked around the room. Then I sighed. “You’ve got a wonderful family here. It’s so—warm.”


  She looked down. “I think I know what you mean. You know Mrs. Doyle … she’s a widow. Mr. Doyle was on the force, he was shot during a liquor store robbery in … oh, I guess it was around ’85. Jack just … adopted her right into the family. It’s the same with Tony, really. Ever since his divorce, he spends all his holidays here.”


  “Jack’s a wonderful guy.”


  She blinked her eyes, looking at her husband. “He is. He’s the most generous man I’ve ever known.”


  She gave me an appraising look. Something about it made me feel naked. “May I ask you a question?”


  “Of course,” I replied. What I really meant to say was, No. Please don’t.


  “Are you and Dougal … are you serious?” She was openly studying me now.


  I took a deep breath, looking back at her. “I don’t know.”


  She gave me a faint smile, but I could tell she wasn’t terribly pleased with the answer. “Well … that’s honest.”


  “I think it’s too soon to tell,” I said. I didn’t like this line of questioning. I didn’t even know how I felt about Crank. How was I supposed to explain that to her?


  She nodded. “I understand. All I’m going to say is … my son has had a tough life in some ways. He’s a very strong young man, but that strength comes from being hurt. Badly.”


  I nodded and kept listening.


  “Anyway,” she said, looking down at her hands. She was holding them together, moving them restlessly, as if she were unsure of herself. “It’s none of my business. But I’m hoping you won’t … I’m hoping you won’t hurt my son. You seem like a nice girl, and he’s never brought anyone around before. I think he may be more serious about you than you are about him. And that worries me.”


  I looked at Margot. I didn’t want to make an enemy of this woman, or offend her. My heart ached for what she’d gone through. But I needed to set some boundaries, and quickly. I liked her, but whatever was happening between Crank and me, it was between us.


  I sat up straight, put one hand in the other. In a gentle tone, but a firm one, I said, “I understand your concern. But … I can’t help you with this. This is new for both of us, and it’s going to go where it goes … and that’s between us. I hope you understand.”


  Her face adjusted into a fake smile, and she started to say something, but I kept going. “I won’t ever intentionally hurt him. But neither of us exactly has a good history when it comes to relationships.”


  “Maybe you should consider slowing down,” she said, meeting my eyes.


  I shook my head and said something I shouldn’t have, “You’re right. It’s none of your business.”


  She froze in place, her smile fixed automatically, like a mask she’d slipped on for the party.


  I tried to soften the blow of what I’d said. “Margot—I care about him a great deal. Can we just leave it at that? Please?”


  “I suppose that’s fair,” she replied.


  I looked at my watch, tangled on my wrists with my bracelets. “It’s getting close to time for us to go.”


  Her eyes narrowed, and she reached out and touched my watch. And I felt a sinking feeling. The watch was delicate, on a thin chain which I’d had extended when I was sixteen and it didn’t fit any more.


  Her fingers touched the chain, then trailed down to the scars on my wrist, the edges just showing from underneath the bracelets. Then her eyes jumped to mine, and she said, “I’m sorry if I’ve judged too soon.”


  I almost got up and ran. I almost asked her, how dare she? But I didn’t. I just sighed and said, “Sometimes things aren’t what they appear. We all have hurts that we don’t show.”


  She bit her lip and nodded. Then she said something that surprised me. “I think we should get to know each other better. Maybe we can meet for lunch sometime?”


  I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to know Margot any better. It was one thing to sit here, with everyone laughing and happy and part of a big adopted family that Jack had put together. It was another thing entirely to open up to a woman who had the gulf of pain that Margot carried around. I didn’t want to open up to her, or tell her anything at all about me. I wanted to run. I wanted to tell her to go to hell and mind her own business. But I didn’t. Instead, I lied and said, “I’d like that.”


  So we exchanged numbers, and then I stood, and said to Crank, “It’s almost time.”


  He grinned at me, that boyish, sideways grin that made my heart melt every time I saw it. And just because of that, everything was okay.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  


  Blue Ginger (Crank)


  You’re not really going to wear that are you?


  When Julia asked me the question, I looked down at myself. I guess I hadn’t really thought about it. I was wearing my Dirty Rotten Imbeciles t-shirt, which I happen to love, though it was faded and worn from wearing it for too many years. And my dungarees, faded and torn, were what I always wore. But my brain clicked into place that Julia was wearing a formal dress.


  I coughed. “Um … I guess I hadn’t thought of it. Where exactly are we going?”


  “Blue Ginger … it’s, um … French Asian restaurant. In Wellesley.”


  Wellesley? Where the hell was that?


  “Um … why?”


  She rolled her eyes. “My father made reservations. Apparently the chef is famous or something, they won a bunch of awards.”


  “All right,” I said, “in that case, we need to go shopping.”


  “What?”


  “Right … Thanksgiving morning. Everything’s going to be closed. Hold on.”


  So I went to Sean. We were about the same size. He loaned me a pair of plain black slacks and a button down black shirt. After I changed, I looked in the mirror. I hardly recognized myself. I took out several of my earrings, left just one in each ear, and dumped the rest in the pocket of my shirt.


  I drew the line at my boots. I wasn’t wearing Sean’s loafers, no matter if her father was the President of the United States. Besides, Sean’s feet were huge.


  I got back downstairs, shirt all tucked in and wearing a belt and everything. So, of course, my dad had to make smart-aleck comments, but I ignored that. We hugged everyone and got out of there. Julia was driving a rental car, and the second we got in, I lit a cigarette and rolled down the window a little to let the smoke out, then asked, “Mind if I smoke?”


  She gave me a wry look and said, “No, go ahead.”


  We were on our way. No sooner had we pulled out of the driveway before I was saying, “So … we haven’t had a chance to talk. What happened with Ron Murray?”


  “Okay,” she said. “Here’s the thing. They’re trying to lock you into a really bad contract. They want to pay two thousand up front, which probably isn’t that bad, but they want a five-year contract. And no guarantee that you’ll get a recording contract for an album.”


  “Damn,” I muttered. “But they want the song?”


  “Yeah, they want to release a single. I told him the deal wasn’t good enough and made a counteroffer, which was far more than you’re going to get. But I wanted to start outrageous and work our way down.”


  What the hell? Didn’t she know they could shut us down? This was the biggest chance we’d had yet, and she was demanding outrageous terms?


  “I wish you’d told me that before you made the counteroffer.”


  “Well, we were on the phone, and I had to say something then. I’m meeting them for lunch on Wednesday. But I’ll be honest with you … I’ve got doubts about Division Records.”


  “What kind of doubts?”


  “You may end up in a five-year contract with a bankrupt company. Murray’s being investigated by the IRS.”


  “Oh, shit,” I said. “Then we should move immediately. Get the single out while we can.”


  She frowned. “You’d be stuck after that. Give me a chance to work this, okay? It might take a few days, but …”


  “But nothing,” I said, starting to get angry. “This is the best chance we’ve ever had, and you’re turning your nose up at it?”


  Her response was quick, and her voice had a hard edge to it. “No. I’m negotiating. Which you and the band asked me to do.”


  “Julia,” I said. “Please don’t—”


  “Stop,” she interrupted. “Either you trust me to do this, or you don’t. What I said to the rest of the band applies to you. If you want me to manage this thing, then let me manage it. You’re not going to control every little step just because we’re … whatever we are.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Exactly what I said, Crank. I’m trying to get you a much better deal than you’d get otherwise. You can’t just jump at the first offer, especially when it’s an insulting one. They think you’re so desperate that you’ll take anything.”


  “We are!”


  “No. We’re not. You’ve got real talent, Crank. You’ve got one hell of a song there. Don’t sell yourself short.”


  I tossed my cigarette out the window and immediately lit another one. She was turning on to the Mass Pike. It would take us twenty minutes or so to get out toward Wellesley from here.


  “Julia, I need you to hear me. This isn’t a game for me. This is my life.”


  “I know that,” she replied. “And you’re so close to it, you’re so tied up in it emotionally, that you’re not being rational.”


  All kinds of thoughts ran through my head when she said that. I’m not being rational? Who the hell was she to say that? And why would I want to be rational about something this important, anyway?


  “For Christ’s sake, Julia. I asked you to negotiate a contract with the record company, not take over my life!”


  Her eyes narrowed, and she squeezed the steering wheel, her hands compressing into fists, and she said. “No. You asked me to manage the band. Now will you let me do that?”


  I furiously took a drag from my cigarette and looked out the window. Then I said, “Maybe it’s a bad idea to mix up our personal life and the band.”


  “Little late for that,” she said. “Though if you want to get the band together and fire me, feel free.”


  Her voice was shaking as she said it. I didn’t know if it was anger or sadness. I replied, “What I want is for you to listen to me. Some bands spend years—many years—without ever getting an opportunity like this. This is everything I’ve ever dreamed of.”


  She shouted, “I know that, Crank! I know that! And I’m doing everything I can to make it work! I need you to back off and have some confidence in me, all right? Unless you were planning on doing this yourself and having me as window dressing, in which case you can take this thing and shove it up your ass!”


  Her phone rang. Christ. I tossed my cigarette and lit another one. I was pissed. She fumbled with the phone for a second then flipped it open and snarled, “Hello?”


  A moment later, she said, “Sorry … I was having a moment there.”


  Pause. Then, in an excited voice, she said, “Oh, my God, you did? What did he think?”


  I glanced over at her. Her face was animated, excited. It was … it was how I always wanted to see her.


  A moment later, she said, “Yes, of course. When?”


  She frowned. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to get a flight on that short of notice. I’ll try.”


  A flight? Where was she going?


  She listened, a crease appearing in her forehead, and then she said, “Okay. Okay. Yeah, all right. I’ll call you back in a few minutes.”


  She hung up the phone, then said, “I need you to drive,” and swerved across all three lanes and into the breakdown lane.


  “What the hell?” I asked.


  “Just … switch with me, all right? I have to do this right now.”


  Without another word, she shut off the car and jumped out. By the time I got my seatbelt off and started to shift out of my seat, she was already around the car. I was mystified. I didn’t say a word, just walked back around and got in, then started driving.


  She was already dialing the phone. At least this was better than arguing with her.


  “Hi … I need to buy two tickets. Boston to Los Angeles, round trip … tomorrow, your earliest flight.”


  What the hell? We’d planned on spending the day together tomorrow. It was the first Friday in weeks where I didn’t have work or rehearsal.


  She grabbed a small notebook out of her purse and started writing. “Coach if you’ve got it … otherwise, whatever.”


  She frowned. “First class is all you have? What’s that going to run?”


  Jesus. First class on a flight tomorrow? That was going to cost a fortune. She winced. They must have told her the price.


  “All right, that’s fine.” She gave them her name, then said, “Crank … does your driver’s license really say Crank?”


  “Yeah,” I said, still confused.


  “Okay … the other passenger is Crank Wilson. C-R-A-N-K. Yes, really. ”


  Okay. Now I was … completely gobsmacked. She was buying tickets for both of us. To fly to LA. For reasons I didn’t know. What the hell was she up to?


  “Okay, let me verify. 6:45 out of Boston. Return flight leaves LAX at 9:35 PM, arriving at Boston 9:30 Saturday morning?”


  She paused, then said, “Visa,” and read off a credit card number.


  A moment later, she said, “Thanks! Happy Thanksgiving!” and hung up the phone.


  I drove in silence. A second later, she said, “Oh, my God. Almost four thousand dollars. My father’s going to kill me when he sees the bill. The band is going to have to reimburse me after we get the advance.”


  I coughed and said, “What was that all about?”


  “Oh, crap,” she said. “Hold on.” And then she started dialing again. Oh, for God’s sake. Was I at the absolute bottom of her list of people to talk with today?


  “Mitch? Hey, it’s Julia. Okay … we’re on American Airlines. Flight gets in at 10:05 A.M. Should we cab to the office? Oh! Great. Well, I guess we’ll see you tomorrow then! And Mitch? Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. You have no idea how much I owe you.”


  She listened for a second then laughed. “All right. Happy Thanksgiving to you, too.”


  She hung up the phone, then sat back and smiled.


  I was gritting my teeth by this time. I lit another cigarette. I don’t normally smoke this much, but she was pissing me off.


  “Spill,” I said.


  She smiled. “Allen Roark is taking us to meet the president of White Dog Records tomorrow.”


  I caught my breath, trying to process what she’d just said. “Allen Roark … the Allen Roark?”


  She nodded.


  “Mitch played the song for him this morning. And so Roark called the President of White Dog, told him we had to meet right away … and … so you and I are flying to LA in the morning.”


  I drove. And took a drag off my cigarette. And drove some more. She looked at me, waiting for me to respond. I took another drag off my cigarette and then spoke.


  “Is this the part where I say I’m sorry? I should never have doubted you?”


  She looked thoughtful then said, “Why don’t we save that for when you really piss me off.”


  I burst into a laugh and shook my head. “I can’t believe we’re meeting Allen Roark tomorrow.”


  “And the president of White Dog Records,” she said. Rubbing it in.


  “He really liked the song?”


  “Would he set up a meeting on this short notice if he didn’t? On Thanksgiving day, of all days?”


  “I guess not. Can I tell Serena?”


  She looked over at me, raising her eyebrows. “Serena doesn’t doubt me.”


  “Oh shit,” I said. “I’m sorry. I really am.”


  “I’ll forgive you eventually.”


  “Do we have to go eat with your parents? Let’s shack up in a hotel and have wild mad makeup sex instead.”


  She grinned at me. “We have to be up early tomorrow.”


  “You’re killing me.”


  And so, she navigated from her MapQuest directions, and I drove us into the wilds of the suburbs of Boston, where I’d spent exactly no time at all during my life. I was a pit rat, and spent too many years hanging with the punks and homeless kids around Cambridge and Somerville to ever be comfortable out in the pristine, upper middle class suburbs. I kept expecting to get run over by a horde of soccer moms driving SUVs. But here we were, driving up to a five-star restaurant with an award winning chef and her parents. I hoped we could keep it short. She could use the excuse of the early flight. Of course, her father would then wonder how she paid for first class tickets to LA. Better not mention the flight, I thought, if he was the one getting the bill.


  Even that was hard to get my mind around. Who gives their kids credit cards? Especially one with a limit high enough you could just buy four thousand-dollar airplane tickets at the drop of a hat? That was crazy. And how had she arranged the meeting with Allen Roark, or even gotten him to listen to our song? He must have a thousand bands a week sending him demos. Julia had been the band’s manager for exactly two days. And she’d already arranged that. In some ways, it didn’t even seem fair. Was it really all about who you knew?


  No. Maybe getting us to Roark this quickly was about who she knew. But him to like the song? That was all about the music. And I could own that.


  We finally got there. And I spied a family going in. The men were in suits and ties. The ladies were in dresses.


  I looked down at myself. “I’m really not dressed right for this, am I?”


  “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Unless you showed up with a million dollars in the back of your own limo, my parents will never approve of you. Not much we can do about that.”


  I looked over at her and grinned. “Who knows, Julia? You got us a meeting with Allen Roark and the head of White Dog Records? Maybe one of these days we’ll roll up together in the back of a limo.”


  She laughed. “Don’t get your hopes up too high.”


  And then I said something I shouldn’t have, something I’d never said before to a woman. It just came out, and the moment it did, my heart started racing in panic. “I think I’m falling in love with you.”


  She froze. Literally … just … froze in place. Her eyes went off to the side, and it reminded me so much of Sean I wanted to cry out. I shouldn’t have said it. It was too soon, and I knew she wasn’t ready to hear that yet. But damn it. It was true.


  After a heart stopping few seconds, she looked back at me and gave me a small, tentative smile. “I’m not ready for that.”


  And then she opened the passenger side door and got out of the car and slammed the door shut.


  Damn it!


  I got out of the car. She’d left her coat in the car and stood there, shivering, her arms crossed over her chest. I couldn’t get over how breathtakingly beautiful she was. And though she’d opened up a lot, it still wasn’t hard to see the hurt underneath. I walked over to her. “All right. Let me revise. I think you’re wicked cool.”


  Her mouth quirked up on one side.


  “I also think it’s hot that you wear sexy clothes like this. I have this insatiable urge to reach around to that zipper in the back …”


  “Stop,” she said.


  I leaned close and whispered, “Can I just chew on your ear? Just a little nip at the earlobe?”


  “My parents can probably see us,” she replied, her voice almost at a whisper.


  “Let’s shock them,” I said.


  “Let’s go in where it’s warm.”


  I leaned back and winked at her. She burst into laughter and uncrossed her arms, so I took her hand in mine, and we walked into the restaurant.


  Okay. Definitely underdressed. I might have gotten away with the lack of tie, but my leather jacket, studded with spikes, band patches, chains embedded in the sleeves? Eyes all over the front of the restaurant darted in my direction when we walked in. The hostess, a thirtyish woman, looked at me with disapproval when we walked in. But she somehow smiled at Julia, who was standing maybe two inches from me. Go figure.


  “May I help you?”


  “Thompson party, please.”


  “This way,” she said. She led us to the back of the restaurant, to what appeared to be a private room. And then we walked into another world.


  Julia’s parents sat at opposite ends of a long table. Her father sat at the head of the table and was dressed in a tweed suit, with a vest. And a bow tie. I’m not kidding. He had a thick but well trimmed beard and salt and pepper hair, with fine creases, like crow’s feet, around his eyes. He stood when we entered, his eyes widening … no doubt in response to my appearance.


  Julia’s mother was at the foot of the table. She had long, luscious black hair and wore a dress not dissimilar to Julia’s. She stood as well, and both parents approached us from opposite ends of the table.


  As they approached, my eyes scanned the table. Two spots were open, directly next to her father’s seat. Obviously where Julia and I were intended to sit.


  Next to those spots, across from each other, were two of Julia’s sisters: a breathtaking girl, about eighteen, who also stood when we came in. She was easily six feet tall, with loose black hair almost to her waist, wearing a burgundy dress that highlighted her long, thin frame. Across from her was an eleven or twelve-year-old, still sitting, looking over the back of her chair at me with wide, almost alarmed eyes. Next to them, across from each other, were Julia’s twin sisters, about six years old. They looked nothing alike, one dark, and the other blonde. The youngest girl sat next to her mother. The young ones were looking at me like I’d been picked up in an alley behind the stadium, and they were worried I’d steal someone’s purse.


  That wasn’t so different from the mother’s expression. I decided to head that shit off by being as charming as possible. “Mrs. Thompson,” I said, reaching for her hand and smiling. “Now I know where Julia got her beauty. I’m Crank Wilson.”


  She smiled at me. “Crank,” she said. “What an intriguing name. This is my husband, Richard.”


  I shook hands with Julia’s father. He had a concerned expression on his face, his eyes mostly slipping to Julia.


  Julia and her mother kissed on the cheeks. It didn’t look very sincere.


  “Come have a seat,” Mr. Thompson said. “Dinner will be here shortly, we’re having a glass of wine.”


  I took the indicated seat, to Mr. Thompson’s right, next to the twelve-year-old.


  “Hello,” I said. “I’m Crank.”


  She grinned at me. “I’m Alexandra. Is your name really Crank? Or did you make that up?” I was surprised to see a glass of wine next to her plate. I’d always heard that was a European custom, and Julia’s family had spent most of their lives traveling. Go figure. The twins had hot chocolate.


  Julia stifled a laugh.


  “Don’t you dare,” I said to Julia.


  That just made her laugh harder. So I said, “My parents originally named me something else. But I had it changed. Crank it is, Crank it will always be. Can I call you Alex?” I winked at Alexandra, and she giggled.


  “Tell us about yourself, um, Crank,” said Mr. Thompson.


  Oh, hell. This was awkward. Julia rescued me.


  “Crank is a very talented musician.”


  “Oh, really,” Mrs. Thompson said. “That must be … interesting.”


  The tall, hauntingly beautiful girl next to Julia said, “I’m Carrie.” She held her hand out to me, and I took it, gently. She was so thin she looked like she could break if the wind blew too hard. “I’ve heard your music. It’s intriguing.”


  Mr. Thompson said, “I hope it’s not rude for me to say, I’m curious about the … business prospects of being a professional musician. Do you play in … bars and clubs? How does that actually work?”


  We mostly worked for beer. Though that might be looking up.


  “We’re negotiating a contract for a single right now,” I said. “It’s a tough job, no question, but I’m confident.”


  Julia jumped in. “We’re actually meeting with the head of White Dog Records tomorrow. Allen Roark set up the meeting for us.”


  “I’m not familiar with him,” Mr. Thompson said. Carrie, however, looked at her sister, eyes wide. “Oh. My. God. You’re meeting with Allen Roark?”


  Julia grinned and nodded. “We’ve got a flight out to LA first thing in the morning. Not a sure thing, yet, but … we’ll see.”


  “That’s so exciting!” Carrie said.


  Mrs. Thompson leaned forward in her seat. Like a cat, getting ready to pounce. “We? What’s your involvement with this, Julia?”


  Julia froze and then looked away from her mother dismissively. “I’m managing the band. I told you that yesterday.”


  Mr. Thompson said, “Well, then. That’s an interesting … hobby. Are you sure you have time for that? Getting ready for grad school must be taking a lot of your time.”


  I felt a sinking feeling. This was not going well. Not well at all. I glanced over at the twins and the youngest sister. They hadn’t been introduced, nor had they spoken a word the entire conversation. Was this normal? May be.


  The dark haired twin, Sarah, saw me looking at her, and her eyes went wide. Then the funniest thing happened. She bared her teeth at me, like she was growling and then cocked her eyes, one open wider than the other. She was growling at me. Silently.


  I stifled a laugh, then returned the fierce grin, and she giggled.


  “Sarah, be quiet,” her mother muttered.


  Sarah’s growl instantly disappeared, and she looked back down at her hot chocolate. Her eyes darted back up at me a moment later, so I winked at her. She flashed a smile and went back to her drink.


  That kid was going to be a handful one day.


  Julia looked her father in the eye. “I know this is going to upset you, but I’m considering not going to graduate school right away.”


  Her mother muttered something, I don’t know what, and her father said, “I wish you’d reconsider. If you’re serious about the Foreign Service, you need to get your graduate degree.”


  “I’m not sure about the Foreign Service, Dad.”


  The table was silent for just a second and then Alexandra said, “I’m hungry. When’s dinner going to be here?”


  “Remember your manners, young lady,” Mrs. Thompson said.


  Mr. Thompson was staring at Julia as if she’d grown an extra head. “I don’t understand,” he said. “You’ve always wanted to go into the Foreign Service.”


  Julia looked directly at her father. “I don’t know where you get that idea. I’ve never, not once, ever, expressed any desire to do that.”


  “Don’t be silly,” her mother said. “That was always the plan.”


  Julia cocked an eyebrow. “Whose plan?”


  “So what do you intend to do?” her father asked.


  “Honestly, I’ve been very busy lately trying to figure that out.”


  “So you’ve not made up your mind.”


  Julia shook her head.


  “What about Wednesday?” her mother asked.


  “What’s Wednesday?” Julia asked.


  Mr. Thompson looked a bit uncomfortable. He started to speak, but at that moment the servers came in the room, and he stopped.


  Quickly, the restaurant staff laid out a huge meal. It was a Thanksgiving meal, I guess, but nothing like I’d ever had in my life. The turkey was sliced and glazed with some kind of caramel and unfamiliar herbs. And a gravy that I wouldn’t feed to the guys in the Pit at Harvard Square. It was all very artfully presented and completely lacking in any heart. I was glad I’d already eaten so much, because I was only going to be able to nibble this. Not to mention, the disapproval raining down from both ends of the table wasn’t helping.


  We sat in silence until the servers had finished refilling wine glasses and laying out our meal. Once that was done, Mr. Thompson cleared his throat. “As you know, Julia, I leave for Baghdad next Friday as part of the negotiating team. The President has invited us to dinner at the White House, with a few select guests, on Wednesday evening.”


  “I have a meeting on Wednesday,” Julia said.


  I didn’t quite gawk at her. But close. She was being invited to the White House. Not something you turn down, especially for a meeting with a near bankrupt second-rate record studio.


  “I cannot possibly imagine what meeting you may have that could be more important than an invitation to dine with the President of the United States.”


  Julia said, “I think I’d prefer to drive a nail through my own forehead than meet with this President.”


  Mrs. Thompson gasped, then said, “Julia … do not use that language in front of your sisters.”


  The little girls were gawking. They clearly weren’t used to seeing anyone defy their parents. Carrie’s eyes were darting back and forth, between me, Julia, her parents.


  Mr. Thompson simply smiled. “Very colorful, Julia. But, in the event you do decide to go into the Foreign Service … or for that matter, anything else that may ever involve the government … this could be a smart thing for you to attend. After all, the President will likely win a second term. Not to mention, even if your politics disagree with his, it’s still an honor.”


  Julia shook her head. “Seriously, Dad. I’m proud of you. I’m proud of you being part of the negotiating team. But, don’t you get the feeling that it’s all preplanned? That you going to Baghdad is just window dressing? They’re already activating troops for deployment. Crank’s dad just got called up, and he’s leaving for Kuwait next week. I don’t see how you can stomach working for that man.”


  Mr. Thompson frowned. “I’m sure you know an ambassador’s role is to be nonpartisan, Julia.”


  “So, why exactly am I going?”


  “Alexandra and the younger girls are too young, but you and Carrie are coming. And I expect you to behave diplomatically.”


  Julia looked at her father. “I can be diplomatic when I have to, Dad. But if you want my honest opinion? I think it’s all cooked up. The President wants to go to war in Iraq, and it doesn’t matter what you do, what the inspection teams do, what the UN does. I … I wish you could step back and not be a part of that.”


  Mr. Thompson closed his eyes. “I will do what I can to prevent that.”


  “Okay. But that doesn’t change my original concern. I have a meeting on Wednesday at noon.”


  Her father shrugged. “That we can deal with. Dinner isn’t until eight, so we’ll get you on a three o’clock flight. All right?”


  “I suppose.”


  I sat back in my chair, pretending to eat, and looked at this family. I thought my family was screwed up. But some things here just made my skin crawl. The absolute silence required of the younger kids, especially. Even Carrie hadn’t spoken much, and Alexandra and the younger ones, not a peep. That would never have flown in my house.


  I tried to get my mind around it, step back from the Julia I knew. This was Ambassador Thompson, discussing dinner at the White House with his wife and daughters. I’m generally not intimidated by anything. But this was like being on another planet. Was I making a mistake getting involved with Julia? She was brilliant, attending Harvard, and if she wanted, she could have a future attending dinners at the White House, a future traveling all over the globe, a future as a possible ambassador or … who knew?


  What did I have to offer that matched that?


  Not a damn thing.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  


  Don’t say yes to anything (Julia)


  “Why the hell do we have to be there so early?” Crank asked for what felt like the hundredth time.


  “Security, Crank. Ever since last year,” I answered. Had he been living under a rock since September 11? I’d dropped him off at home after dinner and told him I’d be back at four A.M. to pick him up.


  When I got there, in not the best neighborhood in the world, he was still asleep. I pounded on the warehouse door, but they couldn’t hear from all the way upstairs, so I started methodically calling him, then when he didn’t answer, Serena.


  She picked up on the first ring.


  “What is it?”


  “It’s Julia. I’m supposed to be picking up Crank for a flight to LA. Where is he? Sorry to wake you.”


  Ten very long minutes later, Crank showed up at the door, dragging a backpack. “Sorry, babe,” he said.


  “Don’t call me babe,” I replied. “We’re late. Get in.”


  He gave me a not very friendly look, and we were on our way.


  At the airport, we checked in and headed for the security gates. Neither of us checked any bags, since it was a one-day trip. It was going to be a long one. In the security line, I took off my shoes, got my laptop out of my bag and put my coat in another box. Then had to stop and show Crank what to do.


  “Haven’t you flown before?” I asked.


  “No,” he said. “What’s with the shoes?”


  “Um … shoe bomber? Pled guilty last month? It was in the news.”


  “Yeah, I heard about that. What the heck is up with that? Lighting your shoes on fire?”


  We made it through security and finally got to the gate, with about twenty minutes to spare before boarding. “Watch our bags?” I asked and went to find coffee. A few minutes later, I was back with two large, steaming cups of Dunkin’ Donuts coffee.


  “Oh, God,” he said. “You’ve answered my prayers. I’ve been sitting here checking out everybody’s shoes.”


  He said that with a straight face. I sighed, sat down next to him, and said, “Sorry I was so … cranky.”


  He snickered at my awkwardness and said, “It’s all right. Sorry I didn’t wake up. I slept right through the alarm. This is the time I normally go to bed.”


  A few minutes later, we boarded the flight. I didn’t usually fly first class, unless I was traveling with the whole family, so this was nice. Crank and I had big, comfortable seats right next to each other in the second row of the plane. Of course, we’d be paying through the nose for that, and if we didn’t get a contract out of it, there would be a very real problem. I didn’t want to think of what my father would say when he saw the bill for these tickets. But sometimes you have to take a chance. This was one of them.


  Crank was like a kid who had just discovered candy for the first time. First, he played with the seat belts, then the lights and air conditioning nozzles. Next, he slid the plastic window shade up and pressed his face up against the window, looking out into the darkness at the other planes.


  The seatbelt sign came on, and a few moments later, the plane started moving. The first class attendant stood, just a couple of feet away since we were in the very front, and began giving the safety briefing. Crank dutifully opened the airline safety instructions and followed along. I closed my eyes and leaned back in my seat.


  A moment later, he poked me in the side. I opened one eye and looked at him. He had a concerned expression on his face.


  “What?” I asked.


  “It’s the safety briefing. This is important.”


  “Leave me alone. I’ve sat through five hundred of these.”


  The expression on his face was almost comical. And it was also the mirror of concerned expressions his father occasionally gave both Sean and Crank. It was cute and endearing, and at five o’clock in the morning, damn irritating. I closed my eyes again, but I could feel myself smile just a little.


  Shortly after, we were in the air. Crank spent the whole time fidgeting and looking out the window. I spent the whole time yawning. Finally, we reached altitude, and they turned out the cabin lights, and I said, “I’m going to sleep.”


  He looked at me like I was crazy. But if you flew as often as I had, one flight pretty much looked like another. I shoved the arms in between our seats up, then lay down, leaning against him, and went to sleep.


  Four hours later, we were in Los Angeles.


  It’s always a little disorienting going from one climate to another. For weeks in Boston, it had been dim, cold, and the light grey and attenuated. I’d never been in LA, but the moment we got off the plane, I knew I was going to love it. Late November, and the sun was shining, and it was bright outside. Crank and I made a beeline for a coffee stand, then out the security gate.


  As soon as we were through security, I saw our driver, a man holding up a sign with my name on it. We waved and headed over.


  “Do you need to pick up luggage?” he asked.


  “No,” I replied, “we just had carry-ons.”


  Twenty minutes later, we were clear of LAX and headed into the city. In the car, I reached in my purse and took out my heels and swapped them for the flip-flops I’d been wearing on the flight.


  “This is crazy,” Crank said. “I can’t believe we’re doing this.”


  I leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “It’s your music that earned it,” I said.


  “So what’s the plan?”


  “I want you to be charming and friendly. Don’t say yes to anything. You’re the good cop. You be nice and accommodating and make friends. I’ll cut the deal. Does that work?”


  He chuckled. “All right. You don’t trust my negotiating ability?”


  “It’s not that at all. You hired me for this. Plus, this way you get to make friends with people you need to be friends with. Know what I mean?”


  “Yeah,” he replied. He looked out the window, and then looked back and said, “Julia? Thanks.”


  Ten minutes later, the driver said, “Here we are. Seventh floor. Suite 720. We’re a little early, so let the receptionist know you’re here, and they’ll take it from there. And good luck.”


  I smiled at the driver, and we got out.


  Crank stopped outside the door of the building. Traffic rolled by in the street in front of us, and pedestrians were crowding by us.


  “We’re early. I need a smoke.” He lit up and started pacing, his long legs taking him back and forth with nervous strides. After a minute, he turned around, and said, “What if this doesn’t pan out? What about all the money you just spent?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “My dad will have a heart attack, that’s for sure.”


  “You took that big of a risk for me?” he said.


  I took a breath then shook my head. “No.”


  He took a drag off his cigarette. “I don’t understand.”


  I bit my lip, looked at the ground, and said, “It’s like this. Who do you think picked the piano for me when I was two?”


  “Your mother?”


  I nodded. “Yeah … and I’m not ungrateful. They wanted to expose me to music, so they put me in Suzuki lessons. And I’m glad they did. Now … every three years of my life, we moved. Not to a new neighborhood … not to a new state. To a new country. Before I was eighteen, I’d lived in China, Belgium, Indonesia, Japan and France. You know how much input I had in that?”


  He shrugged. “None,” he replied.


  I nodded. “And … how do you think I ended up at Harvard?”


  He grimaced. “Your parents.”


  “Yeah. And you saw them last night.” In a bitter tone, I mocked the words from my father. “’Julia, you’ve always wanted to go into the Foreign Service.’ They don’t even see me. They don’t know what I want, or who I am, or what I want out of life.”


  He stopped pacing, checked his watch, and lit another cigarette. “What do you want?”


  “I have no idea!” I said. “I’ve never had a chance to figure that out. So … I took this risk for me. Because maybe I need to find out what I want to do. Maybe I want to do something completely different. But unless I try, I’ll never know.”


  “I can understand that,” he said. “I had to go my own way. My dad and granddad were both cops. I’m sure they wanted me to do that, too.”


  “So … that’s why I did it. Because maybe instead of going into the Foreign Service and living the rest of my life lonely, moving to a new country every three years, maybe I can ground myself in something that I enjoy. Something that matters to me.”


  “Like music,” he said.


  “Yeah. Like music. I’ll never be a musician, but I bet I can be a hell of a band manager.”


  He grinned. “You’ve already proved that.”


  I snorted. “Don’t count your chickens before they hatch, Crank. We might leave LA with nothing at all.”


  He nodded. “Yeah. But we’ll give it our best. Let’s go.”


  


  


  


  I want you guys (Crank)


  So we walked to the elevators, me slightly behind her, so I could look at her butt as she walked. I never said I wasn’t a bit of a pig … or maybe a lot. But some things you just have to appreciate. And Julia, even in a business-like skirt and jacket, is just too hot not to look at.


  I winked at her as we stepped in the elevator. She looked puzzled, but that was fine. A little mystery never hurts. But the second the elevator door closed, I stepped close and looked her in the eyes.


  “I need a kiss. From you. For luck. Now.”


  Her eyes widened, and she flushed a little. That was all the permission I needed. I pulled her close and leaned in, our lips touching, just lightly. Her tongue brushed against my teeth, and then our whole bodies were touching, and I felt alive, drunk with sensation.


  The elevator bell rang, and I stepped back. Her eyes were dilated, her face flushed, and I desperately wanted her back in my arms. But the doors opened, and we stepped out of the elevator, and there were the glass doors with the logo for White Dog Records painted on the door.


  I had to stop for a second and just breathe. My throat was tightening up. I was about to walk into the offices of one of the hottest record studios in the country. And meet with Allen Roark, who was one of my freaking heroes. Not to mention the head of the studio. My heart was thumping, and I had to take a couple of deep breaths to calm myself. Most of the last five years I spent hanging out in the Pit, couch surfing, flipping burgers. And playing guitar until the tips of my fingers sometimes bled. I’d played in bars and clubs; I’d played in abandoned houses and warehouses. One time, we played in a freaking barn, and it was so cold my strings kept busting and going out of tune, and my fingers were too stiff to do any solos.


  I could do this.


  “Come on,” Julia said. I think she realized what was going through my head right then, but she took my arm and pulled me forward. So we walked in the door, and she introduced herself to the receptionist, and we sat down and waited while I looked around.


  The office was smaller than I would have expected. But on the walls around us were some of the bands I pretty much idolized. Album covers, autographed photos, an entire wall covered in awards. It was taking everything I had to not be intimidated. We didn’t have to wait long. About three minutes after we arrived, a guy came out of the back. He was obese, probably three hundred pounds, his suit sagging as if he’d once been quite a bit larger. His hair was thinning, face red, as if he drank too much. I’d seen that look on plenty of people over the years.


  Julia leaned close to me and spoke, her voice a whisper. “That’s Boris Dombrovski, he’s the president of the label. Come on.”


  She stood, and I did too, my knees feeling weak.


  Julia gave him a broad, professional looking smile. “Mr. Dombrovski? I’m Julia Thompson, and this is Crank Wilson. We’re from Morbid Obesity.”


  Boris smiled, then held out a hand and took hers. “Miss Thompson, it’s a pleasure to meet you. And … Crank? Really? Call me Boris. It’s a pleasure to meet you both. Come on to the back. I’ve been brainstorming with Allen, we didn’t realize you had arrived.”


  I shook Boris’s hand and felt my heart beating, too fast. He was in back, brainstorming with Allen. With Allen Roark. Only the most successful alt-rock singer songwriter I knew of. Holy shit. I was really doing this.


  I kept my mouth shut and followed Boris and Julia into the back.


  Boris had a large corner office. In the distance, I could see the Hollywood sign up in the hills. The office was cluttered, his desk piled high with papers. A couch faced two chairs across a low coffee table closer to the door, and industry mags were scattered across the coffee table.


  Allen Roark was sitting on one of the chairs. He stood up and grinned. In person and off stage, he was shorter than I expected, his long hair tied into a ponytail. He wore a sleeveless black t-shirt, both arms completely covered in tattoos. He stepped out from the coffee table and approached me, hand out.


  “You Crank Wilson? My son Mitch played your song for me yesterday. Pure genius, man, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”


  I swallowed and shook his hand, and spoke, my voice cracking a little because my throat was so dry, “It’s a real honor to meet you, Mr. Roark.”


  He laughed. “Holy Christ, it’s Allen. Please don’t call me Mr. Roark. Seriously. Don’t.”


  I grinned. “Fair enough.”


  Boris said, “Have a seat. You guys want some coffee? You came right from the airport?”


  “Yes, coffee would be great,” Julia said. “Cream and sugar?”


  Boris picked up his phone and spoke into it, then waved us to the coffee table. Julia and I sat next to each other on the couch, and Boris and Allen sat down opposite us.


  “All right,” Boris said. “I’ll get right to it. Allen called me yesterday raving about this song you’ve written, Crank. He said we have to sign you immediately. I don’t even take calls on holidays, but it was Allen, so I gave it a listen. And I liked it. A lot. We can do something with this.”


  Allen said, “I listened to the rest of your music last night, at least what you’ve got on the website. It’s solid stuff.”


  I felt myself starting to grin.


  “So, where do you stand, Crank?”


  Julia gently placed a hand on my knee. I knew what she was trying to communicate. Shut up. She leaned forward, all business. “We have an offer for a recording contract from Division Records, but we haven’t signed yet.”


  Boris tilted his head. “Tell me why.”


  She replied, “To be honest, I’m concerned about Division’s financial stability. We’re not looking for a one-song deal. The band is in this for the long haul, so we want a contract which will best serve that.”


  Boris nodded. “What kind of deal are you looking for?”


  I felt my throat tighten up. I wanted to jump in. I’ll take anything. Single? Recording deal? Whatever! When Julia spoke, it almost made my ears bleed, and I wanted to tell her to shut up now and accept whatever they offered.


  “Ideally, I want a recording contract for a full album, plus an immediate release on the single. Budget for the album. Decent royalties, and an advance big enough to get the band off ramen noodles in the meantime. Some introductions to help us get signed as openers for a tour …”


  Allen jumped in, “You want an opener? We just fired our opening act for this summer’s tour. I want you guys.”


  She grinned. “Excellent. That will be a big step up, I think.”


  Boris looked at her and made an offer of more money than I’d ever seen in my life.


  Holy shit.


  She pushed. For just a second, I almost blurted out We’ll take it! Because she calmly, and with a straight face, doubled the figures he’d offered.


  Boris frowned. “If we do that, I want an exclusive option on the next two albums.”


  “What happens if you don’t take them?”


  “We make the contract three years. Renewable if both sides agree. Exclusive. And if we don’t take additional albums, then we cut you loose at the end of the three years.”


  “Okay,” she said. “What’s the budget on future albums?”


  “Depends on sales with the first. I’ve got standard language, but bottom line is, if you want more than the initial budget, then your album needs to earn out plus two hundred percent.”


  Boris looked at me. “Crank, you got anything to add?”


  I shook my head, still trying to get my thumping heart calmed down. “I think she’s got this under control.”


  “Smart guy.”


  Julia grinned. “I think we have a deal?”


  Boris reached over and shook her hand, and I fought to keep myself from freaking out. Because right here in this office, everything I’d ever dreamed of just came true. I don’t know how she did it. I don’t even care how she did it. All I knew was that right that second, I wanted to jump up and down and scream my heart out.


  


  


  


  


  You two are cute (Julia)


  I was in a daze by the time we left Boris’s office.


  After the meeting was over, Allen and Crank sat talking music, while I sat down with Boris’s assistant. She wrote up the terms we’d agreed on, inserting the numbers in their standard contract. I read it over carefully and then signed on behalf of the band. And just like that, Morbid Obesity was signed with a major label.


  As I signed the contract, I made a decision. I wasn’t going back. I wasn’t going to graduate school, unless it was later, on my own terms. No Foreign Service, no law school, none of the things my parents were pushing. Instead, I was going to manage this band, through the tour and afterwards. This was my job now and going forward.


  Now, how to make it turn a profit. As we all shook hands, and Crank and I walked out the door of the office, me carrying the contract and a huge check, my mind was turning to a host of questions. Merchandising, t-shirts, websites. But that didn’t last, because the moment we stepped into the elevator, Crank let out a yell, then grabbed me and started kissing me. I forgot the contract and the check and wrapped my arms around him.


  “I can’t believe it,” he said.


  “I can’t either.”


  Then we were kissing and all talk was forgotten, until the doors opened and a guy in a suit stepped into the elevator and muttered, “Get a room.”


  “That’s a great idea,” Crank said.


  I burst into laughter. But I also felt my stomach tighten, warmth flooding my body. Maybe that really was a great idea. But we only had three hours before we had to be back at the airport. I stepped close to Crank as the elevator started moving again and whispered, “Soon.”


  He grinned and put his arm around my waist. And we started laughing again. And then I said, “I’ve made my decision.”


  “About?”


  “Grad school … career … all that.”


  He raised his eyebrows. “Oh? What did you decide?”


  “I think I’m going to manage Morbid Obesity. Full time.”


  The elevator came to a stop at the ground floor, and he said in a near growl, “You know how to tell a guy what he wants to hear.”


  I winked at him. “Time for you to get going writing some new songs, buddy. We’ve got an album to record.”


  He laughed, and we walked out onto the street. He turned toward me and pulled me close, and said, “And what about us?” He was looking at my eyes as he said the words, and what I wanted to say was this: I’m yours. I wanted to tell him I was as committed to him as I was to the band, to our future together. I wanted to tell him … that I loved him.


  I wasn’t ready for that. I looked back, feeling like his eyes were looking right into my soul. “I’m ready to take some risks,” I said. That was as far as I could go.


  “We’ll take them together,” he replied. “Take your time, Julia. I know you’re not ready to commit yet. But I need you to know: I want you in my life. Not just with the band, not hanging out with my family. I want you.”


  I was trembling. My whole body responded—my nipples tightening under my bra, my body flushing. I didn’t know how to answer that. I didn’t even know how to think about that. But my body seemed to know what it thought, whatever my brain was doing. Because my body was yielding to his words, pushing me closer in a way that was almost impossible to resist.


  “I don’t know how to answer that,” I said, my voice dropping to a whisper. “I can’t even think about all that.”


  “You don’t have to answer, Julia.” His voice felt like a caress. “But if you aren’t going to let me take you to a room right this second and have wild sex, then we better go eat. Because I’m so hungry right now I could scream.”


  I don’t think he meant he was hungry for breakfast. But for today, in Los Angeles, that was all he was going to get. That was all I was going to get, and right now, I wanted so much more.


  So we walked, and we found a diner, and sat down and ordered. And brainstormed a schedule, to write and record the album, by the end of January, so it would be released in time for the summer tour. We talked websites and building a permanent fan base beyond the local Boston music scene. It was time to turn things up a notch, and now we had the resources to do it.


  We were riding high on dreams, and for now, that was enough.


  As we were finishing breakfast, he said, “The rest of the band is going to freak. None of us expected more than a single.”


  “What do you think they’ll say?”


  He chuckled. “Serena told me to be nice to you.”


  “She what?”


  “She said something along the lines of … I’m a hollow man. And that I needed to watch out and not screw up. Because you deserve better than what I usually offer.”


  I don’t know why, but I found the idea of Serena and Crank discussing me … disturbing. “How close are you and Serena?” I asked.


  He looked at me a little sideways. “We’re close friends. But not like that.”


  “That’s not what I meant.” Yes, it was.


  “What did you mean?”


  “I’m just curious,” I said, lying. “I don’t know the rest of the band that well.”


  “Well … Mark’s from Somerville. We met hanging out in the Pit, four, maybe five years ago. We used to get drunk in the cemetery.”


  “Really?” I asked, trying not to laugh.


  “Yeah. That’s like a right of passage where I come from.”


  “So you guys have been friends a long time.”


  “I wouldn’t say that … we beat the crap out of each other the first time we met. It was over a girl. She took off with me, and he didn’t like it.”


  “Ouch,” I said.


  “Yeah. Well, I was a real asshole. But he got over it, and we got to be friends. And we started the band together. Good times back then. We’d set up just … wherever, until the cops came and kicked us out. Dad would get completely bullshit, because I’d get in trouble, cops would pick me up, and then they’d call him. Embarrassing for a cop to have his kid in so much trouble all the time.”


  “I like your dad.”


  Crank smiled. “I’m glad. He’s a great dad. To be honest, I worship the ground he walks on. Even though we’ve spent half my life fighting. I just wish he didn’t have to go to Kuwait. That’s utter bullshit.”


  I sighed. “It just occurred to me—what happens with Sean? When we go on the tour?”


  He played with his fork for a second. “We bring him with us. He’ll be fine. I bet he’ll love the travel, he’s never been out of Boston.”


  That would be a … challenge.


  “You don’t think it’ll be too hard on him? He doesn’t deal with change very well.”


  “There’s going to be change no matter what we do with Dad gone. And … even if my mom moves home, I don’t know that she’s ready to spend a summer with just the two of them.”


  Maybe he was right. It wasn’t my place to say. But I had the feeling Sean and his mother might both have other ideas.


  After breakfast, we still had time to kill, but not enough to do what we both obviously wanted. So we walked around talking, simply enjoying each other’s company, in what was to us, unseasonable warmth and sunshine.


  I could so see living in LA.


  Finally, we waved down a cab and headed back out to the airport, then went through the whole routine: checking in, going through security, then finding our way to the gate and waiting. We had about an hour to go and got into a conversation about music. Who liked what. Which bands were the most groundbreaking. He was very focused on the eclectic pseudo punk around Boston. I’m a little more broad ranging in my taste, so our conversation tended to wander all over the place.


  He was staring at me in shock, saying, “No way can you like them,” when the announcement came over the intercom. Our flight was cancelled.


  We made it to the desk first in line. We argued, pleaded, begged, but there weren’t any more flights back east that night.


  “All we can do is book you in a hotel for the night,” the attendant said. “We’ll shuttle you there, and then back in the morning. You can catch the first flight back in the morning.”


  Not much choice. I didn’t even have a change of clothes. Yuck. I nodded.


  “You’re traveling together? One room or two?”


  “One,” Crank said, exactly when I said, “Two.”


  The attendant’s mouth quirked up in a faint smile.


  Crank spoke. “Whatever she wants. Two rooms are fine.”


  Damn it. “We’ll take one,” I said, grinding my teeth.


  “One room it is,” she said, typing in her computer. She was grinning now.


  I gave Crank a dirty look. He winked at me.


  “You two are cute,” the attendant said.


  Great. She thinks we’re cute.


  “Well then … okay. I’ve got you booked in the airport Sheraton. Let me print this out, and you can catch the shuttle near the baggage claim. Just follow the signs. Your departing flight is tomorrow morning at ten A.M.”


  That would put us back into Logan at ten at night. Which would put me behind in school, because I had a paper to write. Damn it. I guess I could write it on the plane tomorrow.


  A moment later, she handed Crank the reservation for the hotel room, and we were off.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  


  She might not (Crank)


  I’m such a frickin’ idiot. It’s not like I hadn’t been making lewd sexual advances to Julia all day long. I didn’t think there was a chance in hell of her taking me up on it. But here we were, on our way to the hotel in the shuttle, and we were sharing a room, and she was leaning against me in a way that meant only one thing, and I didn’t have any condoms.


  I repeat: I’m such a frickin’ idiot.


  It had officially been something like six weeks since I’d had sex, not counting our almost there moment in her room a couple weeks ago. Which was awesome, but, seriously. I was like a blushing virgin at this point.


  Now that I thought about it, the last time I’d had sex was the night before I met Julia.


  I’m not one to puzzle over great mysteries, or what it all means, or mental masturbate myself into a big tizzy wondering where my life is headed. But even I had to admit—somehow I’d fallen into a monogamous relationship. With a woman who couldn’t, or wouldn’t, commit. And who hadn’t had sex with me yet. Although, I knew it was going to be hot. Christ, just a kiss from her sent me over the edge, touching her made me crazy, and the one time we’d played around in bed had filled my dreams every night since.


  The shuttle pulled up to the door of the Sheraton, and we got out, trudging into the hotel. Both of us were exhausted. It was eleven o’clock, which meant it was two in the morning back in Boston. We’d been up almost twenty-four hours. Or she had, anyway … I’d slept in to a lazy four A.M. before Serena woke me up by throwing Mark’s basketball at me. But I wasn’t too tired for this. That wasn’t even possible.


  So when we finished checking in, I said, “I need to buy uh … a pack of smokes. Meet you up in the room?”


  She leaned against me for just a second and kissed me. “Okay. See you up there.” I waited with her at the elevator, and the moment she got in and the doors closed, I raced back to the front desk. “Is the gift shop still open?” I asked, urgently.


  The woman at the desk, who looked like she knew what I was up to, pointed me in the right direction.


  A woman in her sixties was switching out the neon “Gifts” sign.


  “Wait!” I called out, running to her.


  “Sorry, I’m closing now.”


  “Please? I’m desperate.” I tried my father’s smile. It usually worked wonders with the ladies.


  “Well … if it’s desperate, I suppose …”


  “I need a pack of Marlboro, and um …” I looked around, frantically, for condoms.


  “And … what?”


  “Um …” Crap. This woman was older than my grandmother. “Do you carry condoms?”


  “Sure,” she said. Then she pointed to a rack. They were mixed in with the aspirin and tampons and hemorrhoid creams. No frickin’ wonder I didn’t see them. I grabbed a box and threw it on the counter, and she rung me up.


  “Bless you,” I said. “You’ve saved my life.”


  The lady one-upped me. She winked, her expression lewd. “Have fun. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”


  First time ever a sixty-year-old woman made me blush. I smiled at her and said, “Um … thanks,” and ran for the elevators.


  I wasn’t tired now. I was bouncing on the balls of my feet, ready to get the hell upstairs. The Musak was playing in the background of the atrium, hideously soothing. I could see a fountain splashing. I was immune to the serenity. I wanted upstairs now. And the elevator was taking forever. I could have taken the stairs quicker than this.


  Finally, the bell rang, the elevator doors opened, and I was inside. I hit the number eight and turned around, looking out through the glass.


  It was nice—I’ll admit that. Never stayed in a hotel before, though I’d hung out in the alley behind the Charles Hotel and gotten high with my friends. The lobby here was huge, with the big fountain in the center, and rooms facing inside. We were on eight. I needed to be on eight. Now.


  Door finally opened, and I almost sprinted down the hall, swiped the keycard, and I was in.


  Then I stopped and took a breath.


  Julia had undressed, leaving on only a very sexy black lace bra, the blanket turned down. She was stunning. And apparently waiting for me. And while waiting, she’d fallen dead asleep. I sighed. Then I slid out of my jacket and hung it on the back of the chair.


  I walked over and kneeled down beside the bed, our faces inches apart. She looked peaceful, a half smile on her face. I wondered if she was already dreaming, and if so, what about. I wanted to be inside her head and know everything about her. But for now, I kissed her gently on the cheek, pulled up the blanket and tucked her in.


  In her sleep, she looked so innocent. Except I could see the scars. She’d made a pile of bracelets on the nightstand, leaving on only the worn pink and white friendship bracelet. Her lips were slightly curled at the edge of her mouth, and asleep, she looked carefree, young.


  My eyes dropped to the scars again. I’d kill anybody who hurt her.


  I should wake her up.


  No. I shouldn’t.


  She might appreciate it if I did.


  She might not.


  She needed the sleep. I sighed and walked to the sliding glass door, then slipped out onto the balcony and lit a cigarette. It was quiet up here, though I could see the traffic on the highway below. I took a drag, and glanced back through the window. She’d rolled to her side, pulling the covers around her.


  I didn’t know how to do this. I didn’t know how to be in a relationship. Especially with someone who didn’t believe in love or relationships. It’s crazy. I’m the guy who grabs a girl out of the crowd and screws her, then sends her home in a cab in the morning. If that much. In a lot of ways, I’ve spent my life being a complete prick.


  I didn’t want to be a prick any more.


  Which didn’t mean I didn’t look at Julia as a sex object. I’ve not suddenly turned into a saint, and looking at her, it was inescapable. But she was also smart as hell and determined, and she took on those record industry guys like no one I know could have. She cared about Sean, and loved music, and even though she wouldn’t admit it, even to herself, I was starting to think she might love me.


  Plus, as of today, I was officially a rock star. So screw it.


  I tossed my cigarette, watching the coal as it flew out of sight and slid the door open. There were two hotel toothbrushes, one of them still wrapped in plastic in the bathroom. I sloshed water in my mouth and slid into bed with her, instead of in the other bed.


  I curled up behind her, put my arm around her and went to sleep.


  


  


  Are you serious? (Julia)


  An unfamiliar alarm clock was screaming at me. And someone’s arm was wrapped tight around my waist.


  I struggled to open my eyes and figure out just where the hell I was, when it came back. Los Angeles. That was Crank wrapped around me. And the alarm was going off. Which meant we needed to be at the airport in an hour. I stretched out and switched off the alarm.


  I groaned, then rolled over and faced Crank.


  Twenty-four hours of stubble had sprouted on his face, shading his chin and making me want to miss that plane. But I had class on Monday, and he had to work, and there wasn’t time, and damn it. I leaned forward and kissed him, hard on the lips. His eyes popped open immediately, and I said, forcefully, “You suck!”


  He was startled.


  “Get up,” I said. “We’ve got to get to the airport.”


  “Oh, shit,” he said. “Are we late? What did I do?”


  “Left me hanging,” I said. “So you could buy cigarettes.”


  I turned away and sat up. My head was swimming, my body clock all out of whack now.


  “Actually,” he murmured, very quietly, “I went to buy condoms. But you were asleep when I got up here.”


  I leaned forward and laughed, but that made my head start hurting. “Are you serious?” I asked.


  “Yeah,” he said, sheepishly.


  “I’m going to get a shower,” I said.


  I got up and stumbled to the shower, while he groaned and sat up. Then I walked over to my purse near the door and tore open the box inside. His back was to me, so he jumped when I threw the first packet at him, whacking him in the back of the head with a wrapped condom.


  “What the hell?” he said, jerking. The next one caught him on the side of the face.


  “Condoms, punk,” I said, throwing another one. That one he caught. He lifted it up and shook his head and groaned.


  I went into the bathroom and brushed my teeth. God. I couldn’t believe he’d gone to buy condoms. Why didn’t he just say something?


  I turned on the water, fiddling with the temperature until it was right, then slipped out of my bra and panties and got in the shower.


  I stuck my head under the stream of water, closed my eyes and sighed, already feeling my headache starting to clear. I needed that. Usually I keep regular hours, and while I’m not prone to jetlag, staying up for 24 hours straight isn’t normal for me.


  I’d have gladly stayed up a couple more, if he’d made it upstairs. I felt stupid: I’d carefully arranged the room, and myself, as provocatively as possible. Then stared up at the ceiling, getting more and more frustrated, as my eyes became heavier and heavier. Next thing I knew, the alarm was going off.


  I pulled my head out from under the water and started to reach for the shampoo when I heard his voice.


  “You’ve got ten seconds to say no, or throw something at me, or yell or whatever. Otherwise, I’m coming in there.”


  I froze. My heart was suddenly beating heavily, my chest tight, and I felt lightheaded. I hadn’t expected this. In the shower? I’d dated Willard for almost two years, and never once had something like this happened. He was straight missionary position, once a week, like clockwork. There were a couple times when I had difficulty staying awake when we were together.


  Not now. I felt tingling as the water beat against my breasts, and then behind me, the shower curtain sliding.


  I didn’t move. I couldn’t. I literally couldn’t move a muscle. Then suddenly, I felt his hands slide around me and his lips against my neck.


  I let out a small moan as his lips brushed against my ears, and his right hand cupped my breast. Then his other hand dropped down, between my legs, and I pressed back against him, hard. He pulled me against him, tighter, and I twisted my head to the left and met his lips. His tongue slipped into my mouth, and I closed my eyes, whimpering.


  “Hold still,” he said and broke away from me. The sudden separation was almost painful. But then he was back, and he whispered, “Got to wash that hair,” and he began to rub shampoo into my hair, running his fingers against my scalp, massaging.


  “I love your hair,” he said. “I could do this all day.”


  I could too. My body was slick with the shampoo, sliding against his, as he slowly rinsed my hair, then he began to rub the little bottle of hotel conditioner into my hair. It was all I could do to stay breathing as he nipped at my left ear with his teeth and then began rubbing body wash all over me.


  The tension was killing me. My whole body was tingling, and I was breathing in short, rapid breaths. I had to do something to get control, and I whispered, “Why should I give you what you want after you left me hanging last night?”


  He growled in my ear, “Because neither of us can stop now.”


  Oh, dear God, he was right. He ran his hands over every inch of my body, my breasts, my back, my butt … setting the nerves of my entire body on fire. After he rinsed me, he turned off the water. Immediately, goosebumps popped up, and he reached out of the shower, grabbed a towel and wrapped it around me. Then he stepped out and dried himself quickly while I watched. He was beautiful, not built massively, but muscular everywhere it counted. I held my breath as I watched. Then he looked up and met my eyes. “Bed. Now.”


  He didn’t have to ask twice.


  


  


  I have to go (Crank)


  For the hundredth time, I found myself wishing I’d quit smoking a long time ago, as we ran up the terminal for our plane, which was departing in less than twenty minutes. Still I kept up with Julia, who it turns out was a frickin’ athlete. I’d had good sex in my day. But, wow.


  Before you think I’m a complete pig … never mind. I am. I was intentionally running behind her as we tore through the terminal.


  We arrived at the gate with thirty seconds to spare. Bless her for those first class tickets, because that put us in the first row of the plane. Both of us got to our seats, put away our backpacks, buckled up, then leaned against each other gasping for air as the attendants closed the doors of the plane and prepared for takeoff.


  I leaned close and whispered, “You’re gonna need another shower.”


  She whacked me on the shoulder. I grinned, pleased with myself.


  “So … what next?”


  She made a face at me. “You can sleep or whatever. I’ve got a paper to finish.”


  Damn.


  Once we hit altitude, she had her laptop out. I read the in-flight magazine (boring), watched the movie (also boring, some chick flick), and then I read over her shoulder (most boring, she was writing an economics paper).


  On the other hand, when I was reading over her shoulder, I could smell her. And that was nice.


  After a few minutes of her typing and me studying her very close up, she asked in a half-amused voice, “What are you doing?”


  “Learning about economics,” I replied in the smoothest voice I could muster.


  She snorted. “What exactly have you learned so far?”


  I gave her my best charming smile, and then with a completely straight face, I said, “That some things are incredibly rare and precious. ”


  Okay. I was hamming it up. But screw it. I wanted more than occasional companionship and sex. I wanted her.


  She scrunched up her nose at me and went back to typing. Damn it.


  She finally finished the paper, and the plane landed. Half an hour later, we were in the car, headed back to my place to meet with the band. I’d called this morning and told them all to be there. I didn’t say why. Now, riding in the car with Julia, I could feel the anticipation building. They were going to completely freak. But as crazy as it sounds, my mind wasn’t even on that.


  It was on the fact that Julia was driving back to my place. Now. At night.


  “What do you have going on tomorrow?”


  “Studying,” she answered. “Why?”


  “Why don’t you stay over?”


  Her eyes darted to me, then back to the road. And she was silent. For a really long time. Finally she said, “Crank … I need you to know … I’m not … I don’t … shit!”


  Oh, no. “Forget about it,” I said. “It was just a suggestion.”


  “I don’t want you to get hung up on me.”


  Too late for that. I didn’t answer.


  A moment later, she said, “Damn it! I’m too involved already.”


  I couldn’t help myself. “My Dad used to say, ‘In for a penny, in for a pound.’”


  “Asshat,” she said.


  “Don’t be calling Dad names.”


  She rolled her eyes. “I meant you.”


  “So we’re back to this, huh?”


  “Back to what?”


  “You being a complete bitch because I’m nice to you.”


  She gripped the steering wheel, glared at me for a second, and then looked back to the road.


  “You should stop being nice to me,” she said.


  “Keep this up and I might.”


  She sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m just … I’m not cut out for that kind of commitment. I’ve told you that. I don’t want to end up hurting you. And you’re making it really hard for me.”


  “I don’t understand how. It’s not like I’m not great in bed.”


  She was silent for just a second and then snickered. I grinned at her, and that made her laugh. I loved it when she laughed. Her whole face lit up, it was a complete transformation. If I could make her laugh every moment of every day, I would.


  “Better?” I asked.


  “I’ll stay tonight. But it’s fun, all right? It’s not … whatever … that …” She sighed, unable to even say what it was she didn’t want.


  Okay. I wasn’t going to push. Not now. This was all too new. I got it. She needed some time. Some time to trust. Or … whatever. Honestly, I didn’t know what the issue was. I mean, I did. She’d talked—just that once—about her experience in high school with the guy who screwed her over. I got that. But why this much cynicism about relationships? If anyone ought to be cynical about that, it was me. But here I was, ready to jump right in, and she wasn’t. Not even close. In fact, she got mad at me any time I even suggested it.


  At least she was willing to say we were dating. I shook my head and stared out the window, and we stayed silent until a few minutes later when she parked next to the warehouse. I took a deep breath and got out of the car. Okay. I was exhausted. It had been a long couple of days. She looked over at me and gave me a tentative smile. I grinned and then walked around the car to her.


  She started to talk. “I’m not trying to be a bitch, I just …”


  She didn’t finish because I grabbed her hands, pulled her to me, and brought my mouth to hers and kissed her. As our lips met, hers opened slightly, and then she pressed herself to me, pushing closer. Her arms came up around my back, her fingers digging into my shoulders.


  We parted for just a second, and I took a breath. “I could do that all night. But they’ll be waiting inside.”


  Her lips lifted in a quirky smile. “All right, let’s go.” She grabbed my hand, and we headed in.


  Mark, Pathin and Serena were all in what passed for a living room upstairs, Mark and Pathin sitting on chairs across from each other playing cards, Serena stretched out, languid, on the couch. Mark and Pathin put the cards down when we walked in.


  I didn’t know where to start.


  Serena looked at us through her half-lowered eyelids. “I do hope wherever you’ve been was important enough for you to miss practice today, Crank. You two look pleased with yourselves. Did you run off and get married?”


  Hardly, I thought. Not much chance of that.


  I froze for a second. Did I just have this moment of cynical disappointment? Over the idea of us … no. No. No. Not even going there.


  I decided to start out the right way. “So, we were hanging out and having lunch with Allen Roark and—”


  Mark burst out laughing.


  I grinned at Mark, and he looked at me and then stopped laughing.


  “Seriously,” he said. “What’s going on?”


  “You tell them,” I said to Julia. “It wouldn’t have happened if it weren’t for you.”


  She looked at the three of them, eyes round and excited. “You guys will be the opener for Allen Roark’s US tour this summer.”


  Stunned silence. Serena sat up, no longer relaxed on the couch. Mark and Pathin seemed frozen in place.


  “You’re serious,” Serena said.


  Julia nodded. “That’s not all … as of yesterday, Morbid Obesity is signed with White Dog. You’ve got a recording contract, and they’re going to release the single immediately.”


  Serena’s eyes darted to me, and I nodded, grinning. Her lips slowly curled up into a smile, and she stood, and suddenly Mark and Pathin were standing too, and shouting, and Serena walked over to Julia and wrapped her arms around her. Then Serena did something I didn’t think I’d ever see in my life. She burst into tears. Mark and Pathin began peppering me with excited questions, and I tried to answer them, but the general pandemonium took a few minutes to calm down.


  Finally Julia said, “Look … we’re both … very tired. It’s been a long couple of days. I’ll answer more questions tomorrow. The main thing right now is you guys are going to have to go to work. We need the album completed by January 30th. Which means you’ve got songs to write and record starting right away.”


  “We’ve got a budget for recording?” Pathin asked.


  “Yes. Plenty.”


  “Hell, yeah!” Mark shouted.


  “Plus, the advance. We’ll sit down and figure out the accounting on that. We need to hold some back for merchandising, we’ll work out the details. Plus, I need to be reimbursed for the tickets to California, which weren’t cheap.”


  Serena looked at Julia. “Looks like you got the job. You’re the boss now. Just tell us what to do.”


  Julia shook her head. “Let us get some sleep?”


  “One thing first,” Mark said.


  Julia raised her eyebrows. Mark had been hostile to her managing the band from the moment the idea came up. I tensed, ready to tell Mark to shut the hell up as he approached her. “I’m sorry. And … thank you.”


  Julia smiled. “Thank you, Mark.”


  I felt my body relax. Mark was unpredictable, and who knew what was going to come out of his mouth at any given moment. It was a relief knowing I wasn’t going to have to beat the crap out of him.


  “Let’s go to bed,” I said, quietly, and I took her hand and led her back to my room.


  The moment she walked inside, her face lifted into a grin. “Is it safe to sleep in here?”


  I gave her a sour look, but then took a second glance around the room, and I guess I could see where she was coming from. Place was a mess. The top of my old, scarred dresser I’d picked up beside the sidewalk was scattered with paper, mostly messy musical notations. The floor, what you could see of it, had old, dingy carpeting, but my clothes, which were fairly evenly distributed around the floor, completely hid that.


  The sheets were clean. But rumpled.


  In fact, the only genuinely clean spot in the room was the corner opposite the window, where my guitar leaned in its stand.


  I grunted. “Once the light is out, you won’t even notice.”


  She snickered, and I wrapped my arms around her, feeling her warmth against my chest.


  “I’m proud of you,” I said. “No one else could have carried off what you did this weekend.”


  “No,” she said. “It was your music that did it. All I did was give the song to a friend and ask him to pass it on to his dad.”


  “My music, which I would have sold short to a bankrupt studio.”


  She shrugged.


  “We make a good team,” she said.


  I leaned forward, bringing our lips together. She breathed deeply, pressing against me, as our tongues played against each other, wet, passionate. For the first time since I was in middle school, my lips were actually sore from so much kissing. I slid my hands down, cupping her butt, and she moaned, and suddenly her fingers were clawing at my back, pulling me closer, it felt like she was trying to get inside me.


  My lips dropped to her neck, and she gasped and pushed me toward the bed. I pulled her along, lying down with her on top of me, and then her lips were moving down the base of my throat, and I whispered, “God, I love you.”


  She froze, her whole body suddenly going rigid.


  Fuck!


  She was off me, and moving toward the door.


  “I have to go,” she said, her voice shaking.


  “Julia, wait!”


  “No!” she shouted. Her eyes were watering and she said, “Why the hell did you have to say that, Crank?”


  And then she opened the door and ran out.


  I followed, running down the hall after her and grabbed her wrist. Jesus, I had to stop her.


  “Julia, stop! Just wait a second!”


  “Let me go!” she screamed, yanking her arm away from me. “Why do you have to ruin it? Why? I’m done here.”


  I reached for her again, and she slapped my chest, pushing me away, and then slapped harder, backing away from me.


  “Julia, please!”


  “Don’t you ever say that to me. We aren’t … whatever you think we are. We never will be.”


  Then she turned and walked out.


  I slumped against the wall, rage and sadness warring inside me, my stomach clenched. I balled my fist and slammed it into the wall and shouted a curse. What the hell? I didn’t understand.


  I didn’t understand. I didn’t understand how I’d fallen for this girl, and I didn’t understand why she ran away. Nothing made sense, and I didn’t know how to fix it. I felt out of control, desperate, and I wanted to run after her, to make her explain.


  But I knew she wouldn’t.


  A soft voice beside me, edged with anger. “What did you do, Crank?”


  I leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted, the emotion draining out of me as if someone had just pulled the plug. Serena was standing next to me, a look of mixed concern and scorn on her face. She’d seen girls run out of here before, but this was different. This was Julia.


  She asked the question again, her voice insistent.


  “What did you do to her? Why did she leave like that?”


  I took a deep breath and answered honestly.


  “I told her I loved her.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  


  Like dust (Julia)


  It was midnight when I got back to my room. Blessedly, none of my suitemates were in. Adriana and Linden had gone home for the holiday, and Jemi was out, I didn’t know where. I didn’t want to deal with questions from her about the very sudden trip to California, so it was just as well. I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.


  The sun was high up in the sky when I woke the next morning to the sound of my cell phone buzzing on the nightstand next to my bed. I reached over and picked it up, answering with a groggy, “Hello?”


  “Julia, it’s Serena.”


  I fought to open my eyes and let them slowly focus on the clock. Almost noon.


  “What is it?”


  “Are you asleep?”


  “I was.”


  “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I was just calling to check in.”


  My brow furrowed. “Check in … why?”


  Then it sank in. She was calling because of me storming out of the warehouse last night. A stab of anxiety shot through me.


  “Um … you seemed pretty upset last night.”


  “Don’t worry about it, Serena.”


  I didn’t want to say, it’s none of your business. Even though it clearly was none of her business.


  “Sorry,” she said, “I don’t mean to pry. I just wanted to make sure … that we’re okay. The band.”


  I blinked. “Of course we are.”


  “You and Crank, um …”


  “Serena, listen. What happened between Crank and me is … private. Okay? I don’t want to talk about it. But it won’t affect our business relationship.”


  “Oh. I’m glad,” she said. She didn’t sound glad. Or relieved, or anything else. Finally, she said, “Just so you know … Crank’s as … upset as I’ve ever seen him. He’s really torn up over you leaving.”


  I closed my eyes, lying back against the pillow. My heart was thumping in my chest, and an unaccountable sadness ran through me. “And that’s exactly why I had to leave. And I’m not saying another word about it, all right? If Crank’s upset, tell him to go pick up some girl, I’m sure he’ll get it out of his system.”


  Before she could answer, I disconnected the call. I curled up on my side, staring at the wall. I had what I wanted, didn’t I? I had my independence. I had my security: no ties to break me apart. No risk, no overwhelming, out of control emotions taking hold of me and making me do things, making me allow things that I didn’t want.


  So why the hell did I feel so heartbroken?


  My arms were curled up in front of me, and I could easily trace the lines of the scars on my wrist from that hideous year when I’d finally given up and willed myself to die. Looking at the scars gave me strength. It reminded me that being dependent on people you love is nothing but a crutch. It reminded me that the inevitable result of love is heartbreak. It reminded me that the other side of those overwhelming emotions was death.


  And I wasn’t willing to go there. I wasn’t willing to do that harm to myself ever again. Never again would I watch my own lifeblood pouring out of me into a bathtub because I needed people in my life. I was going to live life on my terms or not at all.


  It was bitter, like dust, a bare moonscape inside my heart instead of flowers or bunnies or hearts or whatever the hell other people wanted to feel like. But it was also survival; it was life. And it was mine. No matter how much my heart yearned for Crank, no matter how much my body wanted him, my mind knew that he was a mistake.


  


  


  


  


  Watch you go (Crank)


  I made it amply clear I wasn’t in the mood to talk with anyone the moment Julia left. Mark and Pathin avoided me carefully all day Sunday, until Serena finally barged into my room and demanded, “Aren’t you supposed to be moving back in with your brother today?”


  “Yeah,” I muttered. “I’ll go hop on the T in a little while.”


  She waved her hands at all my crap. “What about all this stuff?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t give a shit right now.”


  She shook her head impatiently. “Will you snap out of it, Crank? I’ve never seen you like this.”


  “Fuck off.”


  “No thanks, asshole. Pack your stuff. Maybe your dad can shake you out of this mood before he leaves.”


  I sighed. Guilt got me moving. My dad was leaving first thing in the morning. And wouldn’t be back for a year or more. Julia or not—I had to get over there. For Sean.


  “All right,” I said, sitting up. I started to stuff loose clothes in a bag.


  “I talked with Julia,” she said quietly.


  “That’s funny,” I said. “Because she won’t answer my calls.”


  “I don’t understand what’s going on with you two.”


  I shook my head. “That makes two of us.”


  She walked over to me and pointed a finger at my chest and poked. “Well, don’t let it screw up the band, Crank. Do you hear me? She’s the best thing that’s happened to us in a long time.”


  The thought that went through my head was this: Screw the band. But no way was I voicing that out loud. Or even internally, if I could avoid it. The band was my life. Julia was just a girl.


  That’s what I tried to tell myself. But I knew it was utter bullshit. She was anything but just a girl. Somehow, in a matter of just a few weeks, she’d turned my life upside down. And I didn’t understand why or how she was willing to just walk away.


  I finished stuffing things in a bag, and Mark gave me a ride to my dad’s. We were silent during the ride. I was brooding, and he seemed distracted, almost angry. Probably was. As far as the band was concerned, Julia walked on water and shit gold bricks. Anything that pissed her off made them go ballistic.


  Screw them. They didn’t write the music, I did. Without the music, there was no band, no contract, no nothing.


  Yeah, I was in a crappy mood.


  It was about four o’clock when I got to the house. I hoisted my bag on my shoulder and said the first civilized word I’d said all day. “Thanks.”


  Mark nodded, put the van in gear and drove out of there. I turned and trudged up the stairs.


  Dad was in the kitchen, like always, but I could tell it was different because Sean, abnormally, wasn’t in the living room on a game or reading a comic. Instead, he was sitting at the kitchen table. I yelled, “Hey,” and took my bag upstairs and flung it into my old bedroom. My new bedroom, I guess. Then I headed back downstairs.


  Sean was still in the kitchen. He was talking, without pause, about one of his manga. Dad usually tried to slow him down or deflect the subject, because otherwise the one-sided conversation tended to get mired in excruciating details, but tonight Dad seemed content to just listen.


  I didn’t interrupt. Instead, I walked in, grabbed a beer out of the fridge and sat down at the table across from Sean.


  A couple minutes later, Sean paused his monologue and said, “Where’s Julia?”


  Shit.


  I sighed, looked at my father. He raised his eyebrows.


  “We had a fight,” I said, my voice sounding defeated.


  “She’s not coming?” Sean asked.


  I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”


  He stood up and shouted, “I knew you’d screw it up. I finally make a friend, and you screwed it up. Well, screw you!”


  “Sean!” Dad shouted.


  Sean was already gone, stomping upstairs. I sank my head into my hands.


  Dad grumbled for a minute, then sat down at the table diagonally from me.


  “All right, kid. What’s going on? You look like somebody just pissed in your Cheerios.”


  I squeezed my eyes shut hard, then opened them and looked up at my dad. He had a look of real concern on his face.


  I opened my mouth to talk and couldn’t even start. I muttered, “Shit,” and looked up at the ceiling.


  “I know I’m not seeing this. Dougal, you look like you’re about to cry.”


  I grunted. “Would you believe … I got a record deal, Dad. Three-year contract, and we’re opening for the biggest rock band in the business on tour this summer.”


  He opened his mouth, but I spoke first.


  “And … I just want to curl up and die.”


  Dad sat back in his chair. He didn’t say anything, just waited for me to continue.


  I didn’t, so after a couple of minutes, he said, “Why? What happened?”


  I looked at him. “I don’t know.”


  “Bullshit,” he replied. My dad’s such a sensitive guy.


  I shook my head. Then I told him. “I told her … I told her that I love her. And she ran like hell.”


  He stared at me, dumbfounded. Then he leaned forward, resting his arms on the table and rubbed the bridge of his nose, looking as if he was searching for something to say. Finally, he asked, “Do you?”


  “Do I what?”


  “Do you love her?”


  I didn’t need to think about that. I just answered, “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”


  “Tell me why.”


  “What the fuck, Dad?”


  “Don’t use that language with me, you little shit. I can still bend you over my knee. Tell me why.”


  I sat back and took a deep breath. “For the first time in my life, Dad, I want to be … more. Not just the band, though that’s part of it. She … makes me want to be a better person. I love how smart she is. Her integrity. Her compassion. And the sex is out of this world.”


  “I don’t want to hear about that,” he interrupted.


  “Yeah, well. Anyway, that’s what happened. I told her I loved her. And she … just ran.”


  He leaned forward, close, and looked me in the eyes. “You’ve told me all about you. What about her, Dougal? What do you want for her?”


  I swallowed. “I want her to be happy. I want her to … I want to see a smile on her face. Always.”


  “This is going to sound like a cliché, kid. And it sucks like nothing else in the world. But if you love her … you have to give her what she needs. Even if that means letting her go.”


  Oh, damn. I thought about my mom and dad, holding each other in the door, heads bowed together, as tears streamed down her face. I thought about how much it must have hurt for him to let her go. And this time my eyes did water.


  “Dad, you suck.”


  “Yeah. Sometimes the truth sucks.”


  “I don’t want to lose her, Dad. No one has ever meant this much to me.”


  “Then do the right thing. Do the thing she needs. And maybe she’ll come to you. If she doesn’t … well … it wasn’t meant to be.”


  Both of us started when the doorbell rang.


  “Enough of this moping shit,” he said. “I’m leaving for Kuwait tomorrow, in case you missed it. This is our last family dinner for a while. Go get the door, it’s probably your mother.”


  “All right.” My dad got up, turned the heat back on under the pots on the stove, and I walked out of the kitchen. I paused in the doorway. “Dad?”


  “What?” he answered, in an annoyed tone. That was the dad I knew and loved.


  “Thanks.”


  “Get the hell out of here and get the door,” he said in a gruff voice.


  I walked to the door and opened it.


  If there were flies in Boston in the cold at the end of November, one could have flown right in my mouth and settled in for a nice stay. Because it wasn’t my mom at the door. It was Julia, wrapped up in her red and black checked coat, a muffler around her throat, cap on her head.


  I just stood there, gaping.


  Her eyebrows moved together, forming that crease in her forehead she sometimes gets before calling me names. “Are you going to invite me in, or what?”


  Automatically, I stepped away from the door. “Come in.”


  She walked in and peeled off her scarf and coat. “Heater’s out in the stupid rental car.”


  “What are you doing here?” I asked.


  She looked at me, our eyes meeting just long enough to break my heart. Then she said, “Your brother and dad have treated me like family. Like … like my family never did. Whatever happens between us, I … I wouldn’t not show up.”


  “Can we talk later?”


  She closed her eyes and said in a near monotone, “There’s nothing to talk about, Crank.”


  Then she handed me her coat and walked into the kitchen.


  Damn it.


  I wanted to walk in there and grab her arm and ask her what the hell was she thinking? I wanted to demand answers. I wanted to insist she tell me why the hell it bothered her so much to have someone say those three little words. Words I’d never in my life said to a woman, except for my mother.


  But then I heard my dad say, “Hey, kiddo,” to her. I walked to the kitchen door and glanced in. He was hugging her like she was a daughter. I stepped back, out of sight, then took her coat to the closet and hung it up. My dad called upstairs, “Sean! Julia’s here!” as if there had been no blow up before, no discussion, no heartfelt confessions. I went up the stairs. If Sean had his headphones on or was playing a game, he wouldn’t hear.


  As I suspected, he was sitting at his computer, headphones on. I knocked on the doorframe and waved at him. He popped one earphone off and I said, “She’s here.”


  He nodded then popped the headphones back on.


  Whatever. I wasn’t in the mood to chase him too.


  The doorbell rang again. That would be either Mrs. Doyle or my mother. For years, Dad had been hosting Saturday night dinners for anyone who would come. This week, it was Sunday, in honor of the fact that he wasn’t going to be here next week, or any week in the near future. Tony would be here tonight for sure.


  It was my mom. “Hey, Mom,” I said. I still felt … very awkward. She was moving back into the house after her lease ran out in January and had promised to be around before then. But five years of anger and disappointment didn’t just disappear. We were making small strides by being in the same room together.


  She hugged me, awkwardly. A few minutes later, Tony arrived and announced it was okay to start the party, and not long after that Mrs. Doyle joined us.


  Finally, everyone was seated at the table, and dad was serving, and it felt like every other Saturday night. Except that every once in a while, I felt like I had eyes on me, and I’d glance to Julia, and she was always looking somewhere else. Except once, I caught her and our eyes met, and I swallowed, trying to keep from jumping out of my chair, because looking in her eyes was bringing out the worst in me. Especially because, despite the fact that she was smiling and laughing with everyone, something about it seemed fake. The laughter didn’t reach her eyes.


  I wanted it to. More than anything, I wanted her to be happy.


  Dad was right, but as I looked at her, I realized there was one thing he forgot. It was one thing to let her go. Okay. I could buy that. It was right. If she was going to be happier, then fine, I could live with it, even if it tore my heart out. But I wasn’t going to let her go without telling her exactly how I felt.


  After we finished, my dad cleared his throat, a sound that made me wince, and then he stood up. “All right, everybody pipe down a second.”


  Tony balled up a napkin and threw it at my dad. Dad made a fist, sticking one finger out and pointing it at Tony. “You too, bub.”


  We all quieted, and I watched my dad.


  “All right. I want to say a couple things to you. But first, Crank’s got some news. You want to tell them?”


  What. The. Hell? He seriously wanted me to announce that Julia and I had broken up? In front of everyone? I looked around, desperate, my eyes darting to Julia, and she flushed, her face going red. Then I saw some sense. What the hell? It was a measure of just how screwed up I was over Julia that the biggest news of my life had been overshadowed by her.


  I took a deep breath. “Okay, so this week Julia took over managing the band.”


  Tony let out an obnoxious cheer and I said, “That wasn’t really the news.”


  “Huh,” Tony said and took a long drink of his beer.


  “The news is, on Friday, she negotiated a recording contract. A big one. We’re opening for Allen Roark on his summer tour.”


  That elicited gasps, then real cheers from Tony and my mom and Mrs. Doyle. My mom turned and hugged Julia, then said, “I’m so proud of you!”


  “We couldn’t have done it without her,” I said. “I still can’t believe how fast it all went down.”


  “All right,” Dad said. “Anyway, what I wanted to say was … this … you guys are my family. All of you.” He said the last as his eyes went to Tony, Mrs. Doyle, and finally Julia. “Julia, I know we’ve only known each other for a couple of months. But I want you to know, I think of you like a daughter. You’re always welcome in my home.”


  His eyes glanced toward me, and I wasn’t sure how to translate whatever the hell he was trying to say. Was it … here, Crank, I’m doing you a favor by inviting her over? Or was it, don’t screw it up, Crank, because she’s here no matter what you think? I didn’t really have any way of knowing.


  “Anyway, enough of all that. You all know I’m headed out in the morning. Hopefully this won’t take too long, and they’ll find whatever they’re looking for and this thing will end and I can come back home. And soon. But in the meantime, I want you all to watch out for each other, all right? No bullshit.”


  Tony leaned forward. “Jack, you’re making me want to cry little balls of syrup. Just shut the hell up and come home safe, all right?”


  “You got that right,” Dad said.


  After dinner, we settled into a serious game of Monopoly, until about eight, when Julia said, “I’ve really got to get going. Class in the morning.”


  She looked up at Dad and smiled, and he grinned back at her.


  “I’ll walk you out,” I said.


  “It’s not necessary,” she replied.


  “I want to.”


  She shook her head in a jerking motion.


  “Really,” I said. I fought to keep my voice firm. “I insist.”


  Rather than make a scene, she rolled her eyes. I’d take that as acceptance. So I got her coat and scarf, and she bundled up. Dad walked over to her and grabbed her in a bear hug. “You take care,” he said.


  She sniffed. “Be careful over there. Come home safe.”


  “Ah, none of that crying business.” He nudged a tear off her face with a knuckle. “I’m going to be just fine.”


  She nodded and turned toward the door. I opened it for her and walked outside. It was freezing. Her car was half a block down, pulled into one of the few spots. We walked beside each other, silently.


  About halfway to the car, I said, “I’ve got to say something, and you need to hear me out.”


  She winced and shook her head. “There’s nothing to say, Crank.”


  I took her arm and held her, my tone growing hard. “Maybe you’ve got nothing to say, but I do. And you owe me the courtesy to listen.”


  She froze, flint in her eyes as she spoke. “Take your hand off my arm.”


  I let go. “Two minutes. Just listen.”


  “I’m listening.” She didn’t look like she meant it. In fact, she looked so angry I thought she was going to hit me.


  I swallowed. “If what you need to be really happy … to be happy with who you are, to be … satisfied with your life … is to walk away, then I’ll accept it.”


  “What?”


  “Damn it, Julia. I don’t know how you’ve worked your way into me the way you have. But the fact is, I love you.”


  She flinched when I said the words.


  “It’s true,” I said. “I love you, and I want you to be happy, I want you to have the life you deserve. And if that means … if that means I have to stand here and watch you walk away, then I’ll do it. I won’t be happy about it. It’ll break my heart. But … if that’s what you really need, then we’re done.”


  She looked at me, her expression shifting, and I couldn’t figure out what was going on in there.


  “Before you go,” I said, “you need to know—I’d do anything for you.” I stepped closer, so close we were almost touching. “Even kiss you goodbye and watch you go.”


  And then I leaned forward and laid a gentle, almost chaste kiss on her lips. I stepped back. The confusion and fear on her face were at war with each other. I’d said what I needed to say. Maybe I’d planted a seed. Maybe I hadn’t. Only time would tell, and that hurt more than I’d ever imagined a woman could hurt me.


  Her eyes were watering, her face showing nothing but grief. Finally, she turned and without saying a word, slipped into her car and drove away, leaving me standing there alone.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  


  My sister’s hand (Julia)


  I made it two blocks from Jack’s house before I had to pull over. I was crying so hard I couldn’t see. I wanted nothing more than to drive back to tell Crank I was sorry, that I wanted to be with him, that I loved him, and that it had all been a huge mistake. I felt like I had a giant hole in my stomach, my vision was blurred and I couldn’t stop shaking.


  But I knew it wasn’t a mistake. The mistake had been letting him under my skin in the first place. I knew the day we met in Washington there was something about him that attracted me. That initial flush of lust and intrigue, however, had turned into much more. Watching him playing his guitar, eyes closed, lost in his music; watching him taking care of Serena and Mark and Pathin as if they were his kids; watching him protecting his brother. All of it made me feel an intense need to be with him, no matter the cost. Even if the cost was my autonomy, my self-control, my life.


  I couldn’t allow it to go any further. I was so perilously close.


  Close to losing myself.


  So, I pulled it together. I stopped crying, got myself in order, and I drove back to Cambridge. Then I dodged the questions from my suitemates and fell into a long, troubled sleep.


  Monday morning, I was a mess. I woke up late and had to rush to class. I couldn’t get my mind off Crank: his hurt, frustrated expression when I’d run out of the warehouse Saturday night. And the words he’d said after dinner at his father’s. You need to know that I’d do anything for you … even kiss you goodbye and watch you go.


  What the hell did that mean? Insanely, even though I knew I couldn’t do this, I couldn’t be in a relationship with him, I couldn’t love him—I still felt lost. And angry. It was this messy, out of control feeling I’d been trying to avoid in the first place. And yet here I was, unable to concentrate, unable to even think, even though I’d done exactly what I needed to do.


  For the first time in my academic career, I got called out by a professor for not paying attention. I’d just been sitting, staring out the window at the grey winter sky, and then Professor Simpson called my name.


  “Miss Thompson, if you aren’t well enough to pay attention, you should consider coming back another day.”


  I looked at her a moment, nodded, then packed my bag and left. Which is something I’d never done before.


  I was in slightly better shape Tuesday. Marginally. But, to be honest, it wasn’t exactly the best day I’d ever had. Finally, Wednesday morning I blew off class completely, packed my bag, including my best dress carefully packed in a garment bag, and left for the airport.


  By five P.M. I was in a cab in Bethesda. I took a deep shuddering breath as I got out of the cab and looked at the building. No matter what happened, I’d never lightly enter this place. I’d never be able to separate it from the nightmare that had been my senior year in high school. I’d grown older and wiser, and I’d gained some distance from the events of that year. But it only took a glance at the scars on my wrist to bring it all back.


  So, I was already tense as I rode the elevator upstairs to my parents’ apartment. I couldn’t think of it as home, any more than I could the townhouse in San Francisco. In short, my attitude left a lot to be desired.


  When I got to the door, I felt odd and uncomfortable simply unlocking it and walking in, but it felt just as strange to knock. What was the appropriate thing? I decided it didn’t really matter. Regardless of how I entered, I was in for a not very pleasant night. Stress always brought out the worst in my mother, and a dinner at the White House? That was stress-inducing.


  So, I set my bag down, unlocked the door, and walked in, dragging the bag behind me.


  It was chaos. My father was nowhere to be seen … probably locked in the study. Sarah, Jessica and Andrea were at the coffee table, playing a game with a young woman about my age, maybe a little younger. She looked stressed and was probably their latest governess.


  Alexandra was in tears, sobbing as my mother fussed at her. She was wearing an exquisite turquoise dress, badly stained by what appeared to be chocolate ice cream, still dripping down the front of the dress.


  “I don’t know how you expect to be able to attend adult functions, Alexandra, when you can’t even keep your dress clean!” Her words were probably fine. But her voice was laced with anger and contempt. I recognized that tone and hearing it used on my sister brought to the forefront all the pain and anger and … and rage, that I felt toward my mother.


  Without even a greeting, I said, “Maybe if the adults hadn’t dressed a little girl in formal clothing hours before the event, it wouldn’t have happened,” I snapped.


  My mother turned on me, her eyes flashing. Behind her, I saw Carrie come into the room, just as Sarah said, “Mom, why can’t I go to the White House? Alexandra’s going! It’s not fair!”


  My mother ignored Sarah and approached me with a look of anger and distaste on her face. “I see you showed up in jeans and a t-shirt. Did you at least bring something to change into? Or do you expect me to provide everything?”


  In a calm and cold voice, I said, “Mother, I stopped expecting anything at all from you when I was fourteen.”


  She looked as if I’d slapped her. I quickly turned to Alexandra. “Come on, Alexandra, let’s see if we can find something else for you to wear.” I reached out my hand, and she took it. Walking toward the hall, I tried to signal to Carrie with my eyes that she should follow. She got the message.


  “Which one is Alexandra’s room?” I whispered urgently.


  Alexandra, looking shaky, pointed.


  I dragged her into the room, and Carrie followed, closing the door behind her.


  “Mom’s been a basket case today,” Carrie said. “I’m so glad you’re here.”


  Alexandra had tears running down her cheeks. “I didn’t mean to spill the ice cream on my dress. I really didn’t.” She started to blubber.


  “Oh, honey,” I said. “It’s okay, it was an accident.” I sat down on the bed and pulled her into my lap.


  “I missed you, Julia,” she said.


  Carrie dropped onto the bed next to me. “I did too. I’ve had no one to gossip with. And Mom and Dad were nuts that you were in LA with Crank. How did it go?”


  I caught my breath, and I couldn’t stop the shakiness in my voice. “It went great. We got a record deal, a really good one. And I broke up with Crank.”


  To my horror, I sobbed at the last word.


  “You what? Why?”


  I gasped for air. “I … I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “I like Crank,” Alexandra said. “He was nice to me.”


  “Julia,” Carrie said. “You’re so full of it. You can’t say that and not tell me why. What happened?”


  I shook my head. Carrie put her arm around me and leaned close, whispering, “We promised to take care of our sisters, Julia. That means you, too.”


  “He told me he loved me,” I said. “So … I left him.”


  Carrie blinked. “You’re not making any sense, Julia. Of course he loves you. Even our waiters could see that. You could see it, couldn’t you, Alexandra?”


  Alexandra nodded, then added, “And he’s really cute.”


  Carrie spoke again. “What are you afraid of?”


  I whispered, “Everything. And we don’t really have time to do this right now.”


  She narrowed her eyes at me. “Yeah I know. But we’re not done here, Julia.”


  I nodded, unhappily, and looked around. “I don’t even remember this room. Do you think there’s anything here?”


  Carrie raised an eyebrow. “How can you not remember, Julia? This was your bedroom.”


  I stiffened. Alexandra wriggled off my lap, so I stood and looked around the room. When I was here two months ago, I’d slept on the couch. And looking around this room … it was sterile. And I had virtually no recollection of it at all. I supposed it had been my room. But when we lived here, I’d never decorated it. Never put anything on the walls. I’d never felt like this was home. It was just … a room. I didn’t have any feeling for it. All I could remember clearly, vividly, was the bathroom. Every tile. Every bump in the caulk. Every drop of my own blood. I shook my head. “Are you sure?”


  Carrie nodded, unhappily. “You really … don’t remember?”


  I shook my head. “I ought to, I guess. But I never really … felt at home here.”


  She whispered, “Julia, maybe you should see somebody.”


  I grimaced. “What, like a doctor? A shrink?”


  Carrie approached me and whispered, “Maybe. Sometimes with traumatic things, we need some help. Julia, you were a senior in high school. That was only four years ago. I don’t see how you could possibly forget your own bedroom.”


  I closed my eyes. I thought about the state I’d been in senior year. The constant fog over my emotions. The constant self-recrimination. The abuse at school, and the abuse at home. My room had been a refuge. But the more I thought about it … it wasn’t the room I remembered. Most of the time I spent in this room was either buried in a book or with a blanket pulled over my head.


  In my freshman year at Harvard, I took Psychology. And we covered major depression, among a lot of other things. But until this moment, standing here in this room that I couldn’t remember, it never occurred to me that maybe that applied to me. I’d never even thought of talking to a doctor about it. It was just who I was. Dead inside.


  “Maybe you’re right,” I said.


  She looked at me, more than a little bit of worry in her eyes. “We’d better get ready. Or Mother will explode. I’ll be right back … I’ve probably got some dresses Alexandra’s size in my room.”


  Of course she would. When we lived here, four years ago, she wasn’t much older than Alexandra was now. I tried to recall any time we’d spent together that year. Had we gone to the zoo together? School functions? A museum?


  I had no idea, and that scared me.


  With a little bit of adjustment, Alexandra was all fixed up in a pretty green dress that had once belonged to Carrie, and we were all set. I was just finishing up adjusting my makeup when our mother knocked on the door.


  Mother did her best to glare me into submission over the next ninety minutes as we finished getting ready and then loaded up in the van my father rented. As always, Dad was oblivious. Alexandra sat in the back seat, reading a book, while Carrie and I sat in the middle, quietly talking. She was actually looking forward to getting back to school. Apparently, despite the dislocations of going to three different high schools (one in Bethesda, one in Moscow, and now in San Francisco), she’d settled in and found a place for herself. I found myself envying her that. My own high school experience was nothing but one nightmare after another, and it was hard to imagine how different our lives were in that respect.


  But seriously, so what? I had found a place for myself. Even if it was only recently. I was slowly getting closer to Jemi, though that was often awkward and odd. And Jack and Margot and Sean truly made me feel like I had family in Boston. It was beyond strange, that in a row house in South Boston, I’d found people I cared about as much as I cared for them. Briefly, I wondered how Jack was. On Monday, he’d mobilized with his unit, and they’d begun the process of deploying to Kuwait. I had no idea how long that sort of thing took. Were they already over there? In some camp in the desert? I had no idea.


  Thinking of Jack turned my mind back to Barry Lewis, who had been my bodyguard and almost big brother, in middle school. Jack had suggested that I try the Pentagon’s worldwide locator. If he was still in the Marines, they’d find him. I’d thought about it a lot. Would he even remember me? I was just some kid he had to guard—somehow I was sure that relationship didn’t have the same significance for him as it did for me. He’d provided a … stability, a warmth, that I’d never had before, and really hadn’t experienced since, until I met Crank’s family. Someday, I wanted to thank him.


  Carrie seemed to have dodged a lot of that. In fact, she seemed remarkably well adjusted and happy. It was weird. Our lives were lived out of sequence from each other, the distance in age compounded by the many moves. I couldn’t help but wonder what life would be like for Alexandra, or the twins, or especially Andrea, who would grow up too young to even remember the Foreign Service and moving every three years of her life.


  We quieted down as the van approached the gates to the White House. A military Humvee was parked at the intersection, yet another relic of September 11. I wondered if they would be there permanently. At the gate, my father handed over his identification, and the Secret Service guards shined flashlights into the van, then pointed my dad where to park. Two guards followed to the parking space and stood a safe distance as we piled out of the van.


  It was freezing cold out, just the slightest bit of drizzle threatening to turn to snow. The White House was brightly lit in the darkness, and we followed our escort to a door in the East Wing. Once inside, we went through metal detectors, and then the guard led us inside.


  A young woman met us on a landing. “Ambassador Thompson and family? Come this way, please.”


  She turned, leading us through a locked door, past a silent Secret Service agent and up a flight of stairs. A moment later, we were in the residence. We followed her down a thickly carpeted hallway, lined with portraits of past Presidents and First Ladies, and into a small room, where I was brought face to face with a nightmare.


  “Ambassador Thompson, may I introduce Ambassador Easton, who will be representing the United Kingdom.”


  I barely noticed as my father and Ambassador Easton shook hands and began introducing their families. Easton’s wife was a somewhat frumpy looking woman wearing a black velvet dress. Standing beside them, his face blanched, was Harry Easton.


  I froze.


  My dad and Easton chuckled as they shook hands. “We know each other,” my father said. “Ronald was on his last year in Beijing when we arrived there.”


  Easton said, “Richard, I don’t know if you’ll recall him, that was a long time ago, but this is my son, Harry. He’s currently a junior attaché at the consulate in New York.”


  My mother smiled and shook hands with the Eastons, then said, “Julia, didn’t you go to school with Harry?”


  I couldn’t answer. I was paralyzed with shock, a wave of confused emotions running through me, clashing with each other. I could almost feel blood rushing through my ears, and I wanted to back away, run away—do anything to get out of being in this room right now.


  Harry, in his characteristic Eton accent that he shared with his father, simply said, “Julia and I are … acquainted.”


  Carrie stepped up next to me and shook hands with Harry. He put his hand out to me to shake, but I couldn’t move, and not in a million years, under any circumstances, would I ever touch him again. My stomach was turning. Right in front of me was the man who had ruined my life. And the irony? I’d loved him when I was fourteen, I’d been utterly obsessed with him, even after he’d treated me like I was worthless, and looking at him now? I couldn’t figure out what the attraction had been. He was shorter than I remembered, though still very handsome, if you liked cold-blooded assholes.


  After a moment of him standing there with his hand out, Harry stepped back, looking uncomfortable. Both sets of parents had fallen silent. I suppose my behavior was discourteous enough that it caught their attention. I didn’t care. I just wanted to vomit. Or run. Or hit him. I was shaking, and when Carrie stepped away from Harry, she stepped back to my side, leaned her head close to my ear and whispered, “Are you all right?”


  I shook my head, very slightly. Part of me wondered if I would ever be all right again.


  That’s when Alexandra stepped forward to be introduced. Ambassador Easton and his wife both cooed over her, and then she shook hands with Harry. He attempted to be charming, giving her a smile, bending over her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Alexandra.”


  It was all I could do not to kick him. Rage flooded through me that he was even speaking to my little sister, who was barely younger than I’d been when I met him.


  The woman who had led us up here said, “The President and First Lady will be down in a few minutes. In the meantime, please feel free to have a drink.” She gestured to a bar set up on one wall. A white-jacketed bartender stood behind the bar.


  I promptly moved to the bar, Carrie trailing behind me. “Gin and tonic, please,” I said.


  Both of my parents’ heads swiveled in my direction, my mother looking alarmed, my dad puzzled. And that’s when Harry decided to approach Carrie and me at the bar.


  “Hello, Julia,” he said in a low tone.


  I whispered, my voice shaking just like the rest of me, “Don’t come close to me, Harry. Don’t talk to me. Don’t talk to my sisters.”


  He froze in place. I tossed back half my drink at once. Carrie looked back and forth between us and then whispered to me, “I guess I don’t need to ask if this is the Harry you told me about.”


  I shook my head.


  I was puzzled by my reaction. I didn’t feel grief or sadness. Just anger, rage, disgust. By this time, everyone in the room was staring at us, and Harry backed away, nodding his head at us in an ultra-polite manner. I remembered that look. It was his ‘What did I do?’ look, and I’d seen it a hundred times when we were teenagers. His look that squarely placed the blame for any situation on me. His look that said he was responsible for nothing, cared for nothing; that said I was nothing.


  I turned away from him, finished off my drink and ordered another. Carrie’s eyes grew wide as I took the second drink. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” she whispered.


  “Nothing about being here is a good idea,” I muttered.


  A moment later, I felt a familiar and unpleasant presence by my side. My mother.


  “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, Julia, but your behavior is inexcusable.” Her voice was quiet but urgent.


  I gave her a sideways glance, and responded, equally quiet. “So what’s new, Mother? Everything about me has always been inexcusable.”


  She blanched, and I turned and walked away from the bar, positioning myself with my back to the wall, where I could see everyone in the room and sip my drink. My father was chatting up Ambassador Easton, oblivious of the undercurrents in the room. Harry had returned to his father’s side, undoubtedly trying to preserve his precious standing in his parents’ eyes. My mother held Alexandra’s hand clamped in her own, standing next to Carrie, as Mrs. Easton spoke with her in an animated tone, her hands waving. My mother’s eyes darted to me. I’d spent twenty-two years knuckling under whenever she spoke. I’d spent a lifetime listening to her tell me that my behavior, my dress, my choices, my very life, were unacceptable. I’d had it. I wasn’t taking any more.


  I glanced around the room, momentarily alone, except for the Secret Service agent who eyed me closely. It was hard to tell if he thought I was a possible assassin or if he was merely undressing me with his eyes, but the effect was the same. I felt uncomfortable under his scrutiny, and the skin on the back of my neck started to flush.


  Why was I here? This wasn’t the life I wanted. This wasn’t the life I asked for. I’m sure plenty of people would have killed for a chance to dine here in this company. I wasn’t one of them. What I really wanted was to get back to Boston, back to the band. I wanted to find myself a nice, safe place. A place that was all mine, where I could live without moving for the next thirty years. I wanted some stability in my life. Despite the problems they’d had in their lives, I wanted what Jack and Margot had worked to give their kids: a stable, decent life.


  Two more Secret Service agents entered the room, taking up their position on either side of the door. A moment later, the President and the First Lady entered.


  The President walked with a bit of a bounce, a sideways grin on his face, as he approached my father and Ambassador Easton. Like both ambassadors, he wore the required Washington uniform, a dark suit and white shirt with a bold, striped tie. My father and President Bush both wore the obligatory American flag pin on their lapels, something I’d noticed on the news since September 11th, but which hadn’t been part of the uniform prior to that.


  The men shook hands, and then Ambassador Easton and my father introduced their families. I was called over and shook hands with the President and Mrs. Bush.


  “My eldest daughter, Julia,” my father said. “She’s in her senior year at Harvard.”


  The President grinned and said in his soft Texas accent, “Well, you should have considered New Haven, but I guess you can’t have everything.”


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir,” I said. I wanted to say to my mother, See, I can be polite, but that would have been … impolite. Instead, I grinned at the President, throwing his reference to Yale right back at him. “You should have considered going to college in Cambridge, Mr. President. It’s never too late to go back.”


  He chuckled and suddenly I warmed to him, even if I did despise his politics.


  My dad looked stressed. I felt buzzed. President Bush looked amused.


  My dad said, “Julia’s planning on graduate school next year, then following me into the Foreign Service.”


  “Oh, isn’t that nice?” Mrs. Bush said.


  “Actually, I’m going into the music industry,” I said. “I manage a punk rock band.”


  The President raised his eyebrows, and my father, an edge in his tone, said, “Right now might not be the best time to discuss this, Julia.”


  “Sure, okay, Dad. You brought it up.”


  Now the President really did laugh, and then he leaned close to me. “I know how it feels to be pushed into a career. My dad wanted me to be President.”


  Everybody laughed politely. My mother looked like she was going to faint.


  “I don’t know about y’all,” the President said, “but I could eat a horse. Let’s have dinner.”


  So, we all moved into the dining room next door.


  At official functions, protocol requires everyone to sit according to rank. Consequently, my father and Ambassador Easton were seated across from each other next to the President. My mother and Mrs. Easton were at the foot of the table with Mrs. Bush, and in between, Alexandra and Carrie sat across from each other, while I was stuck across from Harry.


  As we all sat, waiters brought out wine. I took a healthy sip of mine as Harry leaned forward. “Barrett Randall called me a few weeks ago and mentioned he’d run into you on the train, and the two of you were planning on dinner. You’re at Harvard now? That’s a long way from when we met, isn’t it?”


  I ignored him. I had no intentions of speaking with Harry. My mother shot me a look, her eyebrows drawn together.


  Harry leaned closer, and his voice dropped. “I don’t understand why you won’t speak with me.”


  I really didn’t want to make a scene or cause a diplomatic incident. But I’d had enough. I leaned forward, too, and met his eyes. I smiled, not sincerely, and said in a conversational tone, “I’d rather eat live maggots than speak with you. Why don’t we just pretend there’s no one sitting across from us, and this dinner can go well for everyone else?”


  Mrs. Bush covered her mouth and tittered, almost an outright laugh. My mother looked like she was going to slide underneath the table and die. Score one for Laura Bush. I liked her now, too.


  My father, sitting next to Harry on one side and the President on the other, stopped speaking mid-sentence. His eyes widened in shock, his face going a little bit pale. The President grinned, leaned close to my dad, and whispered something. I don’t think my dad thought it was funny, but President Bush’s shoulders shook. Then he turned to me. “Miss Thompson … it’s Julia, right?”


  I smiled at him. “Yes, Mr. President.”


  “Tell me what your fellow students think of the situation with Iraq.”


  I thought about the question. “I think at Harvard most of them are indifferent, Mr. President. They’re too busy being over-privileged and competing with each other. On the other hand, a good friend of mine from Boston? His father’s National Guard unit has already been activated, and they’re going to Kuwait.”


  The President nodded. “I see. And what about you?”


  “Me, sir?”


  “Yes. I’m always curious what people think.”


  My father, at this point, had closed his eyes. He couldn’t help but be aware that I’d had a role, however small, in the huge protest here in Washington back in October.


  “Honestly, Mr. President, the impression I have from the news is that we’re going to war with Iraq no matter what happens. I think that’s a shame.”


  The President nodded. “Well, then. Let’s hope you’re wrong. I have high hopes for your father’s mission over there. All Saddam has to do is turn over his weapons of mass destruction, and no war. See? Simple.” Then he leaned over the table, planting one elbow on it as he spoke with me. “It’s good to hear an opinion. I don’t have many people around me who actually tell me what they think. Are you sure you aren’t interested in government service?”


  “Thank you, sir, but no. I spent most of my life going from one post to another following the Foreign Service. I’m headed in a different direction now.”


  Mrs. Bush chimed in, “You know, with all this talk of war, sometimes it makes me sad that no one pays attention to George’s domestic agenda. He has a lot of important ideas for tackling domestic issues.”


  My eyes darted to Harry, and I blurted out, “Like statutory rape?”


  My mother gasped, and Harry went absolutely still. Mrs. Bush simply looked puzzled, “Well, I suppose, but I had in mind priorities like the economy.”


  “Oh, I see.” Carrie was right. I shouldn’t have had two gin and tonics. I’d substitute wine instead. I turned slightly in my seat, waving to one of the white-jacketed waiters standing around the edge of the table. He looked at me, and I pointed at my empty glass. It was going to be a long, long night, and I didn’t have enough fuel.


  Alexandra said, “What’s statue rape?”


  My mother, teeth clenched together, replied, “I don’t think that’s really an appropriate topic for the dinner table, Julia.”


  Whatever. I’d pretty much had enough of whatever my mother thought. I was going to remain civil for the rest of the dinner here in the White House, at least as much as I could imagine. But she’d better not say anything to me in private, or I was seriously going to go off on her. I mattered. It was time she knew it.


  Luckily, the remainder of the dinner stayed relatively peaceful. After a fierce warning look from his father, Harry didn’t attempt to speak to me again, and shortly thereafter, the staff brought out dinner. I concentrated on eating and keeping my mouth shut before I said something really embarrassing. My head was swimming from the alcohol, and if nothing else, I didn’t want to set a bad example for Alexandra. She was really a sweet kid and had no clue what was going on with me anyway.


  Carrie, in solidarity with me, completely ignored Harry. Which left him to talk with my father and his, as well as President Bush. The four of them seemed to get along well. My father and Ambassador Easton laughed at the President’s jokes, even when they weren’t funny, which was most of them. At the opposite end of the table, my mom, Mrs. Easton and Mrs. Bush chatted about differences in public education between the United States and the United Kingdom. I wasn’t interested in either conversation. So I turned to Alexandra and asked her about school, and how she was adjusting to living in the United States again after being in Moscow. She promptly reported that it was a lot warmer in San Francisco, and that the boys at her school were a lot cuter.


  I felt a pain in my chest. She was only twelve. Way too young to be thinking about boys. I wanted to fold her up in my arms and protect her. I wanted to tell her to stay away from boys and men and their stupid and destructive games. But I knew it wouldn’t be long before they started chasing her. She had those huge green eyes and long, lush hair I’d have killed for, and puberty was already changing the shape of her body.


  No, it wouldn’t be long at all before boys started chasing her. For just a moment, I regretted living in Boston, thousands of miles away. How could I protect her from that distance? I was ten years older than Alexandra. Even older still than the twins or Andrea, who in truth I barely knew. It felt futile. But one thing I knew, is that my mother, no matter what her intentions, wasn’t going to do them any good when it came to protecting them from harm. The only thing she knew how to do was cast blame and hurt.


  Finally, the excruciating dinner came to a close. The President stood and said a few words wishing the two Ambassadors success in their mission. We all rose and shook hands and said our goodbyes, and began the walk back to the van, escorted by a uniformed Secret Service agent. We walked out, and it suddenly hit me, that outside of the crazy emotions evoked in me, Crank and Harry had absolutely nothing in common. Nothing. For weeks I’d associated Crank with Harry … the rush of conflicted emotions, the out of control feelings.


  But Harry had often been cold, superior—almost contemptuous of my younger self. Polished, with exquisite manners, upper class attitudes and an overwhelming need for power; at that age, I’d been no match for him. He’d forced his way into my life and tried to control everything I did. And I let him.


  Crank had been nothing but considerate. Kind. Fiercely protective. Even as I held him at arms’ length, constantly pushing him away, he’d made it clear that his primary concern was me, his brother, his father … never himself.


  And I’d been horrible to him. Over and over again.


  I was broken out of my thoughts the moment we stepped into the darkness outside the White House. Ignoring the Secret Service agent who escorted us, my mother turned on me.


  “How dare you behave that way, Julia? Is it your goal to destroy your father’s life? I knew you shouldn’t have come tonight. I told him that, but he wouldn’t listen.”


  I stopped. I looked back and forth between my father with his pained, sad expression, and my mother, who looked at me with rage.


  I stood up straight and said, “Mother—”


  She interrupted me. “You just tell me, young lady, what did the Eastons ever do to you? What right did you have to make a … a spectacle of yourself in there?”


  I felt so tired. Tired of protecting my mother’s secrets, when she offered me no such courtesy. Tired of being berated, treated like an outcast. Tired of this family. Quietly, I said, “Mother, it’s many years too late for you to be asking what Harry did to me. If you’d asked that years ago, maybe we could have had a different life together.”


  Abruptly, I turned to the Secret Service agent. “Can you escort me to the gate? I’m taking a cab directly to the airport.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” he said.


  Carrie said, “I’ll come with you. I can take a cab back to the condo after.”


  “You will not!” my mother shouted. “Carrie, you’ll go nowhere.”


  My father, who had an intensely sad expression on his face, said, “Adelina, I think …”


  My mother turned on him in a fury, and he faltered. But then he went on, “Adelina, it’s time to stop. I don’t know what this was all about tonight, but we’re going to let Julia go, and Carrie with her. Carrie, I expect you home by midnight. And Julia … please call me. I don’t understand what’s going on here.”


  She started to turn her tongue on him, saying sharply, “I don’t think you’ve got any right to—”


  Gently, he said, “Adelina. Shut up. Let them go. Get in the car.”


  Unexpectedly, I felt a lump in my throat. Not once, in all these years, had my father intervened. Not once had he stepped in. And I needed him to. Because, I don’t know when, but somewhere along the line, my mother had become almost hateful, and for years she’d taken that out on me, and to a lesser extent, my sisters. I needed someone to protect me from that, especially that last year in high school. But he’d been too preoccupied with work, with his academic pursuits, to even notice my existence.


  My mother grabbed Alexandra’s hand and walked off in a huff. Alexandra, for her part, twisted her head and body around to wave goodbye to me. I gave her a smile, and she blew me a kiss before Mom practically threw her into the van.


  I turned to follow the Secret Service agent, but my dad said, “Julia … wait.”


  I stopped but didn’t turn around. I didn’t face him. I couldn’t.


  He said, “I know I’ve not been the best … the best father. But I need you to know, I love you. I want you to be happy.”


  I let out an ugly, half-choked sob. Carrie grabbed my hand, holding it tight. “Dad, I think you need to leave it alone right now. I’ll talk with her, and we can deal with it over the holidays.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t think I’m coming home for Christmas this year, Carrie. I can’t be in the same house with her any more.”


  She whispered, “But … Julia…”


  My father’s pained voice behind us. “Julia … please? Give us one chance. I mean it. Come home. You’re our daughter.”


  I was shaking, and right now the only thing I wanted to do was run home. Not to California, which had never been home to me, but to Boston, to that little row house in Southie, where I’d find Crank and Sean and Margot and possibly a stray neighbor or two. That was home now. But … I couldn’t do that to my sister. Not now. Not when we’d just recently started to grow close.


  I nodded. “I’ll come home for Christmas,” I whispered. “But I’m not promising anything after that.”


  I started to walk toward the gate, gripping my sister’s hand in mine the whole way.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  


  Lights came up (Crank)


  “Five minutes,” Julia said, putting her hand up and spreading her fingers wide to visually indicate the remaining time. It was necessary: the club was loud as hell. Then she turned and disappeared back through the door. I’d only seen her for a few minutes tonight, when just as we arrived, she led us to the green room at the back of the club. She looked subtly different. She’d streaked her hair and looked relaxed, wearing faded dungarees and one of our new Morbid Obesity t-shirts with a black suit coat.


  The t-shirts were new. She showed up at our show two weeks ago with a carload of them, and from what I could see looking out at the crowd, she must have sold two hundred of them the first night. We’d never even tried that before.


  Julia had avoided me the last three weeks. She’d shown up at rehearsals twice, to go over the recording schedule and hear the new songs. And she’d shown up at Saturday dinners at my Dad’s—now my—house. Those nights were painfully awkward for me, but the presence of Sean and Mom, Tony and Mrs. Doyle helped ease the tension.


  She gave the band a hard deadline of January 15th to have the line-up of songs ready for the album. We started recording in the third week of January. Everyone, including Mark, had assented to the schedule without argument.


  Then she turned around and gave us a schedule of shows, booked every Friday and Saturday night for the next three months. She was taking this seriously and running it like a business. I didn’t have any objections. The single would be released tomorrow morning, and we’d earned more from our shows in the last two weeks than the three months prior.


  Julia had been a godsend for the band. But she’d made it very clear. She wanted nothing to do with me. I watched for her during shows, hoping I might catch her looking at me. It never happened. I’d see her, busy haggling with the owners of the clubs, selling t-shirts, negotiating with vendors or fans who wanted to get backstage. But I never saw her stand still, and I never once saw her look at me.


  It was infuriating. And short of chasing her down, there was absolutely nothing I could do about it. My resolve to give her space and time was waning. What I’d hoped was that a couple of weeks would be enough time for her to rethink things. But I kept coming back to the words my father said. If you love her, you may have to let her go.


  That was damn hard when I saw her all the time because of the band. On top of that, she and my mom had been talking. They’d even gone out to lunch—something I never would have realized until Mom accidentally spilled the beans one Saturday at dinner. Why the hell was Julia hanging out with my mother? It made no sense, except in one context. In some ways, Julia had become a bridge between my mom and Sean. I didn’t even begin to understand the dynamic behind that.


  She was flying out to San Francisco in the morning and would be back before we started recording in January. Maybe that was a good thing. I needed some freaking space, because the tension of seeing her constantly and not being able to talk to her was driving me nuts.


  Julia reappeared in the doorway. “Time!” she called, pointing toward the stage door. I looked at her, but she carefully avoided my eyes. I got up and headed out on the stage, off-balance and pissed off.


  As we walked on the stage, an announcer called out our introduction and the crowd screamed. Julia had planted rumors in the local Indie press that our single would be out this week, and our small fan base had picked it up right away. I recognized a lot of people in the crowd, including guys I used to hang out with in the Pit, but there were a lot more. This was our biggest crowd yet, easily four hundred people jammed into the club.


  We were in position. The lights weren’t up yet, and I could see Julia, standing next to the bar near the exit. Arms across her chest, watching. Then the lights came up, making it impossible to see her. The crowd started screaming, Pathin hit the drums, and we started.


  


  


  


  Say it again (Julia)


  The opening chords of the song Crank wrote for me rang out, and the crowd went nuts, screaming, as the spotlights found Serena and Crank. I swallowed, keeping my arms across my chest. For now, my job was done, and for the next two hours, I could watch.


  Every time I heard this song, it sent chills down my spine. And I’d heard it a lot lately, because White Dog Records had pushed it out to every radio station in the country. I’d been pitching it to blogs and local newspapers, and working with Boris’s press people to get it everywhere we could. Release was in the morning, and the buzz was building. This song—this very personal song—shook me to the core. And everyone I talked to in the industry was saying the same thing: it was going to be a hit.


  For the thousandth time, I thought I should go to him. Right after the show. Tell him I’m sorry. Tell him I love him.


  Because I’d finally admitted it to myself. I love him. With all my heart, I love Crank Wilson.


  But I’ve been so afraid.


  A drunken frat boy approached me, half spilling his beer. Before he could get to me, George got in the way and none too gently blocked him. George was the bouncer and very protective. I appreciated having him around. Some of the clubs we’d been in had been a struggle to keep the drunks off. Did I give off some kind of signal that attracted assholes? I don’t know, but I’d learned to make friends with the bouncers at every club the band played. Because I went to all the shows now.


  This one was already shaping up to be a good one. I’d sold nearly three thousand dollars worth of t-shirts and handed out flyers about the new single. We were getting the word out.


  My guard was down when I looked at Crank. Because he caught me looking, just as he launched into the chorus. Singing those words, “Julia, where did you go?”


  I couldn’t break the eye contact, and I felt my eyes water. Damn it, why did he have to affect me this way? Why couldn’t we just be friends? He sang the chorus, staring straight at me, and for this moment, ignoring the rest of the audience. I bit my lip and muttered a curse because I felt a tear roll down my cheek. Angrily, I wiped it away and hoped he couldn’t see clearly from up there.


  My phone buzzed in my pocket. Oh, for God’s sake. It was Barrett. I’d made it very clear to him that nothing was going to happen between us. But he’d called me again last night, asking me to meet him tonight. Irritated, I answered the phone, walking toward the front door of the club. “Hello?” I shouted.


  “Julia? It’s Barrett.”


  “Hey, Barrett, what’s up?”


  “I thought you were working tonight. It sounds like you’re in a club.”


  I shook my head. “Barrett, I manage a rock band. They’re playing at the Cave tonight, so I’m here. What do you want?”


  “Just wondering if you’d changed your mind.”


  I sighed, but I could be nice about it. “That’s sweet, Barrett, but no. I’m not really up for dating right now.”


  “You’re at The Cave? In Somerville?”


  “Barrett, I’m working.”


  “I just want to swing by.”


  What the hell? “I won’t have time to see you, I’m sorry.”


  “No worries,” he replied. “I want to check out this band.”


  I grimaced. He wanted to check out the band? Whatever.


  “I’ve gotta go, Barrett.”


  “Wait …”


  I closed the phone and put it back in my pocket. By the time I got back inside, the first song was over, and Crank was singing “Fuck the War”— better choice. They’d reworked the song as part of the preparation for the album. It was a lot better … loud, driving guitar, screaming lyrics. They’d turned it into a duet, and Serena’s clear, tragic voice made the song into something wholly new. I’d discussed releasing that one as a single with Boris, but he wanted to wait until recording the album was complete before making a decision. I could live with that. It was a lot easier to think about the band and business, than it was to think about what was or wasn’t happening between me and Crank.


  I spotted Craig Owens, the owner of the club, standing near the stage door on the left side of the bar. I worked my way down that wall. He was a big guy, six foot five, with a heavy beard, who had a past as a biker.


  “Hey, Craig,” I said.


  “They’re rocking it tonight, Julia. Fans are happy.”


  I grinned. “I wanted to talk to you about a couple dates late in the spring, before we go on tour.”


  “Hell, yeah! I’ve got a couple weekends open in May. That work for you?”


  I nodded. “I’ll email you.”


  “Sounds good. Band happy? Drinks and everything good?”


  “Yeah, we’re good to go,” I said.


  We were friendly now, but two weeks ago it had been a different story. I’d dropped in one evening to re-negotiate the band’s fee for playing here. They were getting paid a hundred dollars a night plus drinks, when the band was bringing in easily three or four hundred people every time they played here. Our talk had resulted in the fee getting bumped way up, plus adding merchandise sales. The band would probably walk away with three thousand dollars after expenses tonight. That was more like it. Once Craig realized it was inevitable, he gave in and went along.


  Another song. It was almost time for the break. This one was another duet, and Serena and Crank blasted away with the guitars, singing into the same microphone, the energy level high. A couple of drunks tried to climb on the stage, and George the bouncer moved in their direction and quickly and easily persuaded them it wasn’t a good idea.


  “Julia!”


  I turned to my right. It was Barrett Randall. Irritating, but I suppose I’d live through it. But right behind him … Harry Easton. The muscles in my shoulders and the back of my neck suddenly tensed.


  Barrett led the way. “Hello, Julia. I know you said you’re working tonight. But Harry was in town and really wanted to see you. He insisted.”


  My eyes went to Harry, and I said, “I thought I made it clear I don’t want to see you. Anywhere. Ever.”


  Barrett backed off, hands in the air. “I’ll leave you two to … talk it out.” He smirked. “I’m going to watch the band.” He pointed at Harry. “Find me when you’re finished.”


  Harry approached, slowly. He looked out of place here, in a black turtleneck and blazer, with perfectly shined shoes, gold cufflinks and overly coifed hair. How did I ever think I was in love with this guy? Of course, I was fourteen years old. He was charming, popular, good looking.


  “What do you want?”


  “I just wanted to talk with you, Julia. I’m in Boston only to see you.”


  “It was a wasted trip,” I replied and started to turn away.


  He reached out to touch my arm, and I backed away a little, and hated myself for giving even an inch. In the back of my mind, I heard a loud and off-key chord that either Serena or Crank had gotten completely wrong. I winced, even as I kept my eyes riveted on Harry.


  “Come on, Julia. That was all a long time ago. I don’t understand why you’re so upset, and I surely couldn’t believe the things you said. In front of my father. In front of the President. We were children back then.”


  At his word, my stomach clenched up. “Technically, I was the child, Harry. You were eighteen.”


  “We were kids.”


  Seeing Harry now, it brought back everything.


  What I remember: Harry grabbing my arm, hard enough to leave bruises because I’d spoken with Clint Lawson in the cafeteria.


  Harry telling me he wouldn’t love me anymore if I wouldn’t go down on him.


  Losing my virginity backstage in the theater, my face and chest jammed up against the wall, his hot breath in my ear, shame and grief flooding through me as he pawed at me like an animal.


  I remember Harry insisting I have another drink, another, and another, until I couldn’t see or think straight, until I couldn’t walk, then his naked body on top of me in the dark as I fought to hold in the liquor and not spew it all over the floor.


  I remember blood. Blood running down between my legs as I fought not to sob that night in the theater. He’d said, “There, that wasn’t so bad now, was it?” and I whispered, “No,” while struggling not to cry and he said, “Tell me you enjoyed it, I know you did,” and I gave him a false smile even as I thought I was dying inside. I remember being shamed, because I didn’t say no, because I didn’t tell him I wasn’t ready, because I thought it was my fault that I didn’t enjoy it.


  I remember the shame and horror when my best friend in the world emailed a photo of me, drunk, nude, to the outgoing junior class, telling a story of drinking and drugs and sex and abortion that was all lies.


  I remembered the blood running out of my veins, slowly spreading out in the water of a bathtub. It formed little patterns, each heavy drop spreading out as it hit the water. I remembered the sharp, exquisite pain of the blade as I sliced into my arm, promising relief, promising that I’d finally not have to feel the pain inside me.


  “Stay away from me, Harry. Or I swear to God, I’ll—”


  He reached out and grabbed my arm, hard. Just like he did when I was fourteen. He squeezed. “You’ll what? You’ll report me? I saw the stories about you, Julia. You’re nothing but a little slut. No one would ever believe you.”


  Rage flooded through me, and I screamed, “Don’t you ever call me that! Get your hands off of me!”


  The music abruptly stopped, and the crowd started yelling. I tried to pull my arm away, and he wouldn’t let go, so I swung with my other hand, hitting him in the throat. He let go at that, grabbing for his throat.


  Then Crank was standing in front of me, his back to me, facing Harry.


  “Keep your fucking hands off her, asshole,” Crank said. Someone in the crowd shouted, “Get back up on the stage, Crank!” and there was laughter.


  “Stay out of it,” Harry responded. “This isn’t your business.”


  Crank moved suddenly, throwing a fist, then another, and Harry fell back. Someone yelled, and Crank threw another punch, catching Harry in the eye. Then Harry was up against the wall, and Crank hit him again, and Harry doubled over. The crowd went insane, some yelling, some laughing and pointing.


  George appeared out of nowhere and pulled Crank off. Crank struggled, shouting, “I’ll kill that motherfucker!”


  Crank is a big guy. But George outweighed him by a hundred pounds, easily, and pushed him back from Harry as easily as a father pushing a twelve-year-old. I threw my arms around Crank. “Stop. Please.”


  He froze. “Who is this guy?”


  “Just wait,” I said. Then I stepped forward. “Harry, get out of here. If I ever see you again … ever … my next call will be the police and then the media. You’re right. Maybe no one will believe me. But I guarantee it’s enough to ruin your career and reputation. I can do that much. I can ruin your life just as much as you did mine. And I will if I ever see you again.”


  Harry looked at me then spit a mouthful of blood on the floor.


  “Get out,” I said.


  George put his big, meaty hands on Harry’s arms. “You heard the lady. Get the hell out of this bar, now! Don’t ever come back.” He grabbed Harry by the back of his jacket and pushed him toward the door. A glass flew through the air, thrown by an overenthusiastic fan, and bounced off Harry’s back. Then the crowd was chanting, “Get the fuck OUT!”


  I saw Barrett shake himself loose from the crowd. He gave me a smile, almost a smirk, then turned and followed George and Harry to the door. Asshole.


  I turned and threw my arms around Crank, desperate for that feeling of warmth and care and home that he gave me. He put his arms around me, and I said, “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”


  His voice was a low, spine tingling growl. “The fuck I didn’t. Nobody touches you.” Then he pulled me tighter, and it didn’t feel overwhelming or out of control. It felt safe.


  Serena and Mark stood there in shock.


  Serena, looking concerned, said, “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine,” I said. “Just an old bit of my past. It won’t happen again.”


  As I said the words, I realized it was true. I was fine. I was better than fine. For the first time I could remember, I felt free. Free of my past. Free of Harry, and the harm he’d done me when I was just a kid. Free of the horror that was high school. I looked up at Crank and found myself wishing I hadn’t hurt him so much, that I hadn’t pushed him away when he told me he loved me.


  Maybe, just a little, I even wanted him to say it again.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  


  Because I’m afraid (Julia)


  Five seconds after I walked out of the security gates, I was almost knocked down by a brown haired blur as Alexandra ran up to me and threw her arms around me. I laughed and returned the hug. She looked up at me, her green eyes big and round. “I was afraid you weren’t coming home for Christmas.”


  I knelt down so we were at eye level. “Of course I came home. How could I miss Christmas with you?”


  She grinned. “I learned a new song, you want to hear?”


  “How about when we get home? I’ll need something to keep Mom away from me, we can go up to your room.”


  She nodded, smiling, and I looked up as Carrie approached. She was wearing a black mini and a rose sleeveless top, and looked positively gorgeous. A businessman who sat two rows up from me on the plane walked past her, his head turning as he went by, until he bumped into a cop.


  I snickered as I rose to my feet. Carrie was completely oblivious of the effect she had on men. She walked forward, and we embraced.


  “It’s just us,” she said, breaking away. “Mom’s at home with the twins and Andrea. She’s got some kind of party thing going on for the younger kids this afternoon.”


  I raised my eyebrows. “Plus, I bet she didn’t want to see me.”


  “Well … you two have been fighting.”


  I shrugged. “It’s okay.”


  “Do you need to pick up bags?”


  I nodded. “Couple. I shipped a bunch of stuff too, I might have found some gifts for the kids.”


  I took Alexandra’s hand in mine, and the three of us went off in search of the baggage claim. As we walked, I said, “Have you listened to the radio this morning?” They were playing Christmas music in the airport.


  She shook her head. “No, not really, why?”


  “Today’s the release day for the band’s single. Waiting to hear it on the radio.”


  She grinned. “Mom had a conniption about you telling the President you were going into the music industry.”


  We stopped at the baggage carousel. It was turning, but no bags yet.


  “Are you really?” Alexandra asked. “Are you going to be in a band?”


  I looked at her. “I’m not in the band … I’m the band’s manager. I set up their shows and get things organized, help them get records made, and … stuff like that.”


  “Is Crank in the band?”


  I nodded. “He is. He plays guitar and sings.”


  “I like Crank. He’s really weird. Can I come to one of your shows? How many earrings does he have?”


  “As a matter of fact, Alexandra, we’re going on tour this summer. With Allen Roark. And we’re playing two shows in San Francisco in August. And yes, you can come. Backstage, even.”


  Her eyes grew wide. “Backstage?”


  Carrie said, her voice bordering on the hysterical, “That’s so wild. I can’t wait.” Then she got a sly grin. “Do you think you can get me a couple extra backstage passes for my friends? They’ll die.”


  I put my arm around her waist and tugged her to me. “Anything for my sister.”


  “Do you think when I grow up I can be in a rock band?” Alexandra asked. “I could learn guitar, it doesn’t look that different than cello.”


  “I think you can do anything you want,” I said to her.


  “Mom would be really mad,” she replied.


  I couldn’t argue with that, but I did say, “I know. But sometimes we have to go our own way. Crank said to me one time that everyone has to have something to rebel against. I don’t know what yours will be, but mine is deciding my own life.”


  Alexandra looked thoughtful. Then she said, “Mom didn’t like Crank. But I did. He called me Alex.” She smiled.


  I wish she’d talk about something other than Crank. “Let’s talk about something else, okay?”


  Carrie gave me a sideways look, and I asked Alexandra, “How is school going for you?”


  She frowned. “I don’t like being the new girl. Again. They’re mean here.”


  Oh, Alex. I sighed. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I went through that when we were in Bethesda. It was hard.”


  She said, “I did make a friend, though. Her name’s Michelle, and she’s in my homeroom. We eat lunch together. And Mom said I can go to Michelle’s New Year’s party, if I’m good over Christmas.”


  “I’m glad you made a friend,” I said.


  Ten minutes later, we were headed home in Mom’s minivan. I had to shed my heavy coat and gloves, which were appropriate for Boston but certainly not here. Carrie switched on the radio and flipped it to a different station.


  I froze.


  Familiar chords were pouring out of the speakers, and then I heard Crank’s voice.


  “Oh, my God,” I said. It was one thing to hear it live or the recording. It was something else entirely to hear it over the radio all the way across the country.


  “Is that it?” Carrie asked.


  I nodded. Alexandra leaned forward in between the seats. “That’s your band?”


  “Yeah,” I said, and she squealed.


  By the time we reached the highway, Carrie looked over at me and said, “This song is about you.”


  I nodded, didn’t say anything.


  Her eyes were big, and she had a huge grin on her face. In a quick, excited voice, she said, “Oh, my God, that is so cool.”


  I grinned back but felt a little apprehensive. I knew it was going to be a matter of seconds now before she asked me about Crank.


  Not even that long.


  “So, what’s going on with you and Crank?”


  “Nothing really,” I said.


  She looked at me. “Talk to me, Julia. Did he do something? I just…don’t get it. I’m not trying to be a nag, but … being honest? I’ve never seen you happy before. Ever. And I want to see that again.”


  I grimaced. “Harry showed up in Boston.”


  “Oh, no,” she said, her voice hushed.


  “He showed up at the club we were playing last night. And Crank beat him up.”


  Carrie said, “I’m loving Crank more every time you mention him.”


  “Me too,” I whispered.


  “Then why did you break up with him?”


  I shook my head. “Because I’m afraid, okay? For the first time in my life, I’m … doing what I want. I’m living a life that’s mine, one that I chose. I’m afraid of losing that.”


  She was silent for a few moments. “Look, it’s none of my business. But … I think you’re making a mistake. You’re not the kid you were in China. You need to look in the mirror and really see yourself. When I look at you I see someone who cares. You’re smart, organized as hell, and you try to treat people the right way. And you’re a hell of a lot stronger than you think you are.”


  “I’m a lot of things,” I said, “But I don’t think strong is one of them.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Julia—”


  I held a hand up. “Just … stop, okay? I know what you’re trying to do. But I’ve got to work through this on my own, all right?”


  And then I felt a hand on my arm. A small hand. I turned in my seat, and Alexandra leaned forward and said, “I want you to be happy, too.”


  I blinked back tears and held her hand.


  


  


  Always forgive (Crank)


  I clicked on the play button, and my own personal Christmas mix started to play. It had the traditionals that everyone loved, but it also had some of my personal favorites: songs like The Vandals’ “Oi to the World” and “Hang Myself from the Tree.”


  You gotta have a sense of humor about these things.


  Once the music was playing, I sat down on the couch and stretched out, looking up at the ceiling.


  Sean was stressed about Mom being in the house. He was doing his best to contain it, but I could see it from the way he paced in the living room, his temper slightly shorter than normal. Mom was stressed about being in the house. Both of them stressed me out. Plus, we were all stressed wondering if Dad was going to be able to call tonight, as he’d said. It’s one thing to hope and plan, but when you’re on a foreign deployment with the military, there are no guarantees.


  I hated that he was out there, living in some tent camp in Kuwait, instead of home with us. Of course, he might well have ended up being on duty tonight … he was a cop after all. But cops come home at the end of their shift. Soldiers have to wait a lot longer.


  Of course, the diplomatic mission to Iraq had failed. Julia told me weeks ago she didn’t believe it was ever meant to succeed. Window dressing. I wondered how her father felt about that. Odds were, we’d never know.


  I put my hand in my pocket, feeling for my cell phone, for the hundredth time wanting to pick it up and dial Julia. I would call her tomorrow for Christmas. But I wasn’t going to nag. I wasn’t going to call multiple times. I wasn’t going to do anything. And that drove me nuts, because what I wanted to do was chase her down and make her talk to me. Make her finally admit that she loved me.


  Last night, briefly, I thought she was going to come around. When she looked at me from the audience, I saw her wiping her eyes. When she’d wrapped her arms around me and said, “Thank you.” But not long after that, she seemed to clam up and grow distant again. Not long after the show, she packed up and disappeared without even saying goodbye.


  I was slowly beginning to accept that Julia was never coming back to me.


  We’d be friends. Colleagues. She’d keep managing the band. But what I wanted from her was so much more.


  My mom stepped into the living room from where she’d been puttering in the kitchen. I looked at her, gave her a rueful grin.


  It was so odd having her here. Odd that I wasn’t angry with her. If anything, I was finding myself protective. Wanting to shield her from Sean’s occasional blowups, which were always hard on her. I didn’t understand it really. I’d been angry so long. Angry that she was gone. Angry that she left. But when my dad told us what happened that night … it was like someone had let the pressure out, all at once, and I couldn’t be angry with her any more. It was a strange and odd feeling, and I wasn’t really sure what to do with it yet.


  I’m sure it was the same for Sean, but even more so. And for that matter, I didn’t even understand why he’d forgiven me. Because I left too.


  I just wished Dad were home, to see her here, to see us all here, together.


  She watched me for a moment, then said, “When you smile like that, you remind me so much of your father. He smiled at me like that the night we met, and I thought my knees were going to melt.”


  I chuckled and said, “I wish I was half the man he was.”


  “You were looking kind of sad over here. Thinking about Julia?”


  I sighed and nodded. “Yeah.”


  She walked over and sat in the chair next to me. I shifted position, dropping my feet to the floor and facing her.


  “She and I had lunch a couple of times, you know,” she said.


  “I know.”


  She looked at me, her eyes sad. “Don’t give up on her Crank. If you love her, don’t give up on her.”


  “Dad said if I love her, I should let her go.”


  My mom’s eyes went red, and she covered her mouth to stifle a sob. After a second, she collected herself. “And your father was right. Julia’s a smart girl. She’s smart enough to know what a catch you really are. I think she’ll come around.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t know. She went through some pretty screwed up stuff.”


  Mom nodded. “I know that. And she’s just now starting to really deal with it. She told me you’re part of the reason for that.”


  I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees; face buried in my hands, I gave a long sigh. The thing was, it was obvious she was working things out. Every time I saw her, she seemed more confident. She was losing that haunted look in her face.


  I grimaced. “Mom? You want to know what’s sick? I know she’s growing. I know she’s working out her issues over the past. And I’m afraid. I’m afraid she’s going to grow right past me and end up falling in love with some asshole who has it all together.”


  She didn’t say anything. But she put her hand on my shoulder. And she was shaking when she did it. Which was the craziest thing. I mean—this was my mom. My mom, who I’d barely spoken with in years. It was like we’d been taking baby steps toward each other. And this conversation went way beyond baby steps.


  She was shaking because she thought I might reject her. Like I had so many times in the last years.


  And that made me think of the past. Past Christmases, long ago. My mother, the concert pianist. Teaching me to play piano from the time I was a toddler.


  Abruptly, I stood up. “Come on,” I said. I walked over to the piano and sat down on one side of the bench.


  She tilted her head and looked at me.


  “Just watch,” I said. “Sean will come running. I mean … you remember what we used to do on Christmas Eve.”


  She nodded and blinked back tears, while she stood and came over to sit next to me on the piano bench.


  As she sat down, I put my hands on the keyboard and played the opening chords of “Carol of the Bells”. I could play this in my sleep. When I was four, she’d done a special four-hand arrangement, based off of George Winston’s version. The opening was haunting, and she joined in immediately, the waves of sound resonating through the house.


  With each note, each measure, each stanza, I felt myself swept up, lost in memories. Memories of this house when I was younger. Happy memories. The four of us, sitting in the living room drinking hot chocolate and playing board games long into the night on Christmas Eve. My mother laughing and blushing as Dad whispered something in her ear, while Sean and I pretended not to notice. Sean sneaking in my room and climbing in the bed with me, as we speculated what morning would be like. Then the call, usually around seven A.M. on Christmas morning, when my dad would shout up the stairs, “All right, you kids, get down here!” Already awake, we’d run down the stairs and be greeted with hugs and laughter, and then we’d open presents. Each year, Dad made a huge breakfast of bacon and eggs and pancakes right after presents, and then Sean and I would play until afternoon when family and friends drifted in.


  I felt a tear running down my face. This music was so damn haunting. I was in middle school when it started to fall apart. I remembered Christmas my sixth grade year. It was a slim one for us, because my parents had spent just about all of their savings on hospital and doctor visits for Sean. And I was awful. I blamed him and threw a tantrum more suited for a five-year-old than a sixth grader. Dad told me to shut up, and Mom burst into tears.


  As our hands moved together on the keyboard, my thoughts rolled over all those memories. I’d never realized how hard it must have been on her.


  To watch her younger son, unable to cope with people, and her older son, unwilling to.


  When Christmas of my eighth grade year rolled around, it was about a month after I’d pulled my Fuck the police stunt at the play. Dad was picking up a lot of overtime to pay the medical bills, and Mom was so stressed that she had too much to drink that night, and that was the first Christmas Eve I can remember without us playing piano together. It was silent and lonely. Desperately lonely. I missed my mom so much that year.


  I swayed in my seat as I played, and then I heard Sean say, in a sad tone, “Don’t cry, Mommy. Dad will come home.”


  When he said the words, she sobbed out loud.


  I looked up at him, and realized I was crying too, and so was Sean. I faltered in the playing, and then I said, my voice cracking, “Mom, I’m so sorry I was such an asshole to you. I never meant to drive you away.”


  She stopped playing, very suddenly, and threw her arms around me.


  “Don’t ever say that,” she said, her voice urgent. “You didn’t drive me away, I did it to myself. And for whatever you did do, I forgive you. I’ll always forgive you.”


  She grabbed Sean and pulled him over to us, and we put our arms around each other and cried for the years we lost.


  


  


  


  My big brother (Julia)


  At noon on Christmas Eve my phone rang, and I almost didn’t answer it. The phone number displayed was a long string of numbers, more than made any sense. International call. I picked it up, much to my mother’s annoyance. Just a few minutes prior, she had gathered me, Carrie and Alexandra at the table in the family room to play cards.


  “Hello?”


  “Hey, I’m trying to reach Julia Thompson.” The voice sounded familiar but far away. Bad connection.


  “This is she.”


  “Julia? It’s Barry Lewis.”


  I gasped, my eyes going wide, hand flying up to my chest. “Oh, my God, really?” I shifted the phone away from my mouth. “I’m sorry, I have to take this call. I’ll be back.” I walked out of the family room, down the hall and sat down on the stairs. I could feel my heart beating.


  “Barry … I can’t believe it’s you! What … where are you?”


  “Before you say anything else … there’s about a thousand guys in line behind me to use the phones, too. So, let me get your email address.”


  I gave it to him and then he said, “I got your message a couple days ago. But this is the first time we’ve been able to get to the phones. I’m in some godforsaken place in Kuwait.”


  I swallowed. “Kuwait, really?”


  “Yeah, I’m in Recon these days. It’s no big deal. Just lots of freaking sand. What about you? I couldn’t believe it when I got the message. What’s it been, almost ten years?”


  “Almost … I, um … I live in Boston now. But I’m in San Francisco visiting my family.”


  “Oh yeah? You all finished with school?”


  “I’m in my last year at Harvard.”


  He chuckled. “That’s what I’m talking about. I always knew you were one smart kid. You going into the Foreign Service like your dad?”


  “No,” I said. “I’ve … believe it or not, I’ve gotten in managing a rock band. And I really love it. It’s going to be the music industry for me.”


  This conversation was so strange. After so long, I didn’t even know what to say to him. I asked, “What happened with you? I was so upset back then that I never got to say goodbye. This is going to sound silly, but I always thought of you like a … a big brother. Family.”


  There was a pause, and he said, “It doesn’t sound silly at all, kid. I’d have been honored to have you as a sister. I always thought of you the same. God knows my sister wouldn’t have ever helped me rebuild an engine.” He laughed. “You remember the day you pulled the drain plug out while you were right underneath it? I thought your mother was going to kill me.”


  My eyes pricked with tears, and I crossed my arms over my chest as I laughed. “Yes, I remember. That was a mess.”


  “When this stupid war’s over, I’m thinking about getting out, starting my own restoration shop back home in Houston. If this music gig doesn’t work out for you, you can always come down and work for me.”


  I sniffled and blinked my eyes. “I might take you up on that.”


  “It’s funny,” he said. “I was telling Dea about you not long ago. You know I got married, right?”


  I was stunned. Barry had been notorious for chasing every girl in the embassy.


  “No!”


  “Yeah. Settled down, I got two little girls. The oldest kind of reminds me of you. She’s a complete smart ass.”


  I laughed. “That’s not nice.”


  “Sure it is. And you always were. I worried about you, you know. You were such a lonely kid. But brave as hell. I’m glad you’ve found a place for yourself. What are you, twenty-one now? Twenty-two?”


  “Twenty-two.”


  “Dating anyone?”


  “There’s a guy … I’m not sure dating’s the word.”


  “Well, tell this guy, if he ever does anything to hurt you? There’s gonna be one very pissed off Recon Gunnery Sergeant coming after him.”


  I said, hesitantly, “I think I love him.” As I said the words, I heard my voice break a little. It was the first time I’d said it out loud.


  He replied, his tone warm, “Yeah? I’m glad. You deserve someone good. When we knew each other, I know I was always chasing the next piece of tail, but I gotta tell you, kid, Dea taught me different. Family matters more than anything. Having a place you can call home? That’s really something.”


  Having a place you can call home. Did I have that? Maybe, just barely, back in Boston. But I was terrified I’d blown it. I was terrified I’d already hurt Crank so much that he wouldn’t want anything to do with me. I was terrified he would. I felt paralyzed.


  “I’ve never really felt at home anywhere,” I said.


  “No wonder, living like a bunch of vagabonds,” he said. “But I’ll tell you what I think. Home’s where the people you love are. It’s about finding the things that matter to you, and holding on to them and taking care of them. You make your own home, wherever that is. Kid … you’re family as far as I’m concerned. Keep your chin up. You’ll find what you need.”


  I fought to smile. I wished I could be so confident. I wished I had any clue as to what I needed. “When you get back home, I want to come see you.”


  “Deal,” he said. “I’m trying to picture you all grown up. You gotta email pictures, all right?”


  “I will. You do the same.”


  “Ok, my time’s up.”


  I sniffled again and wiped my eyes. I didn’t want to let go. “Barry? Before you go … thank you. You don’t know … you gave me more than you realize, letting me tag along with you all that time in Belgium. I owe you.”


  “You don’t owe me nothing. You’re my little sister, okay? We take care of family.”


  “Okay,” I said, starting to cry. “Be careful over there, all right? I’m going to be really worried.”


  He grunted skeptically. “I’m Recon, kid. In civilian, that means invincible. Gotta go. I’ll email you tomorrow. Merry Christmas, kid!”


  I closed the phone and leaned against the wall and let the tears come. I’d lost so much time. So much life. Wrapped up inside myself, protected so tight inside my own cocoon where nothing could hurt me, nothing could touch me. All these emotions felt … raw, dangerous, out of control.


  But those emotions … they also made me feel alive. And I was starting to want that. I was starting to want to live, to really live, to let myself be who I really was. Not wrapped up in protecting myself, not wrapped up in hating myself.


  “You okay?”


  I looked up. It was Carrie. She stood, leaning against the wall, with her arms crossed and a concerned expression on her face.


  I thought about it for a second. And then I said, “Yeah, I am. Maybe better than I’ve ever been.”


  “Who was that?”


  “Do you remember Corporal Lewis? From the embassy in Brussels?”


  She shook her head.


  “I guess you were too young. He was … my big brother.”


  She gave me an odd, questioning look.


  “I’m okay, Carrie. Really.”


  She leaned close and kissed my forehead. “You know you can always talk with me, right?”


  I reached out and took her hand and squeezed it. “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”


  I stood. “How pissed is Mother?”


  “Her knuckles are white, and her face is all pinched up like she ate something sour.”


  I said, “Well, I guess it’s time to go brave the dragon. This should be fun.”


  “Coming with,” she said. So holding hands, we walked back into the family room.


  Alexandra was sitting, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. Mother sat across from her, shuffling the deck of cards in her hands and speaking. “The Brewers will be here for dinner this evening, and I expect you be on your best behavior, young lady.”


  “Yes, Mother,” Alexandra said.


  We took our seats as she continued talking.


  “You should strike up a friendship with young Randy. He’s a nice boy.”


  “He’s mean to the kids at school,” she said. “He’s a bully.”


  “Don’t you argue with me, young lady.”


  Alexandra shut up. I looked back and forth between the two of them, and I wanted to scream. Alexandra was sitting, staring at the table, face down. Alone. Sad.


  It was Christmas Eve, damn it. She shouldn’t look like that. She should be laughing and having fun. I studied my mother.


  What happened to make her so hateful? What happened to make acid drip from her tongue, to make her speak to all of us, and me most of all, as if we were something she hated? I didn’t understand it, and even though I’d always hated it, I didn’t really know any different, until I spent those weekends in Jack’s house.


  I couldn’t help but wonder what Christmas was like there, if Jack hadn’t been deployed with the National Guard. Somehow I imagined him puttering around in the kitchen, making a huge meal, joking with Tony, and laughing with Sean and Crank. Here, my father was locked away in his study, as always, and my mother was … cold. Angry.


  Alexandra was a wonderful, sweet little girl. And she didn’t deserve that treatment. She reminded me so much of the little girl I had been in Belgium. When the only family I could find was my security guard, who gave me space in his life and in his heart, and just a few minutes ago had called me from halfway around the world to tell me he still thought of me as his sister.


  Seeing Alexandra like that—sad, in her formal dress, hands in her lap, face down, fidgeting as she stared at the table—something inside me broke.


  “Mother. We need to talk. Right now.”


  She looked at me, her face imperious, dismissive. “About what, dear?”


  “Alexandra,” I said. “You might not want to be here for this.”


  Mother raised her eyebrows. “I don’t recall you becoming the parent. I’m sure whatever it is you have to say, it won’t do your sister any harm.”


  Carrie muttered something that sounded suspiciously like, “Oh, shit,” and sat back in her seat, as if she was trying to get as far away as possible from our mother.


  “Fine, then,” I said. “But I need you to know … I’ve had enough. I’ve had enough of you treating us all like we’re your personal punching bags. I’ve had enough of you talking to us like there’s something wrong with us.”


  She narrowed her eyes at me. “Who do you think you are? You don’t speak to me that way, young lady. Now go away until you can be civilized.”


  I stared at her and said, “Do you remember my senior year in high school, Mother? In Bethesda?”


  “Of course I do,” she said viciously. “The year you shamed your father and nearly wrecked his career by letting that picture get out?”


  With my left hand, I started slowly sliding off the bangles and bands I always wore around my wrist. In a conversational tone, I asked, “Mother, why did you never ask me when and how that picture was taken?”


  She wrinkled her nose. “Why would I want to know? Why would I ask when my oldest daughter had become a drunken slut?”


  Carrie gasped, and Alexandra sat up her in her seat, eyes wide and shocked.


  You’d think, when she threw out words like that, I would want to cry. That I’d want to hole up in my shell, wrap myself back up in that safe cocoon that protected me ever since my senior year.


  I was done hiding. My wrist clear of obstruction, I ran my fingers up and down the scars on the inside of my right wrist. Her eyes widened when she saw the scars. I said, “Do you remember when I came to you on New Year’s Eve of 2000? You and Dad were getting ready to go out, and I came in crying? Because I needed a mother for a change? You said, and I’m quoting, ‘Maybe things wouldn’t be so bad at school if you hadn’t behaved like a slut.’ Do you remember that?”


  She winced. Good.


  “I remember it, Mother. Because I needed you. And not long after all of you left, I went into the bathroom and slit my wrists. These are the scars.”


  She gasped then ordered, “Alexandra, Carrie, go upstairs, right now.”


  Alexandra didn’t wait around. She was gone in a flash. But Carrie said, “I’m staying here with my sister.” Then she reached across the table and took my right hand in her left.


  My mother turned on me then. “I don’t know why you’re bringing this up now. I don’t even know who you are.”


  “Of course you don’t. You never bothered to ask. You never asked me what was wrong. Mom, that stupid picture? I was fourteen when it was taken, and the boy was eighteen. I needed help from you. I needed you. But you were too busy that year, weren’t you? With George Lansing? Am I right?”


  She clenched her fists. “Whatever you thought you saw that night, you were mistaken.”


  Carrie’s eyes were wide. I’d never told her about Mother’s little secret.


  “Is that why you shut me out that year in China, Mom? Because of Mr. Lansing? Because you were too busy having your tawdry little affair to notice that your daughter was in an abusive relationship with someone years older?”


  My mother stood up, her lips compressed into a tight line. “I don’t have to listen to this.”


  “Yes, you do! You’ve treated me like dirt for the last eight years!” I shouted. “When I came home from that hideous abortion clinic in Beijing, you never even asked me what was wrong or where I’d been! Didn’t you notice all the blood on the sheets, Mom? Didn’t you notice how sick I got? I needed a mother and all I had was …” I shook my head. “Nothing. Not once were you there when I needed you. When Lana sent that picture out, you didn’t offer to help. You didn’t hug me, and tell me it was going to get better. Someone in Bethesda Chevy Chase made copies and stuffed them in people’s lockers at school. They tortured me, Mother. To the point where I couldn’t see any way out but suicide. And what I’ve never understood, to this day, was why? Why wouldn’t you help me? Why weren’t you there when I needed you?”


  My mother’s face twisted, and she started to cry. “I …” she whispered. “I didn’t know it was so bad for you. You’re my daughter. I just wanted … I wanted you to be better.”


  “You wanted to protect yourself.”


  She shook her head. “No … that’s not it at all. Your father and I…we went through a really rough time in Belgium and in China. We thought … we’d fallen out of love. And he had an affair in Belgium. And … yes. I did in China.”


  I wanted to vomit. “So you were just too preoccupied.”


  She looked at me, her face unreadable, and she said, “Julia … what happened in China?”


  So I told her. The whole stupid story of me falling in love with a boy too old for me, of him using me, and treating me like dirt and making me feel like it was my fault. By the time I got to the abortion, and being lost and wandering Beijing in the snow afterward, she was crying.


  After I finished the story, I said, “For the longest time I thought you hated me. That there really was something wrong with me. That it was my fault Harry did that to me. That’s what he told me. That it was my fault.” I sighed and looked up at the ceiling. “It wasn’t, Mother. I didn’t make all the right choices, but I was a kid. And no one was helping me. No one was there to talk to about it, to guide me. The only family I thought I had then was a twenty-year-old Marine who I thought I’d never speak to again.”


  Carrie murmured, “You’ve got family now. You’ve got me.”


  I looked at my sister and blinked my eyes to hold back tears.


  My mom looked at us, her face a portrait of loss and shock. She shook her head then ran out of the room without another word.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  


  Part of my armor (Crank)


  Look, I know I cook for a living. On a three foot grill, with set procedures. But it was Christmas morning, and I wasn’t going to let a Christmas morning go by without a big breakfast of bacon and eggs and pancakes. Because if Dad had been home, that’s what he would have done. What I didn’t realize was, cooking in Dad’s kitchen? It was completely different.


  Mom finally stepped in after I set the frying pan on fire, flooding the kitchen with smoke and setting off the fire alarm.


  We finally got it sorted out, though opening the windows and doors when there was a foot of snow on the ground outside was bracing, to say the least. But Mom laughed it off, and Sean put on his winter coat, and we spent the morning laughing and being a family.


  None of us said anything about the fact that Dad hadn’t called. Maybe he’d get to a phone today. I don’t know what the phone situation was over there. He mentioned something like big call centers they get bussed to when he called a couple weeks ago. He’s writing almost every day.


  Mom had gone out and bought a small blue star flag and mounted it in the window. She explained the tradition from World War II: families would put a blue star in the window representing each member of the family serving overseas in wartime. A gold star meant they’d lost a family member.


  I wasn’t much for prayer, but I’d found myself praying for Dad and for this thing to not actually come to war.


  After breakfast, I cleaned up, then offered to start cooking Christmas dinner. My mother shooed me out of the kitchen in a hurry. “Go entertain your brother,” she said.


  I think she was enjoying this.


  I could do that. We hooked up the new Xbox I’d bought him, now that I was actually earning money from the band, and goofed off playing games.


  We hadn’t opened everything. When I woke up this morning, there were two gifts under the tree from Julia. One for Sean, one for me. I’d looked at my mom and she said, “She gave them to me before she left town and asked me to make sure you got them.”


  She’d purchased Sean an updated 2002 edition of the 20-year-old medical textbook he’d been reading for the last several months.


  I hadn’t opened mine yet. I wanted to talk to her when I did, and I was watching the clock, waiting for noon here, nine A.M. in California. She’d be up by then, I was sure.


  It was one minute after noon when I called.


  The phone rang … two, three times. I was afraid she wasn’t going to answer, but on the fourth ring she picked up.


  “Hello?” she said. “Crank?”


  “Hey, Julia.”


  “Is everything okay?”


  I smiled, bitterly. Of course. She wouldn’t expect a colleague, a member of the band, to call her on Christmas morning. That was something close friends did. It was something for family. Or lovers.


  We were none of those things.


  I took a deep breath. “I called to wish you a Merry Christmas.”


  She was silent, and then said in a small voice, “I miss you.”


  My heart started pounding. Did she just say that? Was she screwing with me? Is that all it took to get me into an uproar? I grimaced. “I miss you, babe.”


  “Call me babe and I’ll punch you right through the phone line, Crank.”


  “That sounds more like you,” I said. “How are you? How is … everything?”


  She said, “It’s tense here. I’m sort of in a minefield with my family at the moment.”


  “Families are always minefields,” I said.


  “Have you heard from Jack?”


  “No … not in about a week.”


  “If you do, please tell him—” She cut herself off, then said, “Tell him I love him, and I’m thinking about him, okay?”


  “I will.”


  “Did you open your present?” she asked.


  “Not yet. I kinda wanted to talk with you first.”


  “Well, open it, bonehead.”


  I grinned. It was weird. It seemed like it had been weeks since we’d had a casual conversation that wasn’t weighted with tension and emotion. “All right,” I said. I walked over to the tree and picked up the tiny box, which didn’t weigh more than an ounce.


  “Is it empty?” I asked.


  “Yes, I decided to give you two cubic inches of oxygen.”


  I rolled my eyes and tore open the wrapper. Then I noticed my mom looking in from the kitchen. Nosy. I turned my back, keeping the phone tucked between my ear and shoulder, as I opened the tiny box inside the wrapper.


  Inside the box was a tiny friendship bracelet … woven, with pink and white threads. It was worn … really worn. I wrinkled my eyebrows. It was the one I’d seen on her wrist a thousand times. I didn’t think she ever took it off.


  She’d been wearing it the day we met. And every day since. This … I was afraid to even ask what it meant.


  “Your friendship bracelet,” I said.


  She was breathing heavily at the opposite end of the phone line. “Yeah,” she said. “Okay—you have to promise you won’t think I’m weird.”


  “It’s a little late for that,” I replied.


  “Shut up,” she said. Then she went on. “Well … I used to make those when I was in middle school. Corporal Lewis brought me the kit back from the States when he’d gone home on leave. He was just considerate that way.”


  I grinned. She’d talked a lot about her Marine Corps bodyguard from those days.


  “Anyway, I made that one. But I didn’t really wear them, until after … after I hurt myself. And then … well, you’ve seen. I wear a thousand bracelets, to … to hide it. To hide me. And that one, I’ve worn every day since it happened. Until this week. It was part of my—part of my armor. But I don’t need it any more.”


  Jesus H. Christ. My eyes burned a little, and voice rough, I said, “Holy cow, Julia. That’s … that’s some gift.”


  “You don’t think I’m weird?”


  “Of course I think you’re weird,” I said. And then I went on, knowing that I shouldn’t, knowing that it was a mistake, but I did it anyway, because it was just true, and she had to know it. “That’s one of the reasons I love you.”


  She was silent, breathing at the other end of the phone line.


  “Oh, Christ, Julia. Don’t hang up on me. I’m sorry if I upset you by saying that.”


  She was still silent, and I’d have sworn she’d hung up on me if I couldn’t hear her breathing. Finally, she whispered, “Promise you won’t give up on me, Crank? At least not until I get home after the holidays? Please?”


  I sucked in a breath. Then I said, “I’ll never give up on you. Do you hear me? Never.”


  “Merry Christmas, Crank.”


  “Merry Christmas, Julia.”


  With a click, she hung up the phone. I put the phone away and stared at the bracelet. It was a little thing, the threads frayed and worn, the white threads permanently stained to gray. But it was part of her armor. I wondered if that meant she was going to let me through?


  It was too small to fit my wrist, by far. But I bet we could enlarge it somehow. I walked toward the kitchen, calling, “Mom? I need your help with something.”


  The next two minutes of my life will be engraved in my memory forever. As I walked toward the kitchen, someone knocked on the door. Thinking Tony was early, I veered off course, toward the front door, just as my mom came out of the kitchen. She was wearing Dad’s “World’s Greatest Mom” apron … which, of course, had once been hers. I opened the door and stepped back in shock.


  My mother gasped and covered her mouth.


  Two men, both of them in Army dress uniforms, stood on the porch. One had the stripes of a master sergeant; the other was a chaplain. A notification team? We weren’t at war yet, what could have happened? Was Dad okay? I started to panic.


  “Oh, God, please no,” my mother moaned. I grabbed her, because she had started to collapse.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  


  I need a favor (Julia)


  I’ll never give up on you. Do you hear me? Never.


  I hung up the phone and sat there, his words echoing in my head like a song.


  I didn’t deserve that kind of devotion. I was terrified of what it meant. I couldn’t imagine how to live up to it: I was afraid I’d pull back, that I’d never give him what he needed.


  But for the first time, I was starting to feel like I could try.


  When I went downstairs after the phone call, I left my bangles and bracelets on the dresser. I felt naked without them. The only thing on my wrist was the delicate watch Barry gave me that Christmas in Belgium. But maybe I didn’t need to hide any more. I leaned up against the doorframe and looked in on my family.


  It was chaos. The twins and Andrea were playing with dolls, sprawled out on the family room floor. Carrie had freaked when she opened her presents. My parents got her a new Mac PowerBook, and she was busy with that.


  I’d received an odd mixed message from my parents for Christmas, two season tickets to the Boston Pops. Of course, they knew how much I loved music. But they also hated how much I loved music. It was odd, and I didn’t know quite how to take it. But I thanked them with a huge smile.


  My mother had been warily watching me all morning, as if she didn’t know what to say to me.


  Looking at the younger girls now, I thought maybe it wasn’t too late for them. Dad was retired, and his trip to Iraq had been pointless and brief. There wouldn’t be any more relocations or changes. Alexandra would go to one high school, and the twins and Andrea were so young they’d hardly remember all the travel, the living in different countries.


  My dad met my eyes and smiled, but then his gaze drifted down to my abnormally bare right wrist, and his smile disappeared. She must have told him. I couldn’t help but wonder what he thought. My father and I had never been close. He wasn’t close to anyone. Always a distant, authoritarian figure in my life, he’d left the child rearing to his wife, my mother. When he looked back up to my face, I gave him a tentative smile.


  Then my phone rang again. A frown passed across my mother’s face, but she smoothed it out almost immediately. That was interesting, and I guess it was a form of progress. But who was calling me? I took the phone out. It was Crank again.


  That was really odd. I answered the phone.


  “Hey,” I said.


  “Julia! It’s Sean!” He was shouting, and his voice was distraught.


  “Sean? What’s wrong?”


  “Dad … he had a heart attack. They’ve flown him to Germany.”


  I gasped and squeezed my eyes shut. “Oh, my God. Is he okay?”


  “I don’t know. Mom is crying,” he said.


  “Put her on the phone.”


  “Will you come?”


  I let out a sob. Then I said, “Yes. Yes, I will. Now put your mom on the phone, right now. And Sean? I’ll be there soon, and we’ll do what we can. Okay? Hang in there.”


  A moment later, Margot answered the phone, her voice sounding raw and ragged.


  “Margot, what’s going on? Sean said Jack had a heart attack.”


  My father’s eyes widened, and he stood up and walked toward me.


  She told me.


  “Okay,” I said. “When do you leave for Germany?”


  She burst into tears. It took a couple minutes before I got the answer out of her. They didn’t have the money to fly to Germany, and none of them had passports anyway.


  I closed my eyes. And then I looked at my dad.


  “Margot, I’ll call you back shortly. All right? Just … hang in there, okay? Your family loves you. That’s the most important thing. Jack loves you.”


  She sobbed, and I said goodbye.


  My dad stood uncomfortably in front of me, and I said, “Dad. I need a favor. I need a couple of favors, and they’re big ones. Really big.”


  I told him what I wanted. His eyes got bigger as I spoke, and then he said, “Julia, you’re asking a lot.”


  I swallowed and looked him in the eyes, trying to drive home how serious I was. “Dad—tell me this. If it was Mom, would you do it?”


  He grimaced. “Of course.”


  I looked him in the eye and said, “Then you understand exactly how I feel right now.”


  He nodded his head. “All right. Let me make some calls.”


  Four hours later, I was in my room, stuffing the last of my things in a bag. It was strange. This house would become home for Alexandra and the younger girls. But I didn’t have any memories here at all, except one or two holidays when we’d been back in the States. This was my bedroom, but it was sterile, much as the one in Bethesda had been. For the first time ever though? I was okay with that. I was going to make my own home.


  As I zipped the bag closed, I heard someone in the doorway and turned around.


  It was her.


  Apprehensive, I stood and faced my mother. She swallowed, didn’t speak, and I realized she was just as nervous about talking to me as I was with her.


  “I just …” she started. Then stopped. I waited. Was she going to say something horrible? Try to deny things? Was she going to tell me to not come back if I left? I didn’t know. My mother … she was a complete mystery to me. That might be the saddest part of all. I had no idea who she was.


  Finally, she spoke again. “I came up here to say … I’ve heard you. And I’ve not been the best mother in the world. I wish I had been. I wish … I could have given you what you needed, Julia. And I hope someday you can forgive me.”


  And then my mother did something I’d never seen her do before. She started to cry. It was a half-formed sound, weak and yet very painful.


  I know the human thing would be to go to her and hug her, and tell her I forgave everything. I know I should have done that. I did reach out and take one of her hands. And I squeezed it gently, and I whispered, “You’re still my mother. I love you.”


  She nodded and tried to sniff back her tears. And then she turned and went down the hall.


  I turned back to my bag. And I finished stuffing my things in it, and zipped it up, and walked out. I left the bracelets and bangles on the dresser.


  Dad met me on the ground floor, and we got in the van together. The streets were empty. It was still Christmas Day, and the roads might fill up later in the evening, but for now we had the road to ourselves as he headed toward the airport.


  We were silent at first. After a little while, he said, “Your mother told me … what you said.”


  I swallowed and looked out the window.


  “For what it’s worth, Julia. You’re my daughter. And I’ve not said it enough … well, really, I’ve not said it at all. But I’m proud of you.”


  I swallowed back tears. “Thank you, Dad.”


  “When you’re finished in Germany and finish school, I hope you’ll think about us. And come visit.”


  I nodded. “Of course. Just … do me a favor?” I asked.


  “Anything,” he said.


  “Just … try to be there for my sisters, okay? I get it. I was the oldest, and you guys were going through a lot, and … I don’t know. But they need you.” I paused, breathed in a little. “They need you. Okay?”


  In a low voice, full of sadness, he said, “I promise. I’ll try.”


  We were silent for a long while. He finally turned on to the interstate, and a couple of minutes later, he said, “You should know … it’s not all your mother’s fault.”


  I looked over at him, and he continued.


  “I met your mom in Spain. It was 1971, and I was in my first posting. Not much older than you are now, and not nearly as smart or together as you are. Adelina’s mother owned a flower shop in Barcelona, and I met her at a coffee shop just down the street from the embassy. I was practicing my Spanish, and she wanted to practice her English, and … well, we fell in love. She was full of light in those days. Do you know, my father disinherited me when we got married?”


  “What?” I said. “No.”


  “He did. He changed his mind after you were born. But for a while there, several years, we thought we’d be living off what I made as a junior attaché. Which was enough. We had a nice little apartment, and we loved each other. That was all that mattered.”


  I tried to picture my dad, living off a junior attaché’s salary, young, in love. It didn’t fit anything that made sense to me.


  “What happened?”


  He shrugged. “Life. Stress. Right after you were born, I was assigned to Libya, which was a hardship post, and your mother stayed here in San Francisco with you. That was three years. We grew distant over the years and fought a lot. More than I think you realize. Our life…it wasn’t what either one of us expected. And then we both had affairs. It made your mother … bitter. Very angry. It’s taken a long time for us to trust again.”


  I stared at my dad in shock. He knew about her.


  “You knew?”


  He nodded. “Not long after you left for college, and it was looking like I’d never get another post, your mom and I went into therapy together. To try to work through some of it.”


  He looked at me, and his eyes were sad. “I guess that was too late for you.”


  I looked back at him, bewildered, and in an odd way, felt betrayed. Maybe if they’d done the therapy thing ten years earlier, I would have had a very different life.


  We were nearing the airport. He took the turnoff for Lufthansa. “I don’t know if it’s too late for you to forgive us.”


  “I don’t either, Dad. But I promise … I promise I’ll try.”


  Two hours later, I was boarding my flight east.


  


  A Song for Julia (Crank)


  “Any news?” I whispered, when Mom came back. I whispered because Sean was stretched across the three seats next to me, snoring.


  She shook her head. “He’s stable. But still in a coma.” She sat down.


  “You look exhausted,” I said. “Maybe you should go back to the hotel and get some sleep, then come back.”


  She took a deep breath. “Not yet,” she said.


  I took her hand. “We’ll get through this.”


  She squeezed my hand back. “We will. I’m a lot stronger than I used to be, you know.”


  Sean stirred in his seat, then slowly sat up.


  I leaned back and closed my eyes. The last twenty-four hours had gone by like a flash, and some of it was surreal. A man from the State Department had shown up, met with the notification team, and not long after that, took our pictures and left. At six P.M. on Christmas day, we left for the airport, where another man from the State Department met us with new passports. Julia had booked us on an overnight flight to Germany. On arrival, we’d been picked up by a guy from the American consulate, who whisked us from Frankfurt to Ramstein Air Base in just a little over an hour. The countryside here was covered in snow, and as we passed towns and villages, more snow was falling. I couldn’t help but think how incredible it was that Julia had done this for us.


  We’d been here for hours, waiting. Dad had been out running in morning formation with his platoon when he collapsed. They rushed him to the medics, who managed to stabilize him, and then they’d flown him out by chopper to the nearest hospital facility, and finally, here. That’s why he didn’t call on Christmas Eve. He was already on a flight here.


  The doctors told us when we arrived that it was a matter of time now. They couldn’t give a clear prognosis. They did a triple heart bypass, as major a surgery as you can get. Now he was stable, but there was no way to know when … or if … he would wake up.


  I looked at my mom, and couldn’t help but think it would be such a tragedy for all of us, but especially her, to lose him now, just when our family was coming back together.


  Sean, as abrupt as always, asked our mother, “If Dad dies, will you stay with me?”


  Mom put her arm around him and said, “I’m not going anywhere, Sean. I promise.”


  His eyes crawled around the room, everywhere but on us. I could tell he was struggling to put something into words. He looked at me, then at her, and said, “I’m sorry I couldn’t be better for you. I’m sorry I’m broken.”


  Her eyes went red with sudden tears, and she said, “Sean, you’re not broken.”


  He looked away. “Dad said you tried to kill yourself.”


  She nodded, slowly, and said, “Sean … that’s not your fault. It’s not anyone’s fault really. I just didn’t know how to cope with … with life.”


  I was tense, afraid. Sean could be so unpredictable. Faced with something like this, he could just as easily curl up with a book, or have a meltdown that would bring hospital security running. I took a sharp breath, watching his expression for signs of anger.


  He stood up and started pacing. Not a good sign. Then he turned around and faced her, and said, “Maybe we can help you. Me and Crank.”


  I exhaled and closed my eyes.


  “You can,” she said. “And maybe I can help you, too. Sean … I know I was gone a long time. I had to learn to live again. I’ve spent so long in therapy that I hardly remember what it was like before. We have to learn to be a family again. But I promise you—both of you—I’m not going anywhere. Ever again.”


  Sean nodded his head. He was forcing himself to look her in the face, his eyes slowly turning toward her. Then he said, “I’m glad you came home.”


  She sniffed, and said, “Would you be upset if I hugged you?”


  He shook his head, and she stood, and they wrapped their arms around each other.


  Then my eyes shifted from my mom to the hallway. Because walking down the hallway, hair a mess, wearing old dungarees and a t-shirt, was Julia.


  My breath caught. She was checking doorways as she walked, looking for the waiting room, I guess. Looking for us. She looked exhausted, dark circles under her eyes.


  I couldn’t believe it. She’d already done too much … getting her father to arrange passports, then flying us over here.


  She’d left her family on Christmas.


  To come here. To us. To me.


  I swallowed and stood up. Then she saw me. And froze. Her eyes were wide, and when she looked at me, they teared up. Then she walked to me, slowly, and slipped her arms around me, her body melting into mine. And she whispered, “How is he?”


  I sighed and shook my head. “Still out. He had bypass surgery, they don’t know when he’ll wake up.” A second later, I said, “They don’t know if he’ll wake up.”


  She seemed like she was about to say something, and then squeezed her arms around me even tighter. I buried my face in her hair, oddly hating myself for loving this moment, loving holding her, even though my dad was a few rooms away fighting for his life.


  But I knew what he would say. He’d tell me to screw worrying, and get on with it. He’d tell me that if I loved her, then I should hold that precious moment as close as I could.


  She had her face buried against my shoulder, and I could barely hear her, but I swear at that moment she said words I thought I’d never hear, words that I’d desperately wanted to hear from her.


  She whispered, “I love you, Crank.”


  My breathing changed, growing ragged, and I couldn’t let go or pull back or say anything, because I was afraid. Afraid that she hadn’t really said it, that she hadn’t really meant it, or that she meant, “I love you Crank, like I love my little sister.” But she pulled back, and she said, “There couldn’t possibly be a worse time in the world for this. But we need to talk.”


  My heart fell in my chest. This was going to be it. I knew it. She was going to tell me there was no chance for us. We separated, and I turned to my mom, and Julia said, “Hey, Margot. Sean.”


  My mom walked over, and she started to cry, and pulled Julia into a hug. Sobbing, she said, “Thank you so much. For doing this. For getting us here. For coming.”


  Julia hugged her back, and said, “There’s nothing to thank me for, okay? Jack means a lot to me. You all do.”


  Then she pulled back from my mom, keeping her hands on Mom’s shoulders, and said, “I need to borrow Crank for a little while. We’ve got … some things to talk about.”


  My mother nodded, and Julia said, “We’ll be back.”


  And then she pulled me away from the waiting room.


  We slipped into the tiny nondenominational chapel three doors down.


  It was dim in here, the only light from up near the altar. An electric piano sat near the front of the room, and a line of small, utilitarian pews were lined up in rows.


  She sat down in the first pew. I sat down next to her and turned toward her, and she grabbed my left hand. And that’s when I realized there was something different about her. She wasn’t wearing any bracelets.


  I reached in my pocket, my hand touching the friendship bracelet she’d given me. I held it in my right hand.


  Tears immediately started rolling down her face, and she said, “I can’t promise … not to pull back. Not to run away. It’s too much a part of me now.”


  “What?” I said, stupidly.


  “Just shut up and listen to me, all right?”


  I shut up. And nodded. And listened.


  “I’ve spent most of my life alone, in one way or another. But an old friend reminded me of something yesterday. He said … you make your own home. I’ve never had one. For a while, I had a big brother. And he kept me together, when I was just a little girl, all alone. And then … you know what happened. All I had was my armor. All I had was my shell, holding me together, because I couldn’t trust anyone. I couldn’t believe in anyone.”


  She sniffled and then said, “But something has happened to me. Something I never thought would happen. I want to trust you. I … I want to feel. I want to know what it’s like to love and to have a real life. I want to know what it’s like to have a home for the first time in my life.”


  She was really crying now, and I would have wiped her tears, but it would have taken a mop bucket. Instead, I pulled her close to me and let her cry on my shirt.


  “Crank … you’re my home now. You’re the person I want to come home to. You’re … I love you, Crank.” She laughed in the midst of her tears, her eyes shining, blue green. “I can’t believe I just said those words. But it’s true. I love you. I want to be with you.”


  It was all I could do to keep from crying myself. I held her tight against me as she shook, and she whispered, “Can you forgive me? For not being able to say it before? For not being able to admit it? I didn’t want to hurt you. I never wanted that.”


  I leaned close to her ear. “There’s nothing to forgive. But even if there was, then yes. I’ll forgive you today, tomorrow, every day.”


  She was still crying, but she said, “And you won’t write any more stupid songs about me?”


  I guess if she could joke, then things were better. “Can’t promise that,” I replied.


  She laughed, shaking against me, and I said, “In fact, that may be all I do for the rest of my life.”


  She leaned against me and whispered, “Mine.”


  I leaned close, looking in her beautiful blue eyes, then at her lips, and I moved closer until our lips touched. Sweet, beautiful lips. It was different than before. Not so rushed, not so fraught with tension and distance. I felt like she was looking into my soul, that with the touch of our lips, she could see and feel everything about me. And me, with her.


  She pulled back from the kiss. “Can you put up with me? I’m crazy half the time. You know I’ll pull away and get angry when things are tough.”


  “I’ll chance it.”


  “Why?” She looked in my eyes as she asked the question. “Why would you risk that? Why would you risk me hurting you?”


  I put my hands on either side of her face. “Because you make me better. You make me—you make me feel like I matter. Like my life matters. I feel like, with you, I can do anything in the world. That we can do anything in the world. And we will.”


  “We will,” she said. “I promise that.”


  And so, we sat there in that chapel for a long time, holding each other, listening to each other breathe.


  And then I got a crazy idea.


  “Come here a second,” I said. I stood and led her over to the electric piano.


  “Sit down,” I said. We both sat down at the bench, and I said, “Do you remember when I said I wanted to make music with you?”


  Her eyes watered, and she nodded. I took my messy notes out of my front pocket and unfolded them. “I’ve been working on this for a few weeks, but I couldn’t get it right. Help me?”


  She smiled a crazy, happy smile, and nodded.


  So I put the notes on the music stand. “Your part,” I said, pointing.


  Then she saw the title of the song. A Song for Julia. And she started to silently cry.


  I started to play. She listened, nodding, then on the second measure, joined in. She was studying the notes I’d scribbled on the paper and kept up with me. It was perfect, every note in place.


  And then I started to sing. It was a duet, and I sang of my longing, of her refusal, and of my precious hope that if I let her go, if I kissed her goodbye and watched her go, that she’d eventually come home.


  I could feel her beside me, her eyes wide, shining bright, even as tears rolled down her face. We were in sync, and when she joined in the song, her voice scratchy and tired, we still sang it with perfect, beautiful harmony.


  Finally, the song ended. And she said the words again. The words I’d waited for her to say, the words that scared her so much she’d run away from me.


  “I love you, Crank.”


  I whispered back, “I love you, Julia.”


  She leaned against me, and I put my arms around her, and she closed her eyes.


  “I’m so sleepy,” she said. “And I can’t seem to stop crying.”


  I just smiled, then reached out and lifted her up and carried her over to the pew.


  So we sat and waited. I knew I had Julia in my arms, and that she loved me, and that somehow, with us, everything was going to be okay. I thought of Dad, a few rooms away, fighting for his life. Julia and I would wait it out together. It would be enough.


  Julia fell asleep, leaning against me. I shifted positions, cradling her in my arms, and I watched her face, the lines smooth, and her sleep peaceful.


  Not long after that, my mother found us. She looked in and saw us there, quiet in the chapel, and put her hands, clasped together, to her chest. There were tears of hope in her eyes.


  “The doctors called. Jack’s waking up.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  


  Epilogue (Julia)


  


  “You’ve got everything you need?” Margot asked. “Toothbrushes. Razors?” We were standing at the entrance to the security lineup at Logan Airport.


  “Yes, Mom,” he said. “We’re all set. And if I didn’t, Julia would have three backup copies of everything anyway.”


  I grinned and slapped him on the shoulder. “Knock it off, Crank.”


  He looked back at me, eyebrows raised. “You know it’s true, babe.”


  “Call me babe again, and you’ll find yourself walking to Las Vegas.”


  Jack laughed. “I knew there was a reason I loved you.” Then he put his hands on my shoulders and looked me in the eye. Jack looked good. He’d had a tough road recovering from the heart attack. He was lucky to be alive at all, but when he’d collapsed during the run, they’d quickly gotten him medical attention. Now, he looked almost back to normal, though the Boston Police had given him an early retirement. He spent his days puttering around the house, running Sean back and forth to school, and making Margot’s life difficult. And I could tell he loved every minute of it. Surviving the heart attack, getting his wife back: he was like a man reborn, always grinning, eyes bright. He and Margot had been talking about taking a tour of Europe that summer during the month Sean would be on tour with us.


  I smiled back at him. “You’re family, you know that?”


  We embraced. “Always. Whatever happens in life, you’ve always got a home with us, you hear?”


  My eyes pricked with tears. Home was a good word. “Love you, Jack.”


  “All right. No tears. You start crying, next thing you know, I will. And no one’s allowed to see an old man cry, you hear?”


  I winked at him. “I may not see it, but I know.”


  “Smartass,” he grumbled.


  We parted, and I clasped hands with Margot. I leaned close and whispered, “Thank you. For everything.”


  Finally, Sean. He looked a little awkward, as always. His eyes slid off me as he said, “Have a good flight. Make sure you don’t use your computer until you get to altitude. Electronics interfere with the instruments.”


  I smiled and pulled him into a hug. He was stiff, but after a second he gradually put his arms around me. “I’ll miss you,” I said. “You’ve been a good friend.”


  “I’ll miss you,” he said, pulling away. His eyes drifted off to the security gate. “I’ve got the tour schedule. I’ll join you at the eighteenth city.”


  I nodded. “We’ll see you in August. And Sean?”


  “Yes, Julia?”


  “Take care of your mom and dad, okay?”


  He nodded, his face expressionless, eyes drifting off to the side. “I will.”


  Crank hugged his mom and dad. “Don’t get in too much trouble with the ladies, Sean.”


  Sean, as always, took the suggestion literally. He responded, “I most likely won’t.”


  I took a breath, looked at Crank and then my watch. “We’ve got to go, we’re going to miss our flight if we don’t hurry.”


  “All right.”


  I reached out, and we laced our fingers together, and walked away from our family, getting into the security line.


  We had a three-month tour ahead of us, opening for Allen Roark. I’d graduated three weeks before, said my final goodbyes to Adriana and Linden, and a much more tearful one with Jemi, who promised to keep in touch. She was going home to Sierra Leone, but said she’d be back. At the end of the summer, we were planning to stop off in San Francisco, to spend three days with my sisters … and my parents … before driving back east with Sean and Carrie. Thirty-six cities in three months. Ironically, that was far more travel than I’d ever done with my parents.


  But I was okay with it. My home would be traveling with me.


  “You ready for this?” I asked.


  He winked at me and gave me that sideways smile that always made my knees want to melt into the ground.


  “Yeah,” he said. “Let’s do it.”
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  Thank you


  


  Thank you for taking the time to read A Song for Julia.


  


  This book is part of a group of planned novels focusing on the Thompson sisters, the first being Just Remember to Breathe. They can be read in any order.


  


  If you’d like to know when new books are released, please drop by my website and sign up for the mailing list. I don’t send messages often, but would love to be able to give you a heads up when a new book is coming.


  


  http://www.sheehanmiles.com


  


  Finally: word of mouth, and reviews, are essential for independent authors. If you enjoyed it, please let your friends know, and consider putting a review on Amazon or Goodreads or wherever else you like to go to find books. Thanks!
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