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For Kelly, who lived and loved fearlessly, authentically, wholeheartedly—and inspired the same of everyone lucky enough to be in her orbit. Your light shines on in our hearts forever, and you will always, always, always be the epitome of what it was to be cool in the 90s.

—A. S.

To my brother Ted, who not only survived the halls of high school with me, but who has been a consummate supporter of my fiction. Technically, we never locked the teacher in the closet, but we did ignore her screams for help.

—S. G.





A Note from the Authors

Revisiting 1999 in this novel was a special privilege. For both of us, this was our senior year of high school, just as it is for our protagonists Jessa and Bird. We remember it as an exciting time full of music, art, creativity, and culture. It was a time of change, when the future on the horizon of a brand-new millennium felt promising. But during this time, the past, with its prejudices and old ways of thinking, still cast a very long shadow.

We took a lot of care to authentically represent both the dark and the light that coexisted in this period of history. Because of that, you will find moments in this book where the past and the future clash in ways that may feel uncomfortable or jarring today. This was a world where the devastating effects of the AIDS epidemic were still widely felt, and where the concept of mass school shootings had truly just entered the cultural zeitgeist.

During this time, the stigma surrounding mental health issues or illnesses, including attempts to get treatment or help, was strong. Furthermore, a lot of the treatments and medications available today either did not exist or were not widely used. If you or a loved one is struggling with mental health, there are resources and options available.

Additionally, the notion of being “out” as a queer person was also much different in the nineties. Homophobia was common and often went unchecked. The reality of the time is that being queer was generally not accepted, and in many, many places, it was simply not safe. Unfortunately, the world today can still be unsafe for LGBTQIA+ individuals. However, gains such as marriage equality and some states’ protections of rights have moved us forward. Still, the fight remains.

The one constant is love, and that is what Fade into You is all about. We hope you enjoy getting to know Bird and Jessa, and the beauty they create together in their world.

—Amber & Sam





1999





BIRD

After midnight, it’s finally quiet here. But there’s no way I’ll fall asleep, not without knowing. For the whole hour drive home from the airport this afternoon, I kept telling myself I didn’t care. I wouldn’t care.

As I unpacked my bags and started my laundry, I wanted that clean break. As I helped Mom make dinner and feed the twins, I accepted it. And as I sat down at the kitchen table, everyone talking over each other, being asked not once but three times by both Mom and Daniel how the summer workshop went—never once being given a chance to answer—I reminded myself that we were being logical. Mature, even.

Except now it’s after midnight and it’s too quiet and all I can think about is how he said he’d write to me when he made it home, even though I told him not to. How she said she wouldn’t write because it would be too hard.

Every creak of the stairs is amplified as I try, silently as possible, to make my way downstairs to the communal family computer. The dinging screeching static of the dial-up screams through the quiet. I hold my breath, hoping the stupid modem hasn’t woken anyone.

Dialing… I sit in silence, the tiny yellow figure suspended, waiting to run across the screen. I look over my shoulder, try to listen. I hear Daniel snoring from my mom’s room—their room. A mattress spring creaking in one of the kids’ bedrooms.

Connecting… I watch the yellow guy hop to the next box. And, finally, Connected.

I’m in.

Then I fumble to turn down the speakers as they blare out, “You’ve got mail.”

“Shhh,” I hiss.

Even though I haven’t checked my email in weeks, I only have three messages in my inbox. None from him. Or her. I try to ignore the sinking feeling this churns up in my stomach. There’s one from my older brother, Charlie; one from my best friend, Kayla; and one from the writing workshop with the subject line: Thank you, staff and students, for a wonderful summer of words and… I open the email, but it’s too long to read right now. I don’t have the attention span—or the heart span—not when I know that across the country, in a different time zone, they both received this same email. I wonder if they thought the same thing I’m thinking: that the summer was filled with a lot more than just words.

Charlie’s email is short. No subject.


Hey Bird, Sorry I couldn’t wait to leave till you got back. Had some stuff I needed to take care of on campus but will call with an update on our “research project” soon. Hope you had a fun time at the writing thing.

X Charlie



Kayla’s subject line is just a bunch of exclamation points. I’m not sure I have the heart span for this one either, but I open it anyway.


Birdie—

hi and MAJOR DEVELOPMENT! I THINK DADE IS MY LITERAL SOULMATE I’M DYING. U GET HOME 2MORROW RIGHT?? WILL TELL U EVERYTHING THEN!!!!! Btw so sorry i missed your calls. the rents are being very strict but i got ur letters and the poem and ohmygawd WHAT happened there?!?! Didn’t have a chance to write back but want to hear ALL the juicy details for sure. Gotta go but c u soon! Luv u, kayla

P.S. yes of course i will drive you to your open mic thing



I want to reply in all caps that the details aren’t juicy. They’re painful and scary and confusing… and, okay, maybe a little bit epically life-altering and amazing. Followed by five exclamation points. I want to respond that she likely hadn’t found her literal soulmate, especially because she has had ten literal soulmates since junior year and has barely even exchanged a single word with any of them. But I don’t.

I write back quickly: No worries! We’ll catch up tomorrow. Well, today!

I’m about to sign off when a new message pops up. It’s from him. I really wish it was her, though, because there are things I still need to tell her, even if I never figured out how to say them.

I hate the way my heart stutters as I read his subject line: this is why i never liked haiku / 17 syllables isn’t enough to say what i mean. I open it right away.


miss you already

little bird told me not to

sorry, can’t help it



I start to write back because of that little flutter in my chest telling me, I matter to someone—do anything, anything, to keep this feeling. Turns out I’m happy he wrote even though I told him not to. For a few seconds, anyway. Rereading, I’m not sure I truly understood the difference between alone and lonely until right now. But I’ve learned a lot about words this summer. And I’ve grown addicted to the feeling of not being lonely. I miss it already.

I shut down the computer. Creep back upstairs. In bed again, I pull the covers up to my chin and stare at the ceiling. As my eyes adjust to the dark, the quiet I usually crave echoes all around me, only amplifying the deep empty spaces I feel inside, the ones I’ve been trying so hard to pretend aren’t there.





JESSA

I’m just getting home from Goodwill, where I scored some old, faded Star Wars top sheets that will make perfect curtains, when I realize shit is going down. Typical Thursday. Mack’s screams slip out the energy-inefficient windows of our old-ass house, and they’re the kind of noises that say logic has also slipped away.

“I am not a fucking child! You hate me and that’s why. Controlling asshole!!”

Mack is manic and likely on her way to a spiral. I spot her bike in the front yard and pick it up off its side, then wheel it to the backyard and hide it under a tarp near the abandoned sandbox of our youth. (We only used it two weeks before worms took over.) Maybe it’ll slow her down, maybe it’ll be pointless, but if she stays home, she stays safer.

I turn back to the house, where I can hear from a distance the slow rumble of my father’s voice, just starting to pitch up into a storm as he goes from trying to frustrated. I take a deep breath and head in.

Mom is already gone, likely hidden in the bedroom, throwing up her hands and crying that Mack was just too much, or hurting her feelings. Mack hurts all our feelings, but how much can you blame a fucked-up brain for its actions? Mom can blame it 100 percent, she’s good at that.

In the kitchen, Mack and Dad are squared off; she’s got wild, red-rimmed eyes and her hair is frizzed out and definitely unwashed. Glaring red lipstick like a bloody smile.

“I can’t fucking believe you!” she shrieks, waving her arms. Dad’s stopped telling her to watch her language. I’m just happy they’re a clear six feet apart so she’s not yet throwing punches.

“Heyyyyy,” I say, trying to be cool, even though this is starting to be a weekly thing. Inside I feel like the sandbox worms are going to town on all my soft bits. “What’s up, guys?”

“He won’t fucking give me freedom!”

I look to Dad and he shakes his head. “She wants the keys to the Daewoo.”

“Need a ride, Mack? My car’s still warm, I can get you where you want to go.”

I don’t like the thought of her being out while manic, but I also know she’s probably going to swing at Dad in a few and that makes for a really shitty evening for everyone. She seems to consider it for a second of quiet and then her face turns—this expression she gets, all determined and crazed, and I hate that look because it isn’t my big sister right now, but that brain being cruel and nasty as she opens her blood-colored mouth.

“If I wanted a fucking chauffeur, I would have called a cab. I’m a goddamn adult, you little fetus, get the hell out of this. It’s between me and Dad.”

The teensy bit of hope Dad had in my offer evaporates and he puts on his stone face, and I am no longer useful in any way, so I take Mack’s advice and go to my room.

I think Mom and Dad gave me my own room so that Mack’s problems wouldn’t spread to me like a catching disease. I wish they’d realize you can’t catch crazy, but I’m not telling them shit because when Dad spent three weeks this summer turning our attic into a short-ceilinged but livable bedroom, I finally got to be a whole floor away from Mack and her constant garbage.

Up two flights of stairs, the entire kitchen and living room between the hall to her room and my little cove, the noise still travels, but not as bad as it used to. Blast some Liz Phair and you can even pretend she’s somewhere else, or I’m somewhere else—or we are on different worlds in different atmospheres and whatever mood she’s in for once doesn’t matter.

I crack my window and grab a joint I rolled earlier in the day. Using my weed chimney, an ingenious build of a paper towel tube filled with dryer sheets my best friend Dade and I came up with, I take a deep drag, cough down the smoke, then shoot it through the tube to the outside. Downy fresh. Liz is working her way through her half monotones of Exile in Guyville and the steady buzz of her music complements the warm gentleness of my encroaching high. Dad still thinks I’m burning incense… thank god for stinky incense. He’s probably aware, I mean he lived through Woodstock… I think in this house if you get any peace from anything, no one tries to fuck with it.

Clinical name for what Mack has is bipolar, but sometimes I think it should be called fucking asshole disease. Mack will emerge from her room after an entire week of simmering in her own BO and sadness, suddenly jazzed and planning to take on the world. She and Dad usually get into it and then Mack will hit Dad until he gets outta the way, and then she runs off for three to twelve days until we get a call from a hospital or the cops or she shows back up skinnier and depressed again. Long as she isn’t trying to kill herself, Mom’s all celebration and denial, and Dad just wants her to behave like less of a wild animal… but I guess when your brain is fucked, you can’t help being a giant bitch who ruins almost every night whether we’re creeping past a closed door or wondering if we should be calling hospitals.

The song ends and I can hear the higher pitch of Mack screaming about the car keys and how Dad isn’t giving them to her, which is a good idea. Then I hear Dad using her full name, Mackenzie Annette Papadopoulos, which is a bad idea, and thank fucking god Liz is back with “Mesmerizing” and giving me a whole different world of frustration in her lyrics.

I look back at the big bare walls, coated in an off-yellow paint that Dad thought was “cheerful.” I haven’t dealt with this “cheer” yet, and it’s long coming. This week was just taking my shit up here and getting some crap bookcases from the Goodwill to hold all my stuff. It was weird, since the room is big even if it’s short, and even with my stuff spread out, I didn’t have enough to fill it. The freedom of it was overwhelming, and some cavewoman part of me missed the smaller space of my old room. With a few curses, and a lot of safety pins and duct tape, I get the curtains hung. The pilled sheets dangle from the rods, creating a sloppy separation in the room: a boundary. Once she sees them, my mom will ask if I’d like her to bring out her Singer to do a quick stitch job. She doesn’t get it, the safety pins are me, the chaos of my CD collection is me, the fact that I didn’t pick actual curtains is abso-fucking-lutely me.

But she doesn’t like me. She likes her children sewn up into neat little designs—and we like to rip ourselves apart. I think maybe the mess and chaos and me-ness makes her worry I’m gonna get a year further down the line and lose my shit just like Mack. She thinks the big basket of worry she carries around for my delinquent sibling will suddenly be doubled, and god forbid we both lose it at once. She thinks if my seams are machine-sewn and perfectly straight, maybe I can avoid the hell my bipolar sister lives in.

I don’t ever tell her how much I worry about going crazy too.

Right now I feel inside me this giant black hole that just keeps sucking, taking in all the light and warmth and leaving me with this huge empty feeling. I wasn’t really hurt by Mack calling me a fetus—it’s an old insult and has lost its bite. But something else, some atmospheric element, has me feeling dark and sapped and I can see for a minute how Mack can lie down and just not get back up. I can understand her… and that’s what scares me, that I have a year, maybe, before whatever is in her happens to me, too.

I lean back and thump down on my bed. Dad got me a new one since he said an adult room needed an adult bed, so I got upgraded to a full that’s so tight it bounces me like a trampoline if I hit it too hard. I’d asked for black bedsheets, which was a mistake ’cause I can see every last hair Falstaff left on my bed after he snuck up here earlier and rolled around.

So far, the wall has a big poster of the Green Day Dookie album cover, a full-length mirror, and a Dark Side of the Moon black-light poster I’d spotted in my dad’s old stuff. I had let go of my childish crap that had just mainly been hanging around in my old room ’cause I was too lazy to take it down. The Care Bears and Captain Planet posters were dutifully recycled (gonna bring pollution down to zero), and I finally convinced Mom to Goodwill the princess canopy bed she’d forced on me at a young age—no one wanted that abomination hanging over them.

Looking around, I still need more to fill the gaps… something that will take up a wall, a space. Liz finishes her song and I cut it off, not quite ready for the next track, “Fuck and Run.” Downstairs a door slams… hard.

I lean forward to sift through some of the jewel cases on my bed. It’s important to get the right music to fit the right mood at all times. No matter where you are, if you’re having a good time or a bad time, if some garbage discordant and inappropriate music turns on, then it’s gonna make everything worse. It breaks the fourth wall of life, making you stop and think what the hell, when really you should be thinking about what’s going on…. I feel this is incredibly important, and no one has ever convinced me otherwise. In my life goals, up toward the top, is that I’d like to soundtrack my daily existence by the time I get my shit together. Let’s say thirty. I think in thirteen years the technology might catch up.

But for now, I get to sift through stacks of hard-earned or at times hard-shoplifted CDs. All my summer job money went toward the discs. Tower Records at the mall never paid employees enough for them to give a shit when I stuffed a couple of discs in my jacket each time I visited; in fact, I think the dude with the bowl cut saw me pinch the tool that pops them out of the big plastic anti-theft cases.

Mack must have found her bicycle or called one of her “less desirable” friends, ’cause the house is quiet and no one is yelling and Mom and Dad are likely making a pot of tea and pulling out the crossword puzzle to do together. I’m here on my brick of a bed, and I just need the right song to inspire my wall. We’re all ignoring whatever Mack is going to do.

In my lap is a selection of alternative, punk, metal, and even some old fifties stuff that jams, but none of it is right. None of it is the perfect soundtrack. Maybe a bit from the Tool album, a hint of the oldies, a couple of chords from Whitesnake, and the tinny sound of Kurt Cobain (RIP). But alone, none of them fit. None of them can fill this huge, sunny, overwhelming room.

For once, silence itself spurs an idea. I’m not sure if it’s ever really been this quiet for me. Picking up the jewel cases, I start opening them, pulling out the liner notes one by one, laying them flat, the cover art and lyrics telling a half story of what those shining discs contain. Grabbing the heavy green stapler I may have freed from my algebra teacher last year, I hold up the Whitesnake liner notes and cha-chunk, cha-chunk, it’s on the wall. Overlapping a corner, I get Tool up there, then Nirvana, STP, Alanis, Liz, every single one of those uniform square cases bringing forth a tiny slim poster of words and art as unique as the music inside. Coming together to create a mural of words and artists and art that is still framed by that yellowed silence and emptiness. Which now seems less cheerful.

This is very me.





BIRD

My alarm goes off at six thirty, and the theme song from Dawson’s Creek turns on midway through. I was feeling ambitious when I went to bed last night; thought I’d get up early and make myself coffee, take a walk, journal in the backyard, and then edit some of my stuff from the summer, all before anyone else woke up. But I reach for the snooze button and mash it three times, instead of getting up and doing any of those things.

Then I’m back in my stuffy dorm room, waking up to the scents of clove cigarettes and coffee already brewing in the kitchenette down the hall. I walk, barefoot, into the hallway and suddenly I’m in the tiny TV room in the Commons, and all seventeen kids from the creative writing workshop are crammed in. They burst into song at once when they see me, crooning, “I don’t wanna wait… for our lives to be ove-err-er…”

I start laughing, but it comes out of me slow, like honey.

Dawson’s Creek was our Tuesday night guilty pleasure all summer. Someone turned it on that first week to make fun of it—I can’t remember who it was anymore—but then we all quickly got roped into the drama, the love triangles, the small-town scandals. The Capeside fan club grew in numbers, and soon we all adopted their “walk the dog” euphemism as if we’d made it up ourselves, and we came back week after week until it was standing room only.

Silas and Kat call me over now, the crowd parting like some biblical sea to make space for me between them on the dusty old green corduroy-clad couch. But then, behind me, someone shouts, “Turn it off!”

My eyes fly open just in time to see Liv throwing her pillow at my face.

I jolt up and nearly hit my head on the slanted ceiling of our shared bedroom. “What the hell, Liv?”

She tears her eye mask off so she can fully glare at me. “It’s the last friggin’ Friday of the summer, you reject!”

“Okay, god!” I reach over and switch the alarm off.

“Do you realize I’m not going to be able to sleep in again until December? December!” she shouts. “Cheer practice starts tomorrow morning and I’m juggling student council this year and varsity volleyball, not to mention—”

“Oh my god, it’s off !” I interrupt what could become an all-day monologue, which only causes her to narrow her eyes even more. “Sorry to disturb your beauty sleep,” I mutter under my breath. It’s the best I can do with the better half of my brain still in the happiest place I’ve ever known.

“Birdie.” There’s something about the way she always says my name that makes me hate it, and her. “You have no idea what kind of pressure I’m going to be under—this is my senior year.”

“Um, yeah, it’s my senior year too, Liv.”

She scoffs and rolls her eyes.

“What?”

“It’s not the same thing and you know it.”

“Oh, and why’s that?”

She sighs and lies back down, carefully splaying her hair over her one remaining pillow—god forbid her perfect hair gets messy while sleeping. “Don’t start with me, Birdie,” she says, whisper-soft and sweet, the way she talks to her friends on the phone.

“I’m not starting with you—I just—why? Why is it so different?”

She doesn’t answer. She doesn’t have to. She thinks I don’t have pressure. Because I only have three friends to her three hundred or because teachers don’t know my name or find me charming and cute enough to give me higher grades than I deserve. Or because I’m not a member of every single team and club our school offers, and every girl in our school doesn’t copy everything I do and say and wear. Or maybe it’s because I don’t date the captain of the football team that she thinks I don’t have pressure.

What a joke.

Simply being the Great Olivia Rubens’s stepsister is pressure. Sharing a bedroom with Olivia Rubens for the last eight years is pressure. Every day a reminder she resents the fact that nine years ago my mom and her dad went on a date that resulted, nine months later, in our little brother, Bailey. Which also resulted, shortly after, in the two of us wearing matching yellow tulle dresses at our parents’ wedding. And every moment since has been an excruciating reminder that her dad is not my dad because my dad is… somewhere-elsewhere-nowhere to be found. That’s fucking pressure right there. But I don’t say any of it; I never do.

I’m one step out of bed when my foot sticks to something. I look down at the line of silver duct tape Liv plastered down the center of the bedroom while I was away. Her part of the room on one side, mine on the other, as if I ever had a doubt that’s the way things are between us. I peel the tape off the bottom of my foot and step on her side for just a moment. I want to throw something of mine at her now.

“Nice r-r-re-redecorating, by the way, Liv.”

She turns her head to look at me and rolls her eyes, sighing again. Then she re-splays her hair, closes her eyes, and says, in that whispery monotone voice again, “It’s just so you remember to keep your crap on your own side. You don’t have to get a stutter about it.”

I hate you, I think. But what I say is, “If anyone asks, I’m going to Kayla’s.”

She grumbles something incoherent, turning over in her twin bed, identical to mine.

Downstairs in the bathroom I run the faucet to only a pencil-width stream and try not to make too many sounds as I brush my teeth and silently spit into the sink. Being the first one awake means no waiting for the bathroom—this house was not built for the number of people who live here. The twins arrived two years ago, just as Charlie went off to college, and along with them went the chance of me ever having a room to myself. I rummage through Liv’s shoebox of hair and makeup stuff under the sink and find a scrunchie I doubt she’ll miss. I start to pull my hair back when I hear the first rumble of toddler tears. If I don’t get out now, I know I’ll be stuck here all day.

Letting my hair free-fall, I snap the scrunchie onto my wrist instead. Slip out down the hall, through the living room, past the computer, grabbing my bag from the row of hooks lined up next to the front door. Then I jam my feet into the huarache sandals I got on clearance for three dollars last fall during back-to-school shopping. Rushing, I forget to lift up the handle, so the door screeches open. As I close it behind me, I hear my mom call, “Birdie, is that you?”

Holding my breath, I hurry to the end of the driveway. Exhale. I don’t mind helping out with the kids, I really don’t. It’s just… I’m not ready to go back to my regularly scheduled life yet.



Two streets over from mine there’s a little dirt path that cuts through a wooded lot that belongs to no one and opens to the fields behind the high school. It’s littered with beer cans and broken glass and used condoms. I usually prefer to take the long way around, through the maze of suburbs, but the shortcut means it’s only a ten-minute walk to Kayla’s instead of twenty. The cold dew soaks my feet as I trudge through the soft, tall grass, which hasn’t been cut all summer long. If I block out the brick buildings and the football and soccer fields and parking lots, I could convince myself I was somewhere prettier.

Kayla lives at the end of a cul-de-sac in a newer subdivision, where all the houses look too similar and too clean. As I make my way over, I see her dad in the front yard, wheeling in their garbage can, stopping halfway up the driveway to admire the precise diagonal lines freshly mown into the grass.

I pick up the empty green recycling bin at the curb and say, “Want some help?”

He snaps out of it and turns to see me walking toward him. He has his tie and dress shirt on, ready to go to work. But he’s the kind of person who leaves enough time to do things like bring in the garbage cans and inspect the lawn and talk to his daughter’s best friend without needing to rush off because he’s already running late.

“Hiya! Well, look who’s back from the big city!”

“Just got in last night,” I tell him, following him into the open garage.

“Well, you look smarter,” he jokes with me in that TV dad way of his. “The only kid I know who wants to go to school over the summer. I only wish some of that would rub off on Kayla.”

“Please don’t tell Kayla that,” I try to joke back.

“What’s that?” he says, taking a step closer to me.

“Is, um, Kayla up yet?”

“Oh, I doubt it,” he answers, and an unfamiliar line furrows his brow—if I didn’t know better, I’d call it worry. “But go on in. By the way, Bird,” he adds, more seriously, “we’re glad you’re back. You’re a good kid, a good influence on Kayla.”

Not sure what to make of that, I just smile and nod in return.

Her mom is in the kitchen, humming to an oldies station playing low on the radio that lives under one of the kitchen cabinets. Her house is always clean and calm, and her parents are always present. And she doesn’t appreciate any of it. Not even when we were little. Her parents’ unwavering attention and attendance at every school concert, game, and PTA meeting embarrassed her, even when we first became friends in second grade.

I clear my throat to announce my presence.

“Honey!” Kayla’s mom waltzes across the kitchen to me and scoops me into a quick hug, and then she sweeps my hair over my shoulders. “Thank god! We really, really missed you around here this summer.” She pulls out a stool at the breakfast bar—which Kayla’s dad made in his garage woodshop, of course—and says, “Sit, sit. Tell me how your summer was. The university, the dorms, the classes, the boys.” She laughs. “Did you write an epic poem? The next Odyssey?”

I laugh involuntarily, hating myself for how much I love this. “No, not quite.” I watch her pour me a glass of juice from the fridge. “But I wrote a lot of non-epic poems.”

“Don’t be so humble,” she says, smiling. “You know, I still have that sweet Mother’s Day poem you wrote for me when you girls were, what, eight or nine.”

“You kept that?”

“Of course! I’m not letting it go; it’s going to be worth something one day.” Even though I know she’s got to be leaving for work too, she pours herself some more coffee and sits down with me anyway. “So, how was it?”

“Um, it was fun. It was—it was nice. I really learned a lot. Honestly, I miss it there already.”

She nods enthusiastically, encouraging me to keep talking—something I’m not used to.

“Actually, I think I might apply there next year,” I lie. There would be no way I could go there, not for real. I got a scholarship for the summer writing workshop because my English teacher filled out the paperwork and sent it in for me. This summer was probably the closest thing I’ll get to college—at least for writing, anyway.

“Really?” she asks, wide-eyed. “You liked it there that much?”

I nod. “I did. I really did. I met some great people—the professors, and the other students were just… very cool, I guess. I’ve never—”

“Not cooler than your BFF.” Kayla’s voice echoes behind us. I stand up quickly, not wanting her to catch me trying to steal her mom. And when I turn around, I barely recognize my friend.

“Oh my god, Kay,” I begin, but I can’t think of what to say next. “You—you look…”

“Yeah…?”

“Y-you look so different. I mean, wow, your hair,” I say, instead of Holy fucking shit I can see your hip bones and clavicles through your clothes! “It’s really cute.” I reach out and touch her formerly dark, formerly long, now bleached-blond Gwen Stefani bob and baby bangs, and try not to gasp when she hugs me and I feel her ribs against my chest and her shoulder blades under my arms.

“And you look…” She holds me out at arm’s length and smiles. “Exactly the same, except, well, your hair’s longer and more… mermaidier.”

Kayla’s mom gives me a wide-eyed mom look as she scoots behind us to place her coffee mug in the sink. “Girls, I’m heading out to work but I’m leaving some cash here—so why don’t you go to the mall and get some pizza or burgers or fries, or you know, whatever. My treat. Okay?” she says, nodding at me pointedly.

“Okay,” I answer. “Thanks.”

“Kayla, did you hear me?” her mom says loudly. “I want you to get some food. Real food. I’m serious.”

“Yeah, okay,” she mumbles, not looking at her mom.

So, this is new.

Kayla waits until her mom is out the door before she grabs the twenty-dollar bill and stuffs it into her pocket. Then she’s pulling me into the living room to sit on their plush oversized couch, which, unlike ours, hasn’t endured years of butts flattening the cushions and improperly cleaned food spills.

I thought my first question would be about that watercolor class she was supposed to be taking; ask to see what she’s been working on. I’d show her some of the new stuff from my notebook and she’d drive us to the mall and we’d get some Panda Express and Mrs. Fields and try to find a way to sneak into a matinee. But no, that can’t be my first question now. Because this is all wrong. Her. She’s all wrong.

“Sorry. But did you, like, lose a bunch of weight?” I ask stupidly, because it’s so freaking obvious, yet how am I supposed to not ask?

“Yeah, girl! Twenty-seven pounds and counting!” She does a little catwalk sashay and twirls with her spindly arms over her head. This from the girl whose ideal Friday night used to consist of Pizza Hut buffet followed by movie theater jumbo extra-butter popcorn. This from the creator of our lunch-table battle cry: Chunky girls unite! “Thank you, Dexatrim and Crystal Light,” she adds with a grin.

“What?”

“And the demonic-possession side effects of fat-free Olean Doritos that had me shitting my brains out for an entire month.”

“What?” I repeat.

“Yeah, it was totally gross, but I lost the first thirteen pounds that way.”

“You didn’t need to lose anything, though,” I try to tell her, which is something she’s told me and our other friends a million times.

“Please. Yes, I did. Besides, there’s no thinspiration like someone seeing you naked to wanna keep the weight off. But, I mean, well, I guess you know how it is… I mean, judging from your letters. Which, okay, spill already. Did you end up having sex with that guy from the summer thing? I mean, that’s what it sounded like, anyway. Are you still, you know, a virg—”

“Hold on, hold on.” I raise my hand, take a moment to try to digest everything she’s said. Like, did I just seriously hear her say thinspiration? “Can we just pause for a sec and back up? You know those pills are really danger—”

“Okay, Mom.”

“No, I’m serious. You’ve lost a fuck-ton of weight. Like, do you even realize how skinny you are?”

“Thank you!” she shouts, arms raised toward the heavens. Then quieter, “Yeah, I do realize. I’m finally rid of the baby fat—I was disgusting.” The way her face twists up, I can’t help but think, does that mean she thinks I’m disgusting? Because we’ve always shared clothes and we’ve always said we didn’t care about all those magazine girls and beauty-myth bullshit. “Dade thinks I’m beautiful,” she continues, crossing her rail-thin arms over her concave stomach. “And hot and sexy, and you know what? I actually feel good about myself for once in my life. So please don’t—”

“Are you okay?”

“Are you okay?” she mimics, a sharp edge to her words that makes her sound nothing like the best friend I said goodbye to only two and a half months ago. Her arms unfold and her shoulders soften. “Ugh, Birdie, don’t look at me like that. Come on. Just be happy for me, will you?”

I literally have to bite the inside of my cheek to shut myself up.

“So, this guy, Dade?” I try to smile even though I already hate everything about this guy Dade, who apparently thinks women are all supposed to look like fucking waifish Kate Moss clones. “Soulmate, huh? So does that mean you… you and him have had… you know, sex?”

“Yeah. Well, almost. I don’t think it really counted, because we sort of started, then stopped. He said he wants our first time together to be special. And I do too. More special than in the backseat of my car, anyway.” She stops and laughs, and I get this sinking feeling in my stomach like I’m in the process of watching my best friend walk off the edge of a cliff.

“So, then. You didn’t have sex?” I ask.

“No. Not really. There was a lot happening and I was kind of”—she moves closer to me and whispers—“high.”

“High?” I repeat. “Like on drugs high?”

She nods, smiling like she’s delighted with herself. “Me, high. I know, right?”

“Are you high right now?” I try to laugh, just to let my body release some of this tension I feel stitching itself between us like cobwebs.

“No! I only smoked a couple of times—with Dade and his weird friend. It wasn’t a big deal.”

“Um, o-kay. If you say so.”

“All right, enough about me. This writer dude. Tell me. Tell me everything.” She leans forward again, practically falling off the edge of the couch, and there’s something about her eagerness that makes me want to keep it all close to me. Warm and safe and secret.

But she’s my best friend; how can I not tell her everything?

“What’s his name, anyway?” she asks, but the questions keep tumbling out. “What happened? Did you do it? Or, okay, what did you do together exactly? I want details. Come on, Bird. Your letter was so cryptic.”

“I don’t know… I—”

“You don’t know his name?” she scoffs, tilting her head.

“It’s S-Silas,” I manage, my stupid old stutter surfacing, and it occurs to me this didn’t happen to me all summer long. “Silas,” I repeat, with too much effort.

No. This is not how I want to tell her about Silas, or Kat, or the entire lifetime’s worth of emotions I felt this summer.

“Sexy name,” she interjects while I take a breath. She knows I need the pause. She remembers from elementary school days, after my dad was gone and it was so bad I could barely get two words out and how it took me three years of speech therapy to get it under control. “Aaand?” she asks, more gently.

“And I’m still trying to figure out what happened or how to describe it. It’s w-w-weird.” Pause. Deep breath. “This whole summer was weird. I feel like I was in an alternate reality and I was this totally different version of myself, but also more like myself than I’ve ever been.”

“And you’re still being cryptic!” A slow grin turns her mouth into a curved line. “So, does that mean you did or didn’t?”

“I—I—we—did. Yes,” I admit. “We did, but…”

But before I can explain, she’s keeled over her lap, howling, “Oh. My. God. I cannot believe it! You really did, are you serious? I can’t believe you’d be the first of all of us.”

“What? Wait, why?”

“No, it’s not a bad thing. It’s just that you don’t let people in very easily—no pun intended.” She reaches forward and grips my arm, her bony fingers digging into my flesh so hard it hurts. “I’m impressed. I’m in shock. But it really shouldn’t be a surprise after that poem you sent. About the kiss. That kiss—” She fans herself and exhales.

I bite my lip to keep from smiling because… that kiss.

“You’re blushing!” she shouts. “You have to tell me everything.”

I shake my head, place my hands over my cheeks. “That k-kiss, though. It wasn’t him. Silas. It was…” It was Kat. It was a girl. I could say it right now. But I don’t want this to change anything, and it will. It has. “It was,” I begin again, “someone else.”

“What?” she shrieks. “Who. Are. You?”

“Stop, stop. Really, I’m embarrassed.”

“If it wasn’t him, who?”

“Just another student at the workshop. It—it just happened. It was just… a great kiss,” I lie—it was so much more than that. “But can we stop talking about this? I’m still figuring out how I feel about everything and I don’t wanna get all carried away and, like, confused.”

“What are you talking about? What’s confusing? Two guys want you. Poor thing.”

“They don’t want me, first of all. The kiss. It didn’t go anywhere. It was just a thing that happened. And second, I’m probably never going to see either of them ever again, so… yeah, it’s sort of sad.” But what I really mean is I’m sad.

She nods and looks down for a moment, and when she looks back up at me, I feel like it’s the first time I’ve caught a glimpse of her old self all morning. “Sorry. I’m sorry. Yeah, that is sad.” She pauses, then asks, more earnestly, “Do you love him, Silas? I mean, do you love either of them?”

“No. I don’t think so. I mean, I’d probably know if I did, right? But I liked them.” That much I can be sure of, at least. I liked them both. And they liked me, too. I’ve never had that before. And there’s part of me that’s scared maybe I didn’t try hard enough with either of them. A deeper part of me scared that maybe I can’t love. I shake my head and try to smile, pushing those thoughts away. “What about you? Do you love Dade?”

“Oh yeah, definitely. Yes. He’s so cute and funny and he will do anything for me. Seriously, anything. I can’t wait for you to meet him. Oh!” She stops abruptly and claps her hands together. “I know! Oh, I know, I know, I know. I’ll invite him to the poetry reading thing tomorrow night. It’ll be perfect.”

“I don’t know, Kayla. I’m not really—”

“No, don’t say that. You’ll see. It’ll be perfect, okay?” she says, holding my hands too tightly. “It’s perfect. I promise.”

I’m shaking my head no, but the words coming out of my mouth are “Okay. I guess.”





JESSA

When I get in from an afternoon of sifting through B-side albums at Media Play, Mom’s on the kitchen phone, letting something that might have been salmon burn as she twirls the cord in her hand, watching it ravel, unravel, then pop back into the tight rubberized curl it remembers. I remember Mack ripping the previous phone out of the wall and socking Dad in the face with it. Dad told her to leave the house; Mom later told him we should never make Mack feel unwelcome in the home. Currently Mom’s playing perfect housewife with her church friends.

“Oh yes, Deirdre, she’s likely camping for the weekend, just wanted to check if Andrea went with her… yeah, it’s incredible Andrea got that scholarship to Cornell.”

She winces, wishing her imperfect Mack was anything like Andrea. Wishes she wasn’t fishing for her daughter’s location, trying to find out if she’s haunting her old high school crew, pretending to be more than the unpredictable phantom she is now. Mom likes to tell the other church ladies Mack’s taking a gap year for travel. Gap year my ass, Mack can’t get more than a mile from our home without trouble. She’s not the kind for college. She’s barely the kind for life. Plus, Andrea and her old friends are a dead end. Mack has a new class of friends—I like to call them Jack and Coke. She’s definitely self-medicating, and Cornell-bound scholarship students don’t disappear for days on end in whatever wild masochistic ride Mack will take them on.

I’ve got three early applications out, but Mom’s not saying much about me to the other side of the phone. The church ladies stopped asking after me once I came out. It’s been years since I let her drag me to the Baptist Hall of Horrors, as I used to call it. My leaving the church was mutually agreed upon between me and the ministers, who just wanted to get back to teaching the same useless lessons without me complicating things for them.

“Of course, Deirdre, I can make the dessert for the women’s brunch,” she murmurs, and my mouth waters at the promise of the seven layers of sin that are her magic cookie bars. One good outcome of Mom still attending church in spite of it giving up on the rest of us. To think of it, though, I haven’t heard her pray in years other than saying “Jesus Christ” under her breath when Mack makes a real mess of things. I think pretending to her church that we’re the Beavers or whatever that damn TV family is helps her deal.

“Mail, Mom?” I shout, and she waves at me to hush, but the September issue of Rolling Stone gets delivered today and no god-fearing baking bitches are getting in between me and the pages of that musical liturgy. “Mooooooooomm.” I drag it out, and she covers the mouthpiece with her hand and whispers, “Your father has it in the garage.”

I grab a Tab from the fridge, crack it, and walk out back. Falstaff lopes up to me, all slobber and kisses and white hair just ready to destroy my black pants. “Ugh, down, Falstaff! Down!” His huge paws smear my Smashing Pumpkins T-shirt with streaks of red clay mud, once again proving Mom right that we should have gotten a smaller dog. Pyrenees mix my ass; he’s a freaking yeti. I push him down and distract him by chucking a tennis ball deep into the shitty woods—so named ’cause no one in our family is willing to pooper-scoop the woods behind the house and Falstaff has made it… unbelievably narsty.

When Falstaff takes off, I sneak into the garage behind the house. We have never parked a car here, but this is where Dad parks himself—especially when he wants nothing to do with anyone. It’s cool in the garage, even though the day has some heat to it. He’s got the wall AC blasting, and I hear a few dozen fans from all the machines. The wall is lined with computers and mismatched motherboards and hard drives, half of them running, the other half waiting for his deft hands to fix them. He’s been in the insurance game for years, but Dad loves the new computers and that everyone seems to be getting into the technology but most know nothing about them. He sees a possible way out of the office and the chance to tinker on machines. He’s happy video killed the radio star.

I try to grab the magazine and go—it’s the live review issue and I see the Woodstock ’99 cover and want to get into what Rage did—I mean, Kid Rock likely sucked balls as always, but how did they balance Jewel with DMX? Inquiring minds need to know.

“Jessamine!” Dad seems in a good mood, but I see an angry red scratch down his forearm that wasn’t there yesterday,

I walk to his bench, and he’s got an old tan box of a computer running green lines of code against a black screen—gibberish to me, but his seemingly native language these days. “I got an email from your school, they’re putting in more metal detectors?”

I cringe, thinking about how much earlier I’ll have to wake to get past whatever prison security system they’re putting in.

“Guess the first set wasn’t enough,” I quip, not actually feeling that brave. We’d lost a lot of freedom at school since April, when two kids in trench coats shot up Columbine.

“Seems a bit much, Jessamine, especially for one fluke incident.”

I feel like a traitor to my anti-establishment views, because the new rules and measures have almost been a comfort…. No one talks about it, but everyone is a little scared now. Fluke or not, I feel like we tend to look a little sideways at the weirder kids. I get some looks myself, since I’m pretty far from prom queen. Dad wouldn’t understand it, though, so I just grumble “Jessa” under my breath, knowing he hates my nickname. Says it hides my uniqueness. I usually assure him the bright blue Manic Panic dye job will keep me unique, but the one time I suggested a Bad Religion tattoo might assist in the unique department, Mom overheard and lost her shit in a very epic way. They will never know if I ever do get tattooed.

He taps out another line of code and hits enter, and the computer starts whirring like a helicopter about to take off. Turning around to finally look at me, he says, “Well, just make sure you look over the list of prohibited items. I think they banned lighters and pocketknives now.”

“Sure, I’ll take my Swiss Army special outta my rucksack, Dad,” I say, rolling my eyes but making a mental note to keep my Zippo in the glove compartment.

“Hey, it’s all fun and games until you get another suspension.” He’s back to the screen, which is now shooting out a myriad of gibberish. I thought we weren’t going to bring that up again, the day when I slammed Jonnie Barton against a locker for calling me a dyke in the halls. Little wimp reported me and I got three days’ enforced vacation.

“No knives or lighters, Dad. I’m good unless they start banning us from reading magazines,” I say, waving the Rolling Stone at him.

“Magazines aren’t reading!” he calls out as I leave, pointedly ignoring him.

I dig into the new issue, finishing my notes to self, underlined and written in the columns just in time to grab a piece of the pizza Dad ordered. (Mom’s fish was officially declared a burn victim.) I call Dade right at 9:01 because the minutes are free on my so-called emergency cell, and I can hear him chewing on something crunchy (probably Cheetos) and watching something on TV (probably a Romero or Tarantino movie). “Yeah,” he says through his snack.

“Got my room set up.”

“That’s nice.” In the background I hear someone let loose a Wilhelm scream. Romero. If they aren’t dead, they’re gonna be a zombie soon.

“More than nice, Mack blasted outta here last night and I’ve had an amazing afternoon of catching up on all things music-adjacent in my badass new private room.”

“That sucks.” Another scream. He’s giving me the two-word responses, so not Romero, definitely video games and likely Resident Evil. He’s too occupied to even realize that me having a quiet afternoon is a good thing.

“Am I bugging you?” It’s irritating that he’s not interested in the attic room. I think it’s a deal, maybe not a big one, but it’s worth at least a few more words.

“Sort of,” he says. Two words, another scream. Something screams inside me, too.

“Well, are we still on for Six Roots tomorrow?”

“Uh-huh.” He sounds so fucking excited, he might even crack a smile. Damn, if I’m lucky, he might even muster the whimsy to meet up this weekend and celebrate the last bits of freedom before senior year. I’d ask about seeing him at school on Monday, but we’ve mostly avoided each other since he started growing out of his tubby phase sophomore year and into his cool stage of trench coats and obscure film references, and I’ve remained the school’s resident queer and favorite pariah ever since Olivia Fucking Rubens outed me at thirteen. I keep my head down and my headphones on as much as possible. I can’t skate by with his crowd. They have a reliable tendency to make me cry, and I end up looking like more of an ass. So my best friend and I hang out at Six Roots, the best coffeehouse in town, or at music venues, or at his place watching movie marathons—dark places where if the wrong people show up, I can peel off.

“Okay…” I listen to the muted sounds of a video game counting up deaths, the worst kind of soundtrack. I hate watching him play. I want to play too, but I’m too embarrassed. I’m shit at all of it. The one time I did try, I head-shot Dade, who was on my team, and he called me deadeye for a month while laughing at me. It wasn’t my definition of fun, but some of the other guys who hung around him sure thought it was great, so it caught on at school for a while too. “Soooo I’m gonna hang up,” I murmur, wishing he was in a conversational mood. I feel needy tonight.

“Oh, wait,” he calls out, keeping me from flipping the phone closed. “Kayla wanted us to be there tomorrow at seven since her friend is doing a poetry reading or something.”

Of course he’d pause the game for anything Kayla-related. Ever since they met at some pretentious art show he attended to be bougie or something, he’s been obsessed with her and her skinny, bony self with that stringy blond hair. She was trying real hard to look like a skater kid, but I’d never seen her with any kind of board, just the JNCOs and baby tees and Skechers. Bitchy to me too, I think ’cause she’s probably hungry. Girl needs a cracker.

“Ughhhh, Dade, we hate the poets…. Remember you said Dadaism died long before these wannabe beats bought their stupid berets…. Why are we going to watch this sideshow?”

“It means something to Kayla, so it means something to me,” he says, using perfectly complete sentences to discuss her, with polysyllabic words and nouns and verbs and subjects. Yet, for me, it’s just grunts and random sounds. I groan again; this means instead of a hangout talking over the latest games, movies, and if I’m lucky, music, he’s gonna be all over her tomorrow like some kind of horse on a salt lick. I especially loooove it when he sucks on her earlobes and she giggles and shrieks. It’s one of those perfectly annoying moments that makes me wanna go off just like Mack does. Dade getting a girlfriend over the summer has made him scarce and obnoxious, and while I know I’m not jealous of him dating (ew, penis), I am kinda jealous about all the time she steals from me—’cause he sure ain’t cutting into his video-game hours. Mostly I’m just worried she’s gonna derail our plans to graduate and go to the New School in New York, where he’ll become a director and I’ll be writing for a glossy music mag.

“Can you watch over her friend? Keep her from feeling like a third wheel or something? I dunno, talk some girl stuff to her or whatever.”

“You know I don’t talk girl stuff.” It’s like he hasn’t been hanging out with me every afternoon for the past two years.

“Then wow her with your expansive knowledge of the roots of punk rock. Or tell her about your new room. I don’t care, just make sure she doesn’t get abducted or end up hating me—they’re apparently super close.”

Like abduction and hating him are in the same category… I take a deep breath and try to school the anger out of my voice. Tomorrow will no longer be fun bestie time, but a shit babysitting job.

“Fuck, okay, but you owe me.”

“Actually, you owe me, for introducing you to the masterworks of Wes Anderson, or when I got Rubens away from you last year.” I hear the game start up, almost back to the two-word responses.

Dade helps me with two major things…. He teaches me more about movies, which he finds very important. I find it fun-ish. Mainly I like the soundtracks, because it seems whoever makes critically acclaimed films also picks pretty decent song selections. His other service as my best friend is to redirect some of the more vigorous bullying at school and public places. Dade and I don’t hang out at school, but if someone’s being nasty—like Olivia Fucking Rubens, tossing food at me for the better part of last year in the caf, he’ll intervene and flirt a bit so I can make my escape to my lunch spot behind E building. I’d have a lot more lunchroom casserole in my hair without him, so I guess some kind of debt is owed.

“Fine, I’ll watch her friend.”

“Cool, cool.” I hear gunshots and grumbles; he’s tuning back out. “Her name is some kinda animal… Cat, Raven, Robin…”

“Egret? Turtle? Hymenoptera?”

“Pretty sure it had nothing to do with a hymen.”

“Shut up, they’re bugs like wasps and bees and those giant mosquito-looking things that eat other mosquitoes.”

He doesn’t give me a response, and the sound of him playing stretches out. I’m about to tell him I’m hanging up again when he pipes up, “Bird, her name’s Bird.”

“Her parents named her Bird ?”

“It’s a nickname, ass. Want me to start calling you Delphine?”

I cringe at the sound of my first name. I am not a Delphine. I’m Jessa, after my second name, Jessamine. My parents loved giving us a plethora of names. Delphine Jessamine Thalia Papadopoulos. It’s ridonculous and tiresome as fuck when I end each school year filling in endless bubbles on my EOG Scantrons. Especially since our Greek heritage is dubious at best… likely a mix-up at Ellis Island, ’cause we definitely have smoosh noses versus that classic aquiline look.

“Fine, I’ll babysit her Bird.”

“Sweet,” he says, and ends the call. I snap my phone closed hard, as if he could actually hear it.





BIRD

Sitting on my bed, I open the cover of my notebook. The picture of the three of us in Kat’s dorm room stares back at me—it’s the only picture I have of them. Me in the middle, Silas on the right, Kat on the left. The tiny orange numbers in the bottom right corner glow 7 16 ’99, as if that day wasn’t already digitally date-stamped into my heart.

One kiss. That was all it took to change everything. It happened only a couple of hours after we took that picture. We’d all gone back to our rooms for the night; I was almost asleep when I heard someone knocking lightly on my door. More like a tap-tap whisper I wasn’t sure I hadn’t dreamed. One minute the three of us were just friends who flirted and cuddled and laughed and held hands and smoked cloves and pretended that it was all just platonic adoration. The next minute it was all big feelings and expectations, and I suddenly felt like I had to choose between them—not that either of them asked me to. But more than that, it felt like I was trying to choose between two different lives, two entirely different identities. It still feels that way.

Part of me wishes we could’ve just kept pretending.

I’d planned on showing Kayla the picture. But as the day passed and we went to the mall and she bought Victoria’s Secret bras and thongs, but did not eat anything except two bites of a McDonald’s parfait that I bought her, and did not drink anything except water, and gave herself mean looks in every reflective surface we passed, I couldn’t do it. Somehow, this new her wouldn’t get them. She wouldn’t get Silas’s stories or Coke-bottle glasses and ponytail, or Kat’s humor or buzz cut and makeup-free face full of freckles. I couldn’t stand by while she judged them, while she judged me for liking them so much. So I kept the picture hidden in my notebook, stowed safely away in my bag.

I fan the pages over; I need to stop thinking about them. About me with them, about all my stupid regrets. I find my poem for tonight. Reading it through one more time, crossing out lines, swapping words around, it’s still a mess. “ ‘Wh-wh-what I Did This Summer,’ ” I stutter through the title. “Fuck!” Too wordy—too many words to stumble over. I scribble out the title so hard I tear the paper with my pen. Above it, I write Providence instead. The place where it all happened, the word itself aptly describing it. The divine order of meeting them when I did. What was meant to be and maybe not meant to be. “Providence,” I say out loud, the syllables gliding together easily.


Every day of July,

and part of June,

and most of August, you said nice things to me

You said you liked my voice

(even though you don’t usually like poetry that doesn’t rhyme)

And I liked your stories, too, even though I usually don’t like third person

At least you had a point of view

You used it on me constantly, tried to make me fall

A couple weeks in you were brave and I was not

When you asked if it was unrequited and I said, “Yes, probably”

You laughed and I cried

Sorry for that, by the way

You thought I was a better person than I really am

But still, you sent me lines from all the bird poems you could find.

Because, you said, I’m your favorite animal. Me.

“Ode to a Nightingale”—god, all those thous and thees

And “The Raven” with its nevermores

But I liked the Emily Dickinson one the best…

the whole Hope and Feathers thing.

And I never had anyone look at me the way you did

That night in your room

when you read me her “Wild Nights—Wild Nights!”

Another favorite of yours.

A secret I forgot to tell: You were my favorite too.



I slam the notebook closed. I don’t even know who or what I’m writing about anymore. I told myself I just needed one day back in my real life to get them both out of my system. One day to flush this whole summer from my veins. So I pretended to sleep through Liv’s ungodly early Saturday morning cheer practice alarm, and pretended to sleep as she grunted and groaned through her Tae Bo tape to maintain her perfect body. I would’ve asked why she needed to work out before going to work out, but she’s clearly pissed at me for fucking existing.

I’ve avoided checking my email, at least not in the daylight. I’ve avoided writing any emails to either Silas or Kat. Instead, I got dressed in yesterday’s clothes and borrowed my mom’s car, only because I agreed to take Bailey with me to buy school supplies. We hit the public library after, where he was happy to sign out a computer and play SimCity while I worked on my poem for tonight. I guess sometimes even a third grader needs a break from the chaos of our house.

Sliding on the cutoffs I made for myself this summer, I try for a different kind of look. A different kind of person from the one everyone back home has always known. Someone more carefree, more confident. I dig through the suitcase I still haven’t unpacked and find the T-shirt Kat let me borrow that night I slept in her room. I bring it to my face and breathe in; it still smells like her.

I step over Liv’s line and look into her full-length mirror. Yesterday with Kayla has left me self-conscious about showing my thighs. No shorts. I step out of them and pull out my long black peasant-style skirt—I brought it with me this summer but never had a chance to wear it. Definitely goes with my hippie sandals. I call Kayla and ask if I can wear her jean jacket—the one with the frayed cuffs and holes in the elbows. I dig in my bag for my mascara and clumsily swipe my lashes, immediately regret my makeup attempt, and end up smudging it all around my eyes as I try to wipe it off. I steal the Bonne Bell Dr Pepper flavored Lip Smackers—which I know for a fact she originally stole from me even though she swore she didn’t—off Liv’s desk and tuck my growing-out bangs behind my ears.

I’m ready. Physically, anyway.



Kayla picks me up ten minutes late, but she does at least remember the jacket, so I can’t be too upset.

“I’m so freaking excited, Bird.” She glances over at me in the passenger seat, beaming, and I’m about to thank her for being excited for my big debut, but then she continues, “I can’t wait for you to officially meet Dade. I can’t believe I never noticed him at school before. You’re gonna love him. I swear, you’re just going to love him.”

“Yeah,” I agree, but I can barely force a smile.

When she catches me grinding my teeth, she says, “Breathe. I’ll get you there on time.”

“I know. I’m just n-nervous. Thanks for letting me borrow your jacket, by the way.”

“Keep it. It looks really good on you, and besides, I’m never planning on fitting into that again, so… it’s all yours.”

“Gee thanks, Kay,” I tell her. She has insulted me by proxy while insulting herself more times over the last two days than in our entire decade of friendship.

“No, I mean it’s so much more your style than mine,” she attempts to course correct. Then sighs through the word “anyway” while speeding through a bleeding yellow light.

“It’s f-fine.”

It’s not, but I don’t want to argue. Not after being apart all summer. Not when I don’t really have a handle on what in the actual hell is going on with her. Not when neither Paige nor Brianne—literally my only other friends in the entire world—are returning my calls and I have no idea why. Not right before this huge thing I’m trying to do.

The first day of the workshop, we each had to write down a goal and a fear. My goal was to not be afraid. Of truth. Of myself. Maybe I was afraid of being afraid. Maybe I still am. We did readings in front of each other all summer. But this is the first time I’ll be putting myself out there in front of strangers—or even worse, there could be people there I know. I have to do it, though. It was our last assignment of the summer: Everyone had to make one concrete plan before leaving the workshop. A plan to read, to share, to submit, something somewhere. The only rule was that it had to take you out of your comfort zone.

I could submit anonymous shit to our school’s literary magazine year after year. But to stand up onstage and read my own words in my own voice… That was the fear—the one tangible fear I could dare to admit, anyway—that I wrote on that photocopied sheet of paper on the first day of the workshop. Last week, my favorite professor, Sylvie Chen, sat there next to me in her office while I called Six Roots. It was the only local place I knew that ever did poetry readings of any kind. I asked—as awkwardly as humanly possible, I’m sure—if I could sign up. They told me about this open mic night, and when I hesitated, Sylvie shouted over me, “She’ll be there!”

It seemed far enough away. I thought I’d be prepared. But I’m not. The fear. It’s still here, sitting like a brick inside of me, weighing me down, making me sink deeper into myself.

“Hell-o-o? Earth to Birdie?”

“Wait. Sorry, what?”

“I said, are you gonna read the steamy kissing poem?”

“Are you kidding? Absolutely not. I can’t believe I even shared it with you.”

“Hey! Why not? You always show me your poems.”

“Well, this one was… different. It was—it was private.”

“All right. Ouch.” There’s this tinge of sarcasm in her voice. I know it well. It’s how she sounds when she’s trying to pretend someone hasn’t hurt her feelings, except I’m not usually the one on the receiving end.

“That’s not what I—”

“Since when is something too private to share with your best friend?”

“No, that is not what I meant. I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m saying. I’m just nervous,” I tell her again. “Can you not be mad at me right now?”

“Chill. I’m just kidding.”

No, she’s not.

The SIX ROOTS sign looms closer. As we pull up, a parking space right in front of the building has opened, magically waiting for us. The A-frame chalkboard sign outside the door reads, in thick pastel green letters:


OPEN MIC 2NITE! 7PM

SIGN UP W/THE DEADHEAD

IN THE PHONE BOOTH



My heart is in my throat, my pulse racing, my hands trembling as they clutch my bag, its contents bringing me only minimal comfort: notebook, favorite gel pen, my pack of Djarum Blacks I bought on campus, which only has three cigarettes left, and the recovered lip gloss.

“Kayla?” I reach over to touch her wrist, trying to stop her from unbuckling her seat belt. “Wait, I don’t think I can do this. I’m not r-ready. The poem’s not ready. I can’t. I s-seriously can’t do this. Do you hear me? I’m fucking stuttering again!”

“Okay, well, you don’t have to, right?” She’s not even looking at me; she’s looking in her compact mirror, reapplying her kohl eyeliner to each waterline.

“No, I have to.” I promised Silas and Kat and Sylvie. “I promised I would.”

“Then do it.”

“But I’m not ready.”

“Then don’t do it.”

“Kayla,” I whine.

“Bird!” She snaps her compact shut and turns toward me. “It’s not like this is for a grade. You wanna do it, great. If you really don’t feel like you can, then don’t torture yourself over it. What do you want me to say?”

“I want you to say I can do it!” I raise my voice to match hers. “Like, can you just encourage me or something? I’m really scared.”

“Sorry,” she mumbles. “Of course you can. Just take your time. You won’t stutter, and even if you do, no one will notice.” She’s lying. People always notice.

I open my mouth, but the words to explain how it’s not only the stuttering I’m afraid of won’t come out. She’s already unbuckling, already opening her door. “Come on, I want to get in there already.” She steps out onto the gravel, but I’m frozen.





JESSA

I get to Dade’s thirty minutes early. I don’t like being late, it feels disrespectful. Dade doesn’t give a shit about being late, ’cause when his mom lets me in and yells downstairs that I’m here, I find him in boxers and an undershirt playing Silent Hill, which he knows I hate but he loves, so I sit and watch him a bit as he wanders through fog looking for horrors.

“Dade, why the hell don’t you have your clothes on?” Dade in boxers isn’t a new thing, but he takes forever to get ready. We’re gonna be late.

“Unlike you, I want to look nice,” he says, nodding at my Smashing Pumpkins tee with its somewhat scrubbed pawprint smears, my flannel, and the ripped jeans I frequent. “Don’t need wrinkles and whatever that is.”

“I am looking nice,” I say, ignoring the almost cleaned imprint of Falstaff’s paws on my chest. “I wore my wallet chain, and that counts as jewelry. Go get ready.”

He uncovers something in the game and enters into a cutscene. Dammit, this means we’re here for a haul. “Soon as I finish this boss fight,” he says, and I prepare for his silence, the sounds of things getting hurt and dying, the weird grunts he makes when playing particularly hard, and try to avoid the screen until the horrors pass. I reach into my side bag—a Dickies messenger special covered in band patches and pins—pull out my Discman, which has a huge Operation Ivy sticker on it, and pop in my newest acquisition, which has been on repeat since I picked it up at Pterodactyl Records.

It was a risky selection, never heard of her before really, some woman playing under the name Feist, but Dwayne at Pterodactyl Records promised me it was worth it. “It’s a new genre, whisper rock. Think like if Fleetwood Mac really just leaned into Stevie Nicks instead of letting the guys sing.”

Dwayne rarely steers me wrong, so I risked the fifteen bucks, ’cause buy local, right? I could lift the hot new Verve Pipe album from Tower, but at Pterodactyl I always pay. They actually hire music minds and not just pimply kids looking for $5.15 an hour.

At first listen to her debut album, Monarch, I was unsure, the instrumental seemed a bit much for a modern album, but each song got funkier and hopped a bit more and her voice lifted up like a bird floating on air currents—just natural, effortless. I’ve listened to so much music because I felt the same lived experience. This one, it gave me a taste of a world I didn’t have. And her work is good, I can see her going far, especially if she drops the heavy-handedness of the guitar and leans more into her voice, upping those peppy beats.

I should write that down. Who knows? She could be big one day. Maybe if I can prove I’m calling big artists ahead of time, I can get a music-reviewing job. Maybe one of the local rags would hand me a column and I could go at that until I’m good enough to fuck off and maybe write with the big boys at Rolling Stone. Positive dreams and hopes, it’s new for me. I like the effect of Feist on my brain chemistry.

I guess I’m deep into the music because Dade jolts my Discman and it skips right in the middle of a track: cardinal sin. “Dammit, Dade,” I say, pulling off my headphones, “that can scratch the fucking CD, and you know it.”

He gives me a stupid joker-style grin and I see he’s dressed in a button-up, slacks, vest, and his ever-present trench coat. “Still dressing for the 1940s, I see.” If I can get in enough digs up front, maybe he won’t get me too bad in public. Gotta be nasty to avoid nasty.

“Better than Kurt Cobain wannabe,” he says, knowing damned well I hate it when my style gets compared to a dude’s.

“The world loves wannabes,” I say, and rattle my keys. “Plus, this is a straight-up Alanis Morissette look. If we leave now, we’ll only be fifteen minutes late.”

“Alanis my left nut,” he spits back, and heads out to the car, like he’s waiting on my ass.

Six Roots is my idea of home. Driving past industrial structures and arriving at the barely graveled mud pit of a lot in front of an old brick building that was god knows what before, I feel good just knowing I’m headed there. The doors make an ungodly wail when they open and you can see the dents in the steel where someone once (or probably multiple times) tried to kick them in. The place reeks of the thick, sweet smell of cloves—Jeremy, the owner, says cigarettes go outside, but cloves aren’t real cigarettes, so half the crowd is puffing on them. The ancient worn wooden floor dips and bulges in places, from age and most likely abuse. Areas are sticky with old spilled drinks, and others show the rounded burn marks of a clove cigarette stamped out when an ashtray was full. Through the haze I can see the mismatched couches, chairs, and coffee tables that litter the room. I used to be suspicious of the place’s cleanliness but gave up a while back and determined that showers are mandatory post-Roots. The plague would flourish here. I flop down in a big beige monstrosity from the seventies, one of the few spots left since the poetry show is about to start. Ugh, feelings and words.

“Get me a coffee, black,” I tell Dade, and when he gets ready to bitch, I follow up with, “A little Bird said I get free coffee tonight.” He rolls his eyes and walks toward the coffee counter; the pitch of milk being steamed cuts through the chatter. All around me are a mix of the types of high schoolers who would rather be eaten alive by sharks than be present at a pep rally. Six Roots is a safe space for us queers, but also goth kids, punks, straight-edgers, hippie kids, stoners, and just about any other freak or geek out there. I see the vamps getting geared up to play their masquerade game… I’d say it’s cringey, but they like it a lot and laugh more than I do with my so-called friends, so who am I to judge? Oh wait, I’m me and it’s cringey as fuck. None of you are real children of the night.

Dade comes back balancing three mugs, all mismatched, and hands me a tall one that says CLEVELAND COUNTY TEAM BUILDING RETREAT 1996. I can see the swirl of shine on the top that tells me the coffee is hot, dark, and potent. Just what I need to make it through two hours of excruciatingly bad teen poetry.

“Double fisting?” I ask, and nod at the third cup, which has frothy cream and sprinkles… my god. He struggles with the wobbly table and drips something light and foamy from his mug—which has a Skynet logo on the side. Fitting he’d give himself the cooler mug.

“Ugh, table’s uneven,” he says, and starts wadding up a napkin and trying to stuff it under the short leg, just managing to raise another leg a bit higher, still threatening to spill all our shit. “It’s for Kayla.”

“How sweet.” I nod at the whipped cream and make the wwwh-kssh of a whip snapping.

“Being a gentleman doesn’t mean I’m whipped,” he says, wiping up the spill. “Be nice. If Kayla starts to hate you, I may not spend much time with you anymore.”

He’s joking, but I’m not sure it’s a joke. Fear pits in my stomach; I’ve been alone before and I don’t want to be again. Dade may be an ass, but he’s the only ass willing to spend time with me. I lose him, I lose everything. Fuck Kayla for that, fuck her for even being here. Shit, she’s here.

She sways up to the table, her gigantic JNCOs swishing against the floor, accentuating her hips and forcing eyes to zero in on her peekaboo belly with the belly-button ring that has a pot leaf on it. Such a badass… I roll my eyes thinking of what a wannabe she is. Dade rises to her presence… thankfully just by standing up. She jumps toward him and he catches her as her legs wrap around his waist, and they begin a process much like Ouroboros trying to swallow his tail. So. Much. Tongue.

“Hey, where’s your friend?” I shout, trying anything to make them unlatch.

Kayla ignores me as usual. And then, as if I hadn’t already asked, Dade glances around when they part for air. “Is your friend here, or what?”

“She’s somewhere around here.” Kayla laughs and waves her hand through the air. “Probably barfing from stage fright or something.”

And they’re back at it again.

I am now forgotten, and I take the time to look about the crowd more, seeking a familiar if not friendly face. There’s a few dicks around here I know from school. Not the worst, but they’ve taken potshots before, so I’m not likely to strike up small talk with them. A lot of people here I’ve seen but never really talked to. A social desert. But my oasis shows up in the form of Natalie Sprigman.

A year ago Natalie came up to me at lunch and asked if I wanted to come over and study together. I am unsure if Natalie has ever studied in her life, but it turned out she was looking to brush up on anatomy and early exploration—of me. In her mom’s trailer, steeped in old cigarettes and the ever-present smell of boiled mac and cheese, we had an encounter that was awkward and somewhat satiating for my raging hormones. After, she held my hand as we stared at the ceiling and murmured, “This was just for fun. No one knows, okay?”

Then she showed me the wonders of weed, and I’ve never looked back from the green seven-pointed love of my life. Best part about seeing her is I know she’s carrying something kush, which is a relief ’cause I’m dry. I catch her eye and she smiles big, showing off the gap in her front teeth. I tilt my head toward the bathroom, and she stands up, walks over, and gives me a loose hug—just like a platonic friend would. I hate that it still excites something in me.

“Hey, woman,” she says, clicking her tongue ring against her bottom teeth. “Show’s about to start, how about after it kicks off, so Jeremy won’t catch us?”

Jeremy doesn’t actually care that people smoke pot in the bathrooms, his rule is just an excuse to confiscate teens’ stashes and add to what must be a mountain of fucking weed at his home.

“Sounds good,” I say, wishing we could spend the rest of the night in the bathroom getting wasted and giggling. I’m sure someone if not everyone will be reciting poetry about suicide, cutting, madness—all the classics they know jack shit about. I found Mack bleeding in the bathroom once; it wasn’t something I’d chant out in the phony soft urgent poet voice all of them use. It’s something my mother would probably break her “Thou Shalt Not Kill” vow over and take a knife to me if I ever mentioned it in public. It’s something we don’t talk about at all and supposedly the not talking is helping it not to happen again, but I think we’re running a flawed system, and soon enough something worse is gonna hit the house of Papadopoulos.

Natalie looks over at Dade and Kayla, now seated in an overstuffed armchair and attempting to meld into one another. “Dude, that’s AIDS central.”

I give it a half laugh, even though I know AIDS isn’t really a laughing matter, and pretend to stick my finger down my throat. “It’s a serious problem,” I shout, trying to get Dade’s attention. “We need to call the Centers for Disease Control!”

“Okay, woman, I’m gonna get back to my table, but cruise by the bathroom soon.”

I nod, hoping she’ll kiss me again. Unlikely, but lesbians need tongue too. I make it back to our table as the lights dim, some people clap, and Jeremy, of the long gray hair and Deadhead T-shirt, comes onstage to announce the first poetry reading of the season. There will be more. Every Saturday. Fuuuuuuuck.

“And first up, I am pleased to announce, recently returned from the New England Young Writers’ Workshop, Elizabeth Nardino.”

Up walks a girl with thick dark curls, the kind you’d expect on a Greek goddess, and curves that beg for hands to grip her waist, her back, her anything. I feel my breath catch a bit. Her lips are a deep red shade and her eyes smoked with mascara; it gives a hot, mysterious air to her. She’s gorgeous. I mean, beyond Michelle Pfeiffer (my dream woman, meow) and hotter than Alanis… It’s a unique beauty, something maybe not everyone might see at first when they look to that heroine-chic style… I definitely dig it.

Then she starts to speak, sort of quiet and shy at first—I’m prepared to hate it, but there’s something so damned attractive in the demure nature of her whole way, and I do not usually go for that. But then she’s building into bravery and maybe even… pride. The words in her poem, they’re something more than just playing off perceived pain or longing. There’s some kind of love lost. There’s depth there. It’s real. “Because you said I’m your favorite animal…” Oh my god, why did that line just jolt my heart with adrenaline? This is definitely not excruciatingly bad teen poetry. It’s almost excruciatingly good. Damn, it could be a fucking song, it could be a hit. I feel myself leaning forward as I listen, smiling because it seems like she’s forgotten we’re here, like she’s just talking to herself.

Out of the corner of my eye I can see Kayla has found a seat other than Dade’s lap. I try to catch his eye, but he’s busy deeply ignoring the stage. I pinch his arm.

“Sonofabitch, Jessa, that hurt!” he hisses.

I whisper back, “Shut up, wimp, look at Poetry Girl, she’s hot as hell.”

Dade looks up and starts laughing quietly, a little cackling wheeze. He leans in close to me and says, “Yeah, she’s got a great set of poems on her,” and scoops his hands under his nonexistent boobs. I nearly choke on my coffee, promptly punching him in the arm.

“Fuck off,” I say, still grinning until I realize the poetess is now looking right at me, talking through her shit. I can feel my face flush and it’s not just embarrassment. I like her eyes on me. She delivers her final line: “A secret I forgot to tell: You were my favorite too.” And then steps down, walking toward me while people are clapping. Damn, is she actually into me? Did I finally get the I think you’re hot look nailed down? She walks straight up to the table, and a cloud of horror passes over me as Kayla hops up, gives her an overexaggerated hug, and then introduces us. “Y’all, this is Bird.”

Crap on toast… This is the Bird, the bestie of my nemesis. I am not supposed to insta-crush on her, I’m not even supposed to like her. Overwhelmed by the mix of attraction and confusion and that the dream-girl fantasy my stupid brain has conjured is most definitely not about to play out in real time, I need an escape. I jump up, knocking the already precarious table, and say, “I gotta take a piss,” before running off to the bathroom without looking back. God bless it, the skunky smell of Natalie’s dank flower is hanging in the air. I knock on the wall of the handicapped stall, even though there’s no door. “Welcome to my home in the clouds,” she says, and leans in to gunshot me.





BIRD

I can’t believe I just did that. Why, why, why did I just do that? How did I convince myself that this would be good for me in any way? Because I am one million percent positive I’ve never felt worse about myself than I do right at this moment.

My legs are gelatin as I step down from the platform. I’m zeroed in on the table, the open seat next to Kayla: my destination. My heart is pounding, and I try to concentrate on my feet and not meet anyone’s eye, because every time I look up, my whole body is thrown off-balance. But then my focus sways and I do make eye contact with her and she’s smiling and why is she sitting with the people who were just openly making fun of me? Keep walking, I tell myself. People are watching. When I finally, finally, finally reach the table, Kayla pops up and throws her arms around my neck, and I think she’s going to tell me it’s okay. It wasn’t that bad. But she doesn’t.

Instead, she introduces me—introduces me—to the people who just made my worst nightmare a reality, and I have the belated realization that this is Dade. This guy unironically dressed up in a zoot suit and a fedora, all over the top like this is his special night. And the girl. The blue-haired girl with the eyebrow piercing who was talking over me, laughing at me, is his friend. I am supposed to make nice with these people.

My knees buckle when Kayla lets go of me and I nearly collapse into the open seat. Before I can even take a breath, the rude goth-grunge girl jumps up and runs off, knocking her hip into the table and spilling some kind of whipped-cream rainbow-sprinkle coffee drink across the tabletop and down the front of my shirt.

Perfect.

Dade falls all over himself to get me a handful of napkins from the dispenser at the next table over. “Sorry about her,” he’s saying as he almost touches my boob with the wad of napkins. “She’s kind of a train wreck, I—”

“It’s okay, I got it,” I tell him, snatching the napkins from him. Then, as quietly as possible, to Kayla—who by the way I hate right now for even making me have to ask—I whisper, “How bad was it?”

Her eyes dip down, inspecting my shirt. “It’s not that bad.”

“No, I mean the reading.”

For fuck’s sake, was she even paying attention?

“Oh!” she shouts. “Right, yeah. You were great.”

“Really?” I try to ask quietly, with Dade literally leaning in to listen. “Are you sure it wasn’t terrible?”

“No, it wasn’t,” she says, adding, “Right, Dade? Wasn’t she great, Dade?” And then, closer to me, she lowers her voice. “You didn’t stutter at all, FYI.”

“Yeah, it was… it was rad. Really. Sorry, again.” And as he’s talking, he will not stop looking at my chest. “About Jessa. I mean, the drink. Spilling.”

“No, it’s okay,” I mutter, pointlessly dabbing at my shirt, the crumbs of napkin sticking to the fabric only making it worse.

“Here, lemme see.” Kayla is dunking a stack of napkins into her ice water, and when she presses it against my chest, the cold shocks a gaspy shriek out of me right in the middle of the next performer’s intro.

“Okay, okay!” I push away from the table. “You know wh-what? I’m just gonna go to the bathroom and try to…” I gesture to my humiliatingly stained shirt that is becoming increasingly transparent as the water spreads. “Just—I’ll be back.”

I make my way to the bathroom, weaving between mismatched tables and chairs and outstretched legs, trying to pull my jacket closed. When I reach the bathroom doors—signaled by the Barbie and Ken dolls affixed to each like hood ornaments—I swing the Barbie door open, Barbie’s tangled mat of blond hair flopping in front of her face.

I try to hold my breath through the cloud of skunk smoke as I rush to the sink. When I look up into the dirty mirror, there’s the rude blue-haired girl with another girl I recognize from school. Natalia or Natasha or something like that. God, I hope she wasn’t out there witnessing my train wreck too. Both of them are squished together, giggling in the bathroom stall without a door, their voices too quiet to understand, the words only meant for each other, I guess.

Suddenly I feel like I’ve walked in on something intimate, but I can’t make myself stop watching as Blue Hair brings the joint to her mouth, inhales, and then presses her lips against Natalia/Natasha’s mouth. God. The tendrils of smoke curl around their faces like strands of hair floating underwater. I can’t remember ever witnessing anything as sensual as this. At least, not in real life, anyway. When they part, the smoke escapes in puffs with their laughter.

I’m staring, I realize only when they both look over at me.

Then I do a fantastically horrible job of pretending that I was just looking at myself in the mirror and not at them. Leaning in and squinting at the ridiculous stain all down the front of my shirt, I turn the hot and cold knobs all the way on to get even the smallest stream of water pressure. I pull the bottom of my shirt into the water, but it’s barely reaching.

They’re clearing their throats and coughing and looking at their feet as I turn the water off. I pretend they’re not there as I go into the next stall—the one with a door. I hang Kayla’s jacket on the wobbly metal hook and try again to ignore their whispers next to me. I hear the highlighted hisses of words like “she” and “shut up” and more coughs and wheezing laughter.

After pulling the shirt off over my head, I inspect the damage more closely.

Fucking ruined.

I pluck the jacket off the hook, weave my arms into the rough denim sleeves, and straighten it out, stretching the unforgiving fabric hard to close the buttons over my bra. Kayla’s words replay in my head, the ones about how she never plans on fitting into this thing again. Stained, damp shirt in hand, I exit the stall and go back to the sink. In the mirror I see, first, my cleavage, embarrassingly obvious against strained buttons. And then I see them again, Blue Hair passing the joint back to Whatshername, giving me a weak smile as our eyes meet in the mirror. I plunge my shirt under the water now, scrubbing with palmfuls of milky pink soap from the ancient dispenser on the wall.

“You want some of this?” Whatshername asks me in the mirror.

“Wh-what?” I stutter in spite of how hard I’m trying to be cool and calm and not give either of them, especially Blue Hair, any indication of how utterly defeated and devastated I feel right now, or how my ruined shirt is making me want to actually cry, or how hard I’m working not to let that happen.

“Well, you keep staring at us,” Whatshername snaps. “You want some, or not?”

Blue Hair extends her arm toward me, holding the stump of joint delicately between her thumb and index finger. “Here,” she utters quietly, taking a step out of the stall. “I’ll share.”

“No thanks,” I tell her, and I watch as she brings it to her lips again and inhales, and before my brain gives me permission, the words are out of my mouth. “I’m actually trying to keep all my brain cells.” Oh. That felt good. Those tears instantly absorb back behind my eyes, that lump in my throat dissolves. “No offense,” I add, and I hope she has enough brain cells left to be able to tell I definitely meant to offend.

“None taken,” she croaks, and then releases a lungful of smoke into the air, obstructing her reflection in the mirror.

Whatshername takes the joint back, pulling one last drag before she tosses it into the toilet. “Just say no, Jessa,” she whispers in Blue Hair’s—Jessa’s—ear. So close her lips almost touch the piercings that run in a delicate curve all the way from the cartilage to the lobe.

Jessa smirks, amused. At my expense once again.

Nice. Perfect.

How do I always end up feeling terrible about myself no matter what? I shouldn’t care what these two stoners think of me. I shouldn’t care if some random nobody laughs at my poem. So why do I?

Jessa is staring at me in the mirror. She looks at my ill-fitting jacket, its buttons barely closed. Then down at the shirt in my hands.

“Man, that shirt got really fucked up, a unicorn puke on it?”

“Almost,” I say, as defiantly as possible. “You managed to dump a rainbow latte all over me when you left the table just now.”

“Did I do that?” she asks, like she really doesn’t know.

“Did I do that?” No Name imitates in that nerdy, grating Urkel voice.

“Oh, shit,” Jessa says, and laughs. Again. “Sorry.”

Whatshername giggles too, spurting out, “Who the hell drinks that garbage?”

“Kay-laaaaa,” Jessa says in a stupid singsong voice.

Heat sparks in my chest. I might not be 100 percent happy with Kayla at the moment, but I’m not about to let this asshole say anything bad about her. “You know, you shouldn’t crap on people you don’t even know,” I say, defending my friend even if I can’t quite defend myself.

Her eyes narrow. “Really? I feel like I know that wannabe pretty well, since she’s attached herself to my bestie like a leech this summer.”

“Well, you don’t know her. Not at all! Kayla is a smart, decent, creative—”

“Skinny biotch!” she finishes, and bursts into laughter again, her friend joining in.

“Yeah, you would say that—obviously you get your kicks out of hurting people, so who’s the real bitch?” And I nearly run out of air before I finish what might be the most unkind thing I’ve ever said out loud to anyone in my life.

“Ooooh,” Nameless whistles. “Them’s fightin’ words! Should I pull up a seat or what?”

“Look,” Jessa says, and I finally turn around to face her. It surprises me a bit that, eye to eye, she’s actually a couple of inches shorter than me; hardly anyone is shorter than me. “I’m not trying to hurt anyone, but she’s been anything but a good influence on Dade. He used to be at least a halfway decent dude. He also used to be cool. And ever since Kay-la, he’s—”

“So she’s a bad influence?” I interrupt, unable to even contain myself. “Are you actually serious right now? He’s terrible for her!”

“I think you’ve got that a little backward.”

“Jessa,” I say. “It’s Jessa, right?”

She nods. “Right.”

“Okay. Jessa,” I say pointedly. “I left for the summer and I get back two days ago and I barely even recognize the person my best friend has become, and the only thing that’s changed is him.” Shit, am I actually yelling at this total stranger right now? “And you,” I add, quieter.

She crosses her arms and glances to the side at No Name, simply amused. “That’s some interesting math there. Bird, is it?”

I roll my eyes. “Making fun of my name now? That’s original.”

“I wasn’t—”

“You know what? You’re the bad influence, getting her high, then leaving her alone with him. He almost…” I pause. I shouldn’t be saying any of this, I know. She raises her eyebrows, waiting for me to finish. “She almost…” I almost say she nearly lost her virginity while high, but I don’t need to share Kayla’s business. “Wh-what were you thinking?” I try again. “Great job watching out for your fellow women.”

“My ‘fellow women’?” she scoffs. “Who is this?” she says to the other girl, laughing again. Then she turns back to me. “Um, she took the joint right out of my hand, like I would share with her. Green is for friends, and I am not planning on befriending her anytime soon. She just wanted to look cool, and that is by far the stupidest reason ever to get high.”

“Like there’s a smart reason for getting high?”

“Thanks, McGruff, I’ll make sure to alert the D.A.R.E. team.”

She turns to the mirror, checks her teeth, runs her hand through her blue hair, and darts her eyes at me. I have to come up with something; she’s making Kayla seem like this new Kayla is all she is.

“It’s not like Dade is all that much of a catch. Who wears a fedora to a coffee shop? And he could barely keep his eyes off my boobs, by the way. He’s slime in a suit.”

Her face flushes. Guess I finally hit a nerve. “Dade’s a stand-up dude. He’s been there for me, and, well, what can I say, here you are covered in unicorn vomit and Kayla’s…” She’s in my face now and I can smell the coffee on her breath, the clinging scents of cloves and weed in her hair. I’m inches from her lips, full and rounded, and I see them twist into a cruel smile as she finishes, “Where is Kayla, exactly?”

“Damn, y’all,” Whatshername pipes up, “I think neither of you know shit. Your friends are both assholes. And I’m also pretty sure you two need to just get a stall and bang it out.”

She reaches up to open the stall door and waves her hand inside with a flourish.

“Seriously, I’ll watch the door. Go for it.”

Jessa turns beet red now, steels herself with a deep breath, and says, “I’d rather screw ninety-five dicks!” and storms out.

“Well. That’s a lot of dicks.” Whatshername hoists herself up from against the wall and comes to stand at the sink next to me, leaning in close to the mirror and puckering her lips for a moment while she studies herself. “It’s a bit too tense here for me. I’m out. But seriously, Jessa isn’t that bad of a chick. You don’t have to be so mean. She’s just… like whiskey or something.”

“What, an acquired taste?” I ask, somehow doubting that.

“She kinda sets you on fire a bit,” she quips, and winks at me. Then swooshes out as well, leaving me and my stained shirt standing in their clouds.





JESSA

When I get in, Mom and Dad are already in bed, and I’m the lucky individual who gets to deal with Mack’s return. Much like the truck, she is destructive and very smashed. Currently she’s face down on the kitchen counter, ass nearly off the stool, and when I try to sneak by, she wakes up and grabs my arm.

“Do you love me?” She’s got a molasses slur to her words, and her mascara is raccooned around her eyes. She’s low. It’s easier to cope with than when she’s up, but I do have to watch my words. It sucks never knowing if you said the phrase that triggered an attempt or god forbid if she ever manages to succeed. My next couple of hours might just be spent trying to get her to bed safely. I sigh, grab a couple of glasses, and fill them with water—hopefully helping her future hangover and assisting my lingering dry mouth.

“Of course I love you, Mack,” I say, and plunk the glass in front of her. Falstaff wanders in sleepily at the sound of the fridge. I pour half my water in his bowl, and he enthusiastically slurps at it before realizing it’s just water and not a treat. “Falstaff loves you too.”

“I don’t know why anyone would love me,” she says, and for a moment it’s hard not to agree. I love the old Mack, the one who used to laugh and play pranks and took me to ride on all the coasters at Miles of Fun. I loved the way she used to take me around with her friends like I wasn’t a little sister, let me join them at the pool and movies, sent me off to grab sodas or popcorn and jokingly “tipped” me with Monopoly money scavenged from abandoned board games. I loved when she would sit me down, spend what seemed like hours pulling a brush through my long, dirty-blond hair, and then lay in braids that were intricate and beautiful.

That time is gone, though. Most of my hair is in the trash, and my bob is bright blue if I remember to Manic Panic it before it fades, greenish blue if not. Today I’m very blue.

“Mack, I think you need to get some sleep.”

“I need a reboot,” she murmurs, head back on the counter.

“What?” Whatever she’s talking about can’t be good. I know the drinking is helping her cope, but it’s hard to love her when the psych ward sends her back to us on decent meds, she stabilizes, and I see that glimpse of Old Mack just before she goes off her meds and grabs a bottle and hops on that roller coaster once again.

“You know, like Dad does, just turn off and on again and suddenly it’s fixed.”

“I’m not sure that’s exactly how it works,” I say, noticing her shoes are gone, the soles of her feet filthy. She tends to take them off when she’s up, says she can feel the world through her feet. Says potential just eats through her soles… I see what I think is gum and what I hope isn’t a gash caked with dirt on the bottom of her left foot.

“I just need to be rebooted and everything will fix itself,” she murmurs.

I don’t want to, but we’ve been instructed to ask it: “Mack, are you planning on hurting yourself?”

In a flash of horror, I see once again the bathroom, all the peach tile and sink and bathtub and toilet, everything spattered with blood. It’s me and Mack and no one else, and I’m thinking if I can find what she used, I won’t have to worry about her hurting herself further than she has while I call 911. I can feel my hands slipping on her wrists as I try to hold pressure on them. I remember thinking, She can’t still be awake with all this blood on the floor, but she was, awake and looking at me and trying to pull away, a whisper of “Let me go…” It’s like a movie in my head, and I thought I’d finally stopped seeing it, but I guess she brings it out in me. Swimming against the current of the blackness I’m in, I pull hard to return to the present.

I’m scared that one day I won’t swim back.

At first I think she’s asleep, but she raises her head and stares me down, icy blue eyes angry and red. For a second, I think she might actually come after me like she does Dad. “Why the fuck does everyone think I’m gonna fucking hurt myself all the time? Can’t I be fucking sad without hurting myself?”

Because you’ve tried, I think. Because when you’re sad, you hurt either yourself or Dad. I don’t say anything, just put a hand on her back. I know it always calms her a little. She leans into tears again, and once she’s cried for a few minutes, I hand her a paper towel to blow her nose and take the interruption as a chance to shepherd her to bed. We pass Mom on the way to Mack’s room; she looks haunted and pale. By the time I’m back in the hall, Mom’s collected herself into Stepford perfection, complete with fake smile and happiness. “Thank you, Jessa. I appreciate you helping your sister.”

“She’s talking about rebooting herself,” I say, wondering if I should stay in her room tonight, just in case.

“Oh, she probably just had too much fun with her friends.” She waves me off. “I’m sure she’ll be fine in the morning.”

“Fun,” I repeat. “Sure.”

She locks eyes with me for a second, and I know she knows Mack isn’t going to be fine anytime soon. But I’ve passed the warning over. It’s on Mom now. The guilt will haunt me anyway, but I can publicly say the warning was given—not that it counts for crap. Mom refuses to crack, acting like Mack is just tuckered out and not in one of her terrifying spirals. I finally look away, there’s no getting to her tonight.

“Yeah, fine. I’ve got school tomorrow, so I’m gonna pass the fuck out,” I say, and wander toward my room as she calls out, “Language, Jessa!” behind me, a last attempt at order.

Instead of passing the fuck out, I sneak down and check Mack’s door throughout the night. She doesn’t leave, and the sound of her snoring is a comfort of sorts.



I’m running late the next day and only have time to throw on mildly clean clothes, and then race to pick up Dade, who is smoking what’s likely his third cigarette of the morning in his front yard. He looks like a large, chunky black crow, perched on the stoop in his trench coat and black suit. When I honk, he takes his time finishing his smoke (Betty the Buick doesn’t allow any cigarettes) and saunters over. Dammit, I’m gonna get a tardy.

“Thought the principal said no more trench coats ’cause, you know, Columbine,” I say, knowing he’s been warned at least five times about it.

“Fuck Columbine. It’s over,” he says, and the crack lands silently. Neither of us are over it. It was hundreds of miles away, but the last time I saw a gun in school, some idiot was showing it off right before he got tackled by the school resource officer. I think he got three days’ suspension. But what happened there, it was terrifying. I mean, we’d done drills for atom bombs and fires and hurricanes, goofing our way through those… but someone blasting through homeroom like a commando… it made me nervous, and I know it scared Dade, too. I know he wears the coat because he’s been wearing it forever and to take it off means something more gets taken from him… but I think it sends the wrong message. His bravado seems shitty today.

“Whatever,” he says, when I stop at a light, reaching for the CD player to replace the Soundgarden CD with Garbage. “I’ll take it off before we go in.” He leans back and closes his eyes for the ride while “the queerest of the queer” blares out the windows.

Once we arrive, I pull off before the parking lot, letting him hop out for his final smoke and preventing others from seeing him ride with me. He apparently doesn’t need to deal with those kinds of questions. As I pull away, I see a familiar JNCO-clad figure attempt to meld into his body, and they wander off into the woods. Gross. I head into the lot and bust ass toward chem class, most definitely late.

I don’t see Dade again until lunch, and notice he’s grabbed the coat from my car—gotta keep up that no-fucks-given image—and has taken the Dade and Kayla show outside. It’s verging on soft porn, all set on the picnic table in the back quad. Stifling a gag, I go back to my Discman, turning up Tori Amos and trying to ignore the hunger in my belly. Today is not a day for braving the caf. Not when my protector is… well, hopefully using protection.

I wander over to a covered sidewalk that has become my lunch hideaway, a spot that is somehow empty during lunch periods… probably because the wind hits just right on cold days and the sun gets you all sweaty on hot ones. Also, there’s cameras out here, so no one can sneak a smoke. It offers the singular benefit of being entirely alone.

I’m into the music, listening to the nonsense words and hefty piano Tori’s so good at, her voice hitting highs and lows with a deep confidence I almost never hear in mainstream female artists. A pair of sandals appear in my vision, and I look up to see a less-than-pleased-looking Bird. She’s wearing this hippie-style shirt and a skirt that hugs her hips in a breathtaking way, curly hair begging for my hands…. Shit. I focus back in and she’s visibly unhappy. Her lips move and Tori wails out “Caught a Lite Sneeze.” She puts her hands on her hips, lips moving again and face turning noticeably red with frustration, so I pull off my headphones.

“… least you could do is listen to me,” she finishes.

“Listening now, what on earth do you want from me? Thought it was all said the other night.” So, I might be bitter. Not a fan of getting called out, especially in my lunch hole. Especially by a hottie with a really nasty attitude but a pretty cute mad face.

“Why are you sitting over here, anyway?” She glances over to the picnic table. “I see they’re connected at the mouth already. Wanna go over there with me? I don’t want to try to separate them on my own.”

I give a half laugh, even though I don’t find any of it very funny. “Dade and I don’t do lunch; we don’t really associate at school.” She squints at me like she’s confused. “Stuck in your head much? Everyone knows I exist right here for lunch, and they usually leave me be unless the casserole is bad and someone wants to try their aim, or whatever you’re doing here right now.”

“That seems kinda shitty,” she responds, and I can tell it’s outta her mouth before she’s had a chance to realize how pathetic that sounds.

“Gee, thanks. I’d never noticed high school was a dumpster fire,” I snap back, and I can see her fluster again at my harsh tone. How can she be so angry and so sensitive at the same time? Not to mention, she seems delicate, but in a good way. The kind that makes me wish I could get a smile from her rather than this exasperated expression.

She takes a deep breath and collects herself in a very attractive manner that has me fighting not to reach out and touch just one curl or fingertip, a bit of beauty against my skin. She slides down beside me on the sidewalk, brick wall at her back. “Sorry, that wasn’t, well, tactful.” I snort at the statement and she continues, “This won’t work,” she says.

“Okayyyy, so maybe head over to another lunch area rather than the sidewalk between E building and the back quad.” This was, until today, my chill lunch space. A corner of the school that any time other than class change is eerily quiet, empty, and almost unnerving when it isn’t acting out the utilitarian role of passageway for dozens of kids rushing between classes. I feel safe here when it’s empty.

“No, this…” She waves toward the corner of my vision that I’ve been avoiding, and I’m not sure if full missionary dry humping is specifically banned in the school handbook, but if not, we definitely need an addendum for Dade and Kayla.

“Yeah, that’s… unfortunate,” I say, and start to put my headphones back on. “But what are ya gonna do? Hormones, right?” I figure that’s the end, but she actually grabs my headphones, puts hands on my Discman, and turns it off, setting it beside her like she’s some kind of mom. I’m about to blast her for touching my music when something brilliant pours forth from her incredibly-kissable-wow-she’s-close lips.

“We need to break them up.”

And that very second, Bird becomes my new favorite person.





BIRD

We were supposed to hang out yesterday, just the two of us. Kayla promised when she dropped me off at home Saturday night, because she could tell I was pissed at her. But Sunday came and she kept pushing it later and later until she canceled on me altogether.

I wasted the very last day of summer break waiting on Kayla. She said her parents wouldn’t let her go out but I know, somehow I just know, she was lying. She bailed on me to be with Dade, after not seeing me all summer and being completely absent during my reading when I really needed her.

So last night I called Paige, who is—or was—next in line to be Kayla’s best friend. She was always more her friend than mine, always in unspoken competition with me over Kayla. So when I told her I was concerned, about the weight stuff, the obsession with this guy, the bailing, the edges of her that have sharpened this summer, I thought she’d have the inside track on what exactly happened.

The silence on the other end of the line stretched out and I had to say, “Hello? Are you there?”

“I’m here,” she said. “Kayla’s pretty much dead to me, Bird. I don’t know what’s wrong with her and… I really don’t give a damn anymore.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Ask Kayla. I’m done. And honestly, as long as you’re friends with her, I’m done with you too, so… sorry if that seems mean.”

And then she hung up.

I didn’t ask Kayla. Instead I called Brianne, the fourth and final person in our inner circle—we always called her Switzerland because she’d never take a side in any argument, debate, or fight. Just so she didn’t make anyone mad at her. Annoying us all with her endless “I’m neutral” mantra. I called and called and called. For a solid ninety minutes I got a busy signal. Someone must be online at her house, or else having an epic phone conversation. But I couldn’t keep waiting. So I walked there at dusk, twenty-five minutes away, and when I arrived, Little Miss Neutral wouldn’t even let me in.

She told me that she too is no longer talking to Kayla. Which means she’s not too motivated to talk to me, either, I guess.

“I don’t understand,” I said, as we stood on her front steps. “What happened with you guys this summer?”

“Dade,” she answered. Resolute. No back-and-forth, no middling. No Switzerland.

“What did he do?”

“It’s not him-him. It’s her with him.” She shook her head and looked off at the trees and the setting sun. “You’ll see. She’s just been so mean ever since she got with him.”

“Okay, but can you give me something more concrete? An example?”

“You want an example?”

I nodded.

“When we complained about her constantly hanging out with him and talking about him and ditching us, she told Paige that she—and I—are both fat asses who, I quote, ‘have never even been kissed,’ so we have no right to lecture her about her relationship.”

I felt my face flush with embarrassment. For her, for me, I don’t know, but there was some shame mixed in too. I didn’t want to believe it. It had only been a couple of months, how could she have changed so much?

“I’m sure she didn’t say that—did Paige tell you that?”

“No, Kayla did! I was on the phone listening from the other room. She said it, Bird.” Her voice was shaking, and I could see her eyes glistening with tears before she scrubbed them away. “Me, I know what I look like and I know no one wants to kiss me, okay? I don’t care. But Paige—she knew—Kayla knew that was the cruelest thing she could’ve ever said to her.”



After I didn’t agree to cut Kayla out, they wouldn’t let me sit with them at lunch today. So I went to find Kayla instead. I wanted to sit her down and have a heart-to-heart. But I found Jessa first.

Now Jessa sits here next to me, staring, but not responding. Part of me starts to wonder if she’s high again. “Jessa?”

“Yeah?” she answers, her voice soft, wispy.

“I mean, don’t we?” I ask again. “Need to break them up?” Another part of me is wondering if she thinks I’m a terrible person for even suggesting it. Okay, maybe some small part of me is also wondering about her and Natalie—whose name I discovered after looking up her and Jessa, whose name is actually Delphine Jessamine, in last year’s yearbook. Wondering if they’re a couple, replaying that smoky kiss from the bathroom.

The bell rings, jolting me out of my thoughts. I start to stand up, but Jessa’s still sitting there. I follow her eyes over to our friends, who are reluctantly detangling their bodies. When I turn back to her, she’s looking up at me now.

“Count me in.”

She stands up too, and we don’t say anything as we start walking down the sidewalk toward the quad. We don’t say anything as we enter the double doors at the back entrance and pass through the brand-new metal detectors. We don’t say anything as we walk up the stairs and toward the technology wing.

Then, suddenly, we both stop in front of room 204.

“So,” we say at the same time.

“So…” she begins again. “Guess we’ll talk later?”

“Yeah,” I agree. “See you.”

But then we both attempt to enter the door and bump into each other.

“This is me,” I tell her.

“Journalism?” she asks. “With Rivera? Me too.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t look so shocked,” she says. “What did you think, I’m only interested in taking ceramics so I can just sit around and make a bunch of bongs all semester long or something?”

“No,” I lie, as I make my way into the classroom, which is set up with four large wooden tables in the center, and a row of computers lined up along the back wall under a bank of windows.

She scoffs as she walks behind me, muttering, “Bullshit.”

“Welcome!” Mrs. Rivera says as we join a handful of other kids, spaced out at each table, including Paige and Brianne, who are currently looking at me, their eyes sending clear messaging that I’m not to even attempt to sit with them. “Take a seat, any seat.”

I set my bag down at an empty space at an empty table and Jessa sits down right next to me. I guess I must look shocked again, because she says, in that patented sarcastic tone I’m already coming to expect from her, “What? This seat is taken or something?” She looks all around, like, I don’t see anyone begging to sit next to you.

Shaking my head, I wave my hand. “All yours.”

“Thanks,” she says quietly. “Dade was supposed to be taking this class with me, but he dropped last minute to take drama with Kaay-la. Drama,” she repeats.

“Do you have to say her name like that every single time?”

“Excuse me, but I was having a private conversation with myself.”

“Fine.”

I pull out my notebook and favorite gel pen and when I open the cover—with admittedly too much force because I’m already annoyed as hell with Jessa—the snapshot of Silas and Kat goes flying out, skidding across the table and onto the floor. I duck under the table, but I can’t get to it. Jessa reaches down and picks it up from where it landed beneath her chair. As she sits back up, she holds the picture carefully at the corners, studying it, then looks over at me.

“Do you mind?” I snap, holding my hand out.

She lets go, and as I place it back in its spot inside the cover, I tuck it more securely into the binding.

“Who are they?” she asks.

I glance over at her, my heart thump-thumping too fast. “None of your business.”

“Well, they certainly seem cooler than you,” she quips, and I’m surprised at the ping in my chest. It hurts because deep down it feels true. Maybe they were cooler—no, better, braver—than me, and they took me in as some sort of lost puppy.

“Elizabeth?” I hear in the background, my pulse like the ocean rushing in my ears at the forefront of my awareness. “Elizabeth Nardino?” the voice says.

“What?” I answer, too roughly, too rudely. Especially when I turn my head to see that it was Mrs. Rivera who said my name.

“A simple ‘here’ will suffice,” she says, and checks my name off her sheet.

Beside me, Jessa laughs, silent except for the staccato breath escaping her in huffs.

“Delphine Jess—” Mrs. Rivera begins, but Jessa raises her hand, instantly pulling herself together to correct the teacher.

“Actually,” she interrupts. “Hi, Mrs. Rivera, that’s me. Jessa.” Then she twists in her seat to address the rest of the class. “It’s just Jessa. If you could call me Jessa, I’d appreciate it.”

“That’s right,” Mrs. Rivera responds with a smile as she scribbles down the note for herself. “Jessa. Good to see you again.”

And now I’ve missed my chance to tell her my preferred name. Great. I’m Elizabeth for the whole year now.

“Elizabeth,” Jessa whispers, leaning closer to me. “You know, you could really stand to loosen up a bit.” She pinches her thumb and index finger together and brings her hand to her mouth. “If you know what I mean.”

“Shut up,” I whisper back, but I can’t not be trapped by the playful glimmer in her eyes, holding me there. She shrugs and looks away, finally releasing me from her gaze to open her messenger bag, because of course she’s too cool for a backpack.

We go around the room, introducing ourselves, everyone taking turns to tell the class why we signed up for this particular elective, what we hope to get out of the course. There’s a freshman whose name I forget already who has no idea how they ended up registered for this class. A junior whose parents made them sign up. Another senior who says they’re trying to beef up their college application. Paige looks at me when she says, “I signed up by accident last year.” She signed up because of me. Brianne says something more appropriate: “I think it’s interesting to hear both sides of a story, and I guess that’s what journalism does.” Switzerland strikes again.

Mrs. Rivera nods in response, smiling. “Very true.”

When it’s our table’s turn, Jessa goes first.

“Music is pretty much my entire life. When I’m not listening to it, I’m thinking about it. When I’m not thinking about it, I’m writing about it. I’m going to be a music reviewer—that’s kind of the only job I’ve seen myself doing. So, that’s why I’m here. I want to learn more about how to get started doing this professionally.”

“Very good,” Mrs. Rivera answers, smiling even wider. “Well, seeing as this is your fourth year of journalism, I think you’ll have a lot to offer others in this class, Jessa.”

I definitely didn’t peg her for the teacher’s pet type.

Mrs. Rivera looks at me now, impatience radiating off her. I’m never getting a second chance at my first impression with her. “Elizabeth?”

“Oh, it’s um, Bird. My name, I mean. I go by Bird.” I hear someone at another table snicker—Paige, no doubt. Mrs. Rivera doesn’t make a note of it. “I—I—I w-wanted to take this class because I’m a writer.”

She’s looking at me like I’m supposed to have a better reason.

“Well, I write poetry, and I figure I’ll never be able to make a living doing that, but maybe I could still write as a journalist as like a backup plan.”

Mrs. Rivera’s smile is tight. “Okay,” is all she says, and somehow I feel like my reason for being in this class is even worse than the kid who just showed up here because it was randomly listed on his schedule.

She hands out the syllabus as she starts talking about the first-semester project. A zine.

“Who knows what a zine is?”

Jessa raises her hand and doesn’t wait to be called on before answering, “It’s a handmade magazine—people make them about all different kinds of topics. You can photocopy the pages and leave them around for people to find.”

“Exactly, Jessa.” Mrs. Rivera beams. “Can you tell us where you’ve seen some zines?”

“Well,” Jessa begins, looking around like maybe she’s as surprised as I am that she’s holding the teacher’s attention in this way. “I know I’ve seen them around at coffee shops, like Six Roots. Um, the record store has some good ones sometimes, about music, bands, that sort of thing. The Rainbow Rabbit has some queer ones that are pretty cool.”

I hear someone cough out the word “dyke” and it brings on a sudden flush of anger, bubbling up in my chest. I look over at Jessa, and she’s staring down at her battered composition notebook covered in duct tape and permanent marker. For a second it seems like she might crack a bit, her icy exterior showing the slightest fracture in the tremble of her lip.

“Great, that’s great.” Mrs. Rivera is clearly pleased and clueless about the cruelty happening. Either that or she’s ignoring it. “Anyone else ever see a zine out in the wild?”

I raise my hand immediately, before I’ve even had a chance to gather my thoughts.

“Elizabeth, where have you seen a zine?”

“I—” I begin, but I’m not prepared to answer yet. I haven’t lined up my words in the proper order, but they’re there. I know they are. I can answer a simple question like a normal person. “O-over the summer, I did a creative writing workshop for high schoolers up in Rhode Island, and…” God, why do I sound like I’m bragging instead of explaining? “And, and there were zines all over campus. In the libraries and the student union and at the art building and…” My voice just fades out, like a stupid song that doesn’t know how to end.

“Right,” Mrs. Rivera says. “Well, this zine project is meant to ease us into the practice of journalism. It’s meant to be fun. Creative, and a way to practice collaboration. Which means…” she pauses. “I want you to partner up on this one.”

Reluctantly, I turn my head to look at Jessa. She’s returned to herself and is now pointing back and forth between us. I’m nodding along, agreeing, because ironically, she might be the closest thing I have to a friend in here.

While Mrs. Rivera talks and puts up grainy slides on the projector, Jessa flips her black-and-white composition notebook to a blank page and scrawls out in black marker:


ANY IDEAS??



For the zine? I write back.

She clicks her tongue and whispers, “No,” pulls the notebook back, and starts writing again.


HOW DO WE BREAK THEM UP?



I don’t know. Maybe we get them to do things together we know they’ll hate?

I look over to see her reaction; she’s nodding as she reads. Then she reaches over, pen in hand, to write something underneath, but I can’t quite tear my eyes away from her face. Not until she looks up and sees me staring at her. She slides the notebook closer to me and taps her pen against the paper.


PERFECT! DADE HATES SOOOO MANY THINGS!







JESSA

I was tasked with the first group outing and spent the past week trying to think up something that both of them would despise. After coming to the conclusion that I am in no way creative, I thought WWMD—What Would Mack Do?

Hence we are all standing near the Cotsland Theater this balmy Friday night, in the midst of the bougie Cotsland Mall, where adults go to drink expensive wine at expensive restaurants and peruse some high-end hardware store that has a restaurant in it. (Good god, where is the world going?) Those of us who followed directions are wearing grungy clothes. Me in my torn jeans and Loreena McKennitt tee, Bird in a T-shirt and some cutoff shorts that are just short enough to see a swath of gorgeous creamy thigh… Shut up, brain, and focus! Dade is in his least nice suit pants and a vest and that goddamned trench, and I can tell he’s about to get super grumpy. Kayla… Jesus, Kayla looks ready to attend a rave, hold the glow sticks. Everyone looks nervous, and I gotta say this isn’t my bag of tea either, but when desperate…

“What movie are we seeing?” Dade asks again, even though I told him no movies on the ride over, but he seems to think I’m gonna force him to go see another special showing of Silkwood. He hasn’t let me choose a movie since.

“Tonight,” I say, pausing for anticipation, “we will have the inaugural Fountain-Hopping Expedition of 1999.” I look to Bird, and she looks… displeased. I don’t think she knows how much Dade hates being wet in clothing, and how much like a wet dog Kayla will look once all that water hits her face paint.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Dade hisses.

“Hey, I’m trying to branch out and be spontaneous here. Kayla seems excited.”

Kayla does not seem excited. Kayla seems confused.

“Look, it’s simple. We hop in a fountain, splash around, have some fun, and when security arrives, we bust ass back to my car and drive to the next fountain. Rinse, dry, repeat. Except no drying. Or rinsing.”

“I don’t know…” Bird starts.

“It’s gonna be a blast,” I assure her, and wink, trying to let her know this will definitely free us of our friends’ significant others.

“Plus, it’s the last real weekend of heat, so we might as well enjoy cooling off a bit.”

Kayla’s face brightens up. “Sounds fun! Let’s do it!”

Dade sighs behind me, but he won’t argue with her.

“Do you think there will really be security?” Bird asks, as usual the very boring voice of reason. I roll my eyes.

“Maybe, but I think most of us can outrun a mall cop,” I say, knowing that out of the quartet, Dade is the most likely to get left behind, and an arrest might separate him from Kayla a bit. Lots of birds, lots of stones in that outcome.

“Okay, folks, let’s do this!” I yell, and Kayla rushes alongside me to the fountain planted in the middle of the mall plaza in front of the theater, both of us hitting the water at the same time. Some adults headed into the theater watch us, then continue on, like it’s not their problem we’re being dumbass kids. Meanwhile I suck in a breath, ’cause even though we’re only in mid-September, the water is cold as an Arctic witch’s left tit.

Dade and Bird are still holding back, looking about as happy as owls in the rain. I’m still trying to figure out how to get Dade to participate when Kayla launches a wave of water at him. “Come on, you chickens! Get in! The water is fine!” The sorceress has her spell on him, and he obeys. Bird shrugs and moves forward too, both stepping gently in, as if the water will bite. Depending on what’s in this slime, perhaps something will.

“This is so rad!” Kayla is currently the only person actually enjoying this. Dade grumbles and she kisses him, and I look away to find a very nervous and uncomfortable Bird.

“What the hell, Jessa?” she hisses at me.

“It seemed like a good idea at the time?” I shrug.

“Really, fountains? You didn’t see the romantic potential in that?”

“Excuse me for not being the poetess,” I snap back. “But cold, wet, hungry Dade is grumpy, see?”

“Well, he seems pretty happy to me,” she says, pointing to them making out under the fountain, Dade’s spiked hair flattened from the water, his trench wicking up moisture. Damn, those clothes gotta be heavy.

I’m trying to think of a comeback when I hear, “Hey!” and see a security guard headed our way.

“Time to split!” I yell, and grab Bird’s hand mostly to keep from slipping. I slide into my flip-flops and notice her sandals are soaked but still runnable, and we tear ass to the parking lot. I figured Officer Doughnuts would drop off as soon as we left the plaza, but he is some kind of packhorse and keeps chasing us. I look back and see him narrowly miss grabbing Dade’s trench coat…. That fucking coat.

I pull harder on Bird’s hand, guiding us down a ramp off the plaza toward the lower levels of parking. I duck us to the right and into an old maintenance elevator I found back in my preteens while waiting for my mom to pick me up. Bird follows, a terrified look in her eyes that Officer Doughnuts might actually catch us. I slide the steel horizontal doors up and drag us in, then close them behind us. I hear the familiar thunk, thunk of Dade’s Docs and the slapping of what must be Kayla’s bare feet, but the mall cop boots don’t resound, and I let my heavy breath get a bit louder. Reaching past what I think is Bird’s shoulder in the dark, I flip on the emergency light, and red illuminates the big boxy room.

“Shiiiit,” I say, and let out a laugh, slicking my hair back out of my face with one hand.

Bird hisses at me to shush.

“No worries, he’s not following. I bet Dade and Kayla are already at the car.”

“Crap, Jessa, they’re gonna leave us!” She looks panicked, and she’d be correct except I have the keys. I dangle them in front of her face.

“They won’t get far.”

She smiles in relief and looks around. “Um, Jessa, where the hell are we?”

“Since you mentioned hell,” I joke, “this is actually the elevator to the first circle.”

Her eyes widen and then narrow as she gets the sarcasm. I grin a little, finding her irritation kind of cute. “It’s an old maintenance elevator. Doesn’t work except for the light, but I dig the vibe in here and it’s a decent escape spot if Dade gets a little too… well, Dade at the movies.” I don’t tell her it’s where I go when people he knows show up and I have to pretend I’m there alone.

“Cool,” she says, and I’m not sure if she’s serious or not.

“Well, it should be safe to leave,” I say, and accidentally bump her as I’m reaching for the door pull. Clumsy as hell, as always. She shrinks back, and I can’t help but think for a second that it’s ’cause I am… who I am. I mean, at least half the population thinks I’m dirty or that my queerness is somehow contagious or something. Too many girls have uninvited me to stuff because “God, what if she hits on me ?” Olivia Fucking Rubens warned a whole bathroom during class change not to use the stall I had or they “might get toilet AIDS from the lesbo.” Ninety-nine percent of the time, hitting on some random straight girl is the last—the very last—thing on my mind. But if I’m being honest, I have thought a bit about Bird…. Jesus, I need to be more careful or she’ll be talking just like everyone else. I try to shrink myself into a smaller space, allowing her a wide berth to get out, following only once she’s a couple of steps ahead. The excitement and chills of our recent adrenaline rush give way to the heaviness of who I am, the disgust I accept even from myself. We walk back to the car in silence, and I wish I was brave enough to ask Bird if she has those god, what if she hits on me fears, but I guess I’m too afraid to hear the answer. Dade and Kayla are leaning against the trunk as we approach, attempting some extreme frottage. I hit the car alarm and they jump. Dade flips me off, but Kayla jumps up and down.

“That. Was. Amazing!” Kayla is wayyyy too stoked. Dade is looking like a very unhappy wet cat. Perhaps some breakage? One can only hope.

“Then you’ll enjoy the next six on my list!” I crow.

Bird lets out a small groan and rolls her eyes. I shrug again, unsure how I can make this better for either of us. We’d be suffering one way or the other, but at least Dade is suffering too.

When Mack fountain-hopped four years ago, she was manic and she didn’t look out for security. It was one of the earlier incidents, so she didn’t actually resist arrest, and Mom and Dad wrote it off as a teenage indiscretion. They ignored her babbling the whole ride home from the police station and paid the fine and pretended everything was cool. When she bottomed out and hid in her room, well, that was just moping over being grounded. Still, I knew something had been changing. The happiness seemed as artificial as the sadness seemed real. Even at that point, I was disturbed, but if I’d only known where we would go from there… we were still on the kiddie coasters.

Bird touches my hand that’s on the gear shift, and I jump a bit at the sensation. “Light’s green,” she says, and looks away from me. I have definitely succeeded in pissing her off. I nod and drive forward, headed uptown, where there are two fountains back-to-back.

It isn’t until the last fountain that we finally see a little glimmer of argument between our besties. Kayla is trying to drag Dade into the fountain, a multilevel thing with pools you can practically wade in, and he starts balking.

“Come on,” he grumps. “Can’t we go and get some food or something? We’ve already done this in six other places….”

“Daaaaaade,” she sings out. “One more time, bun, it’s so romantic!”

“It’s cold,” he says, looking down into the pool in front of him, “and dirty.”

“Who cares?”

“I do,” he says.

“Same,” Bird murmurs as she steps up next to me.

But still, she dips in carefully. Somehow she hasn’t managed to get a drop on her clothes yet, though I feel bad that her leather sandals are definitely ruined. I’m stepping in when I hit a patch of slime and slide sideways, taking her down too. God, I am a disaster.

I come up sputtering and see her thrashing, grab her hand and pull her up and she gasps, water flying off her in all directions. “Jesus, Jessa!”

“I’m so, so—”

“Insane?” she says, cutting me off. And for a second that old fear curdles up to the surface. What if I am repeating Mack? What if I’m actually enjoying this and the way it makes me feel? What if when I get home tonight everything will crash down and I’ll be just the same as my sister?

Bird is getting out and I try to help her. “I’ve got this,” she snaps. But then I remember she thinks I’m insane and I turn away.

“Fine, help yourself,” I say, and move back toward the car. Security here apparently doesn’t give a crap, and Kayla is trying to get Dade to sit in the fountain and hold her, and Dade is getting out of the fountain. Maybe the spell is broken.

But then I see her lean in and whisper something and they’re back in, holding each other, and Bird is almost to the car, so I unlock the doors and sit in the driver’s seat. She flops into the passenger seat and for a bit no one says anything. I grab my Altoids tin, decorated in nail polish and a Breeders sticker, from the center console, pull out a joint, and prepare to light it when she pipes up.

“Can we just commit one crime today, Jessa?”

“Come on, McGruff, I need some relaxation.”

“There’s a whole fountain out there to relax in. Dade and Kayla seem to be very relaxed.”

I look out, and Dade and Kayla look more stimulated than relaxed. Grody.

“I’m sorry, Bird, this was a dumb idea,” I say, and slide the joint back into the case, then tuck it into the console.

She’s sifting in her purse and pulls out a black cigarette box with a red triangle. Cloves. She places one between her lips, a pretty sight. “You know, they were almost irritated there for a second,” she says, flicking her lighter, which is definitely empty. I pull out my Zippo and light her smoke, and she inhales deep, then breathes out a sweet-smelling cloud. Betty the Buick decides it’s okay because according to Six Roots, cloves don’t count.

“Yeah,” I say, taking the olive branch. “A whole second.”

“What made you think of this, anyway?” she asks, and offers me the pack. I shake my head. Nicotine kills. But if she’d offered me a puff of hers, I might have taken it, touching something that had touched her lips…. Fuck, I need to focus.

I look down, but that’s even worse because I notice that though she followed the clothing guidelines, she did wear a white shirt. The cold water has her showing through, and past the lines of her bra I can see the firm bumps of her nipples, and for a second that fire deep in me burns.

“My sister, she, uh, did this once.” I look out the window, the damp and heat in the car starting to fog it up. I start to draw a fancy S in the window ’cause I can’t think of anything else to distract me from the very damp and somewhat revealed Bird.

“You have a sister?” she asks. I nod in return. “My condolences.”

“I take it you have one too?”

“You don’t know who my sister is?” she asks.

“No, should I?”

Bird shakes her head, a small smile brightening her eyes. In this light, her cheeks pinked from the excitement, the contours of her face illuminated by the overhead car light, she’s downright kissable… and maybe I am just a letch.

“Is yours younger or older?” she asks, seeming genuinely interested in the one topic I really don’t want to be talking about right now.

“She’s older,” I answer anyway. “Do you mind if we don’t talk about sisters right now?” She takes another puff, cranking the window down to let the smoke out and ash.

“I’d love to not talk about sisters right now,” she says, then shifts toward me, her smile turning slightly wicked as she opens her mouth to say, “Wanna leave them here?”

“Dade would kiiiill me.”

“Kayla would banish me from existence,” she says, laughing a little.

“There you go with your big poet words.” I like her big poet words.

“Well, I know how much you enjoy my big poet words, so… sorry, I’ll try to keep them to a minimum,” she says, exhaling a cloud of smoke. She looks miffed. I don’t really understand why. Weren’t we on the verge of having fun a second ago?

“I was just teasing, Bird, you gotta get a thicker skin.” Somehow ticking her off has become less fun over the past week.

“Or you could be a bit kinder,” she says, squeezing the cherry off her cigarette. “Got an ashtray?”

“Betty the Buick doesn’t usually do smokes,” I say, and pull open the flip-out ashtray, which is kinda packed with old roaches. “But I think we can make an exception, Captain Planet.” I smile at her to let her know it’s a joke. It’s cute she cares, unlike most smokers, who toss their butts out like confetti.

She reaches into the glove box and starts sifting through my jewel cases, then finds the zippered CD case and flips through them. “Is this all you have?”

“No, but my CD collection would likely fill the car,” I say, a bit horrified that nothing from my heavy rotation is catching her eye.

“Must be nice,” she says, then digs into her purse and pulls out a somewhat beat-up jewel case with a seventies-looking woman’s face on it. “I have a few, oldies but goodies.”

If this is some seventies disco garbage, I swear to god I’m gonna find a way to drown her in the next fountain. The Bee Gees and their contemporaries are still a dark mark on music history.

“Let’s expand your palate,” she says, and reaches for my Discman.

“Um, I have amazing taste in music, didn’t you even see…”

I don’t have a chance to point out the Lauryn Hill, Wu-Tang Clan, and the more eclectic artists like Bikini Kill…. Instead she is actually removing my Jump, Little Children CD to put in her dubious disc.

“Look,” she says, peering out the window at the soaking-wet couple—dear god, where is security? “It’s safe to say we have another few minutes. Give me a chance to guest deejay.”

She snaps my Discman closed, then inserts the cassette-to-CD-player adapter.

Soft guitar starts off with simple, sweet chords and then the voice comes in, clarion and light like Joni Mitchell, the kind of song that would be perfect on a spring day, easing through a light breeze, back directly against grass. Or almost a waltz, the back-and-forth of a slow dance that’s romantic but not quite sexy, more classy than that. I hear hints of Joan Baez there as well, the woman definitely taking on attributes of the best of her contemporaries.

I can see the song speaks to her in some significant way.

She’s swaying almost imperceptibly, mouthing the words, barely a sound escaping her lips until I listen hard and hear a low, soft voice singing along. She’s closing her eyes for a second and she looks so… adorable. I find myself swaying too, under some kind of spell that I don’t usually fall for. Soft music isn’t my forte, I like angry, forceful music usually. I can see the allure of the crooners, but recently I’ve needed something a bit more edgy.

Then I listen and I understand why I like this song:

“To those of us who knew the pain

Of valentines that never came”

I see Bird smile as she sings the lines, and I can feel myself smiling too, even with the sticky, wet clothes and the obscene public display of affection, and the strange smell coming off the fountain water that soaked everything. The lyrics are edgy, they call out the crap of high school I face now, even though it couldn’t have been written in the last decade. It’s a beautiful, charming examination of the worst of what we’re going through. It’s anger tempered into beauty. It’s incredible.

The song ends and I hit the pause button.

“Bird, who is this?”

“Janis Ian,” she says, looking nervous. I wonder if I should mock it to keep my badass image, but I can’t shit on good music just because she and I are currently frenemies.

I settle on, “She’s pretty good.”

Bird smiles a little more and it lights her up. “Oh, I’m glad you like it. I know it’s a bit older, but my dad and I used to listen to it a lot when I was younger. I’ve always loved the way she writes.”

“Her lyrics are kinda rad,” I say, pulling my hand through my damp hair, suddenly a touch self-conscious as she stares at me, searching my face to see if I’m playing on sarcasm or being genuine. I try to look genuine.

“Lyrics are poetry, after all,” she says, drawing an invisible line connecting us. “You know, she actually wrote this song when she was our age?”

“That’s cool,” I say, because it is. And I think about Bird’s poem again for a second.

“W-well,” she says. The slight stutter, which is actually pretty adorable, pushes her on to the next sentence: “If you wanna borrow it, you can. But I’d like it back before we break them up, ’cause we’ll probably never see each other after that.”

She’s right, but it’s kinda sad. Maybe in another incarnation Bird and I could have gotten along or something. “I’ll rip a copy on Dad’s CD burner and have it back to you next time we meet up.”

She nods and pulls it out gently, placing it in the jewel case like it’s a Fabergé egg. It must mean something more than fun times with her dad. She hands it to me and I put it in the center console, the safest place in the car.

“I’m about done with tonight,” she says. “Wanna get out of here?”

“Yeah, but Dade and…”

She leans over me, arm brushing my chest, pulling a gasp of excitement from me as she reaches to slam on the horn. I’m more shocked by the touch than the sudden sound.

The blaring noise brings Dade and Kayla running toward us, and I’ll be damned if they don’t look happy too. Right before they hop in, I turn to Bird and say, “Mission failed, your turn.”

Later, warm and dry in my room, dead tired and beat by my own design, I pull out the jewel case Bird left behind, plug my headphones into my boom box, and secretly listen to Janis Ian, my new favorite seventies songstress.





BIRD

Monday officially marks the second week of school. Which means no more pretending that it’s technically still summer for another few days. No more leniency with the volume of homework assignments, no more dipping of toes into the shallows of the semester, and no more excuses for why everything’s feeling so off since I’ve been back home.

I need to start getting on board with this “new normal”—new normal, that’s something Daniel said a lot after he and Olivia moved in with us. Olivia could complain about anything and everything, big and small, and Daniel’s response was always that she needed to get on board with the new normal.

My new normal is suddenly feeling like I don’t have a place anywhere. I’ve never felt particularly grounded or wanted or accepted. But at least I had Kayla. A place, just one, where I felt secure.

My new normal is I barely see Kayla.

We were supposed to be taking an art class together. But she dropped it to take a film elective with Dade. I tried to convince her not to, but she said it was too late. She didn’t think I would care anyway. I didn’t care that much about the art class; I just wanted to be in a class with her. Like she was supposed to be in journalism with me. But Kayla is an artist. She’s been wanting to go to art school since eighth grade, so she really shouldn’t be dropping her art class for any reason, especially not for a guy. When I made that point, minus the for a guy part, she said film is art too. We played the “Yes, but” game back and forth for an hour on the phone before she pretended to get another call.

My new normal is outcast lunch with Jessa.

On Wednesday, Kayla actually shows up for lunch unattached to Dade. She saunters over, all mopey and dragging her feet, to where Jessa and I are sitting, backs against the brick wall, pretending we don’t notice the security guard eyeing us like we’re plotting something terrible. I mean, we are, but not the kind of terrible he’s worried about.

“Hey!” I call out to Kayla, with a little extra enthusiasm—enough to show the guard that we’re just average students here, hating our school and our lives in an average way that won’t put anyone in mortal danger.

“Hi,” she murmurs, her voice low and exhausted. She sits across from us on the sidewalk, her knees and elbows forming all these pointy angles I’m still not used to.

“Did you bring lunch?” I ask her, noticing her lack of a brown paper bag. “Want some of my sandwich?” I hold out my plastic baggie.

She eyes it suspiciously, then shakes her head. “I can’t eat. I’m too upset.”

Jessa and I exchange a glance, both of us maybe thinking the same thing: they broke up.

“Why?” I ask.

“It’s so unfair,” Kayla says. “Dade got in-school suspension for the rest of the day.”

“What did he do?”

“He didn’t do anything, Bird!” Kayla snaps at me. “God.”

“Well, what happened?” Jessa tries, and it’s the first time Kayla actually looks at her.

“We were just walking down the hall, not doing anything wrong, and that teacher who looks like Ricki Lake stopped us and literally walked him to the principal’s office.”

“But why?”

“The stupid coat,” Jessa mutters.

“It’s not stupid,” Kayla argues.

The trench coat. Right. It is stupid. But I don’t say that. “I mean, he knows it’s against dress code this year. Can’t really blame them for—”

“Whose side are you on?” she shrieks at me. “It’s not Dade’s fault two psycho mass-murdering kids in Colorado had the same fashion sense. He was wearing trench coats before it was ever a thing. I don’t see why he should be punished for something that has nothing to do with him.”

“There’re no sides, Kayla,” I start, and look to Jessa for some support. “It’s just…” Wrong.

“Besides, that thing was like a year ago,” she continues. “Something like that would never happen here and everybody knows it.”

“You don’t know that. Nobody knows that!” Jessa finally says, nearly yelling. “And no, it wasn’t a year ago. It was five months ago, and Dade knows how goddamn stupid and insensitive and against the rules it is, and if you actually cared about him, you’d tell him to stop too.”

Jessa barely has enough air in her lungs to finish her sentence, her voice shaking by the time she gets to the end, and I have the strongest urge to reach out and put my arm around her. I know it’s a sore spot for her. We talked about Columbine in journalism, she spoke up about how people can just snap, how it scared her because someone seems fine or a little odd, and then all of a sudden becomes violent. I don’t think she meant to say so much because after she did, and the silence in the room expanded, she looked like she wanted to gather all those words up and swallow them back down.

I get it. I know we’re all supposed act like it’s so unimaginable here, that kind of sheer violence happening in a place we’re supposed to be safe, at the hands of people we’re supposed to know and trust. But it is imaginable now. And the proof stares us in the face every morning when we have to walk through the metal detectors. Or witness random locker searches, police with German shepherds now periodically stalking the halls. Or during lockdown drills where the teachers look at us like any one of us could be the enemy. They make sure we’re all locked in—as if the shooter couldn’t blow the locks off the doors, or shoot through the windows. Maybe we’re supposed to pretend that we weren’t all horrified at the news footage forever imprinted on our brains. Just talking about it now makes me feel a little queasy.

I start to reach my hand toward Jessa, but she jumps to her feet, picks up her Discman, and slings her bag over her shoulder, all in one catlike motion.

“Jessa?” I call after her, unable to follow up with what I really want to say, which is, Don’t go.

“See you in class,” she tells me, and then she’s stomping off toward E building, pulling her headphones up over her ears.

When I look back, Kayla has my sandwich bag in her lap and is picking microscopic pieces of crust off my bread. She mutters, “Good riddance.” Then looks up at me, rolls her eyes in Jessa’s direction, and says, “What a freak.”

“Hey!” I shout, shocking even myself.

She jumps, kohl-lined eyes wide. “Whoa. What did I miss? Since when are you all chummy-chum with Jessa?”

“I don’t know,” I mumble, but then—fuck that, Kayla should hear this. “Actually, I do know. I guess we’ve figured out we have a lot in common, being third wheels to you and Dade all the time.”

“Okay, retract claws, please.”

“No, it’s true, Kayla. You’ve been b-bailing on me since I got back, and yes, okay, I get that you have a boyfriend, but not every minute has to be spent with him, you know.”

“You sound like Paige and Brianne.”

“Well, maybe they weren’t so completely wrong.”

She stares at me, her eyes hard, like she’s deciding between cutting me down completely and telling me she’s sorry, telling me I’m right.

“Okay, fine,” she finally says. “I know we haven’t gotten a lot of time together since you’ve been home. What about Friday? Spend the night. Bring your stuff to school and just come home with me, all right? We’ll catch up. I promise.”

I wait to see if there’s more, some undercut or passive-aggressive comment.

“Please?” she says, smiling now. Pushing herself to her knees, she drops the half sandwich to the ground and clasps her hands together and makes a big show of begging me. “Pretty please? Please!” she shouts. “Please, oh Birdie, my queen, do me the honor of a sleepover this Friday.” Then she’s throwing her arms around me, pretending to wail and sob into my shoulder.

“Okay, okay. People are staring, you weirdo.”

She lets go of me and sits back on her heels and then gives one last sniffle, reaching for a strand of my hair to wipe her non-tears.



I wait on my front steps for her to pick me up Friday morning. I have my overnight bag with me. I stand there way too long, waiting like an idiot. I miss the bus. Daniel has to drive me—late, of course—because Liv refused to let me ride with her and her mouth-breather boyfriend, Garrett. God forbid anyone at school sees us together.

At lunch, when I go find Jessa, Dade is already there with her. Alone. No Kayla.

“She’s sick,” he tells me, thinking somehow I knew already.

“What’s wrong with her?” I ask him.

“I don’t know.” He shrugs, adding, “She just said she didn’t feel good and was staying home today.”

“You didn’t ask what was wrong?”

“She said she’d be fine for homecoming tomorrow.” He shrugs again like it’s nothing and mumbles, “Can’t be too bad.”

I use the pay phone outside the gym to call her. It rings and rings, until the answering machine picks up. Her dad’s voice tells me to leave a message.

“Kayla, are you there? It’s Bird. I was just calling to check on you. I heard you’re home sick…. You there?” I pause. “Maybe you’re sleeping.” Pause again. “Well, feel better. I’ll talk to you later.”

I can barely pay attention the rest of the school day, because I can’t help feeling like either she’s sick, like really sick because of the food stuff, or else she’s gone to a whole lot of trouble to make sure we don’t have our sleepover.

I call her three more times after I get home. I even check my email to see if maybe there’s something there. There isn’t. But there is a message from Charlie. He must’ve been in a rush to class because it’s all in the subject line, nothing in the body: I have an update. Call you tonight after 9.

I try Kayla again, and this time her mom answers. She tells me Kayla’s been in bed all day. Stomach flu. I don’t buy it. I mean, I can believe she’s sick, but I don’t believe it’s the stomach flu. She’s doing something to herself, something worse than eating a bunch of Olean Doritos.



It’s 8:58 according to my clock radio. The phone echoes through the house, from the landline in the kitchen to the cordless muffled under the covers of Olivia’s bed, where she’s brushing her hair and has her face caked in an expensive skin treatment I have a feeling she shoplifted from the mall.

“Hello?” Olivia answers, then coos, that saccharine whispery fake voice she loves to use. “Hey, babe.” Her smile cracks the clay mask, forming a pair of parentheses enclosing her mouth, making her look like her mom.

I hear Daniel’s voice downstairs answer, “Rubens residence.” He always answers the phone like that, and every time I’m left wondering if he knows what he’s saying or not. This was something that drove Charlie crazy when he still lived here. Because me and Charlie aren’t Rubens. He always thought Daniel did it on purpose. But I don’t think so. He’s not like that. I don’t think he has a malicious cell in his body—all his recessive meanness genes were passed on to Olivia. He’s just oblivious.

“I got it,” she yells, covering the mouthpiece with her hand. Then into the receiver: “Dad, I got it, god. It’s for me, hang up.”

His bumbling, “Oh, okay. Sorry, honey. Jeez,” echoes in stereo through the phone and up the stairs.

“Ugh, sorry, babe. Yeah. No. Nothing really, just thinking about you.”

“Liv?” I whisper. “If Charlie calls, I need to talk to him.”

She darts her eyes at me, widening then narrowing them.

“Okay?” I say, louder. “Liv, okay?”

“That’s just Birdie,” Liv says, pulling the phone away from her face to add, “Seriously. Can you, like, leave?”

“This is my room too, Liv.”

She stares me down for a moment and then redirects her attention to the phone. “Garrett, can you hold on? I’m getting another call.” She clicks over and says, cheerful as ever, “Hell-o-oo? Oh hey, Charlie.”

“I need to talk to him,” I tell her.

“Yeah, she’s right here, but I’m on the other line. Can she call you back?”

“I need to talk to him!” I repeat, louder.

“Okay, cool,” she says, completely ignoring me. “Yeah, okay. You too. Bye.”

“Liv, that was important!”

“Oh my god, chill. You can call him when I’m off the phone. Yeah, I’m back, babe. No, it’s just Birdie freaking out—over nothing—as usual.” She looks at me, smirking while I hear Mouth Breather’s dumbass deep jock voice saying something indecipherable. Then she laughs.

“Fine,” I say, and grab my notebook.

Downstairs one of the twins is standing up in the playpen in the center of the living room, happily screaming, while the other is rolling around, unhappily screaming.

“Who’s on the phone?” Mom says to no one in particular, sitting at the computer with her back to me. “I’m trying to get online,” she yells. “Birdie?”

“Mom, I’m right here.”

She turns around and looks at me. “Oh, sorry. Is Liv on the phone?”

“Who else would be?”

“Bailey’s teacher insists on emailing the parents. So ridiculous. It’s third grade, not med school,” she mutters, turning back to the screen. “Will you tell her to get off the phone?”

“I already tried. She wouldn’t get off a minute ago for Charlie, and I really needed to talk to him,” I accidentally say.

“Why do you really need to talk to your brother?” she asks, spinning in the office chair to face me again. “Something going on?”

“No,” I lie. “No, I just—no, it’s just, I haven’t t-talked to him since his semester started. And he said he might call tonight, that’s all.”

“Oh,” she says, nodding like that makes sense. “Hey, sweetheart, can you do me a favor and get the twins ready for bed while I try to get online here? Please,” she adds, trying her best to give me a smile even if it doesn’t quite reach her exhausted eyes.

The twins were an accident—a “happy” accident, Mom and Daniel like to say. Meaning, they weren’t planning on having two babies in their forties, just when they thought life was slowing down, with Bailey starting school and Charlie going off to college. But, as they said when they told us Mom was pregnant, with twins no less, “Life had other plans.”

It’s dark outside by the time I finish putting them to bed, after only three bedtime stories. I try to call Charlie back, but it’s just a phone in the middle of the hallway that’s shared by everyone on his floor. Some guy answers and when I ask for Charlie, he says, “Yeah, baby, I’ll get Charlie. But first, you have to tell me what you’re wearing.”

“I’m his sister.”

“You’re not my sister,” he snorts. “Your voice sounds hot. Come on, tell me. What color are your panties? You even wearing panties?”

“Can you just get him, please?”

“Only if you say ‘please’ again.”

I don’t know why I do, but I do. And then he starts moaning and faking sex noises. I can hear a bunch of guys laughing and hooting in the background as I hang up. For a second I think about dialing back, and if that same stupid frat boy answers again, maybe I’d just tell him what he wants to hear. Not the truth. Which is that I’m wearing plain old purple cotton underwear and a sports bra under my plaid shorts, complete with a holey Counting Crows T-shirt from that concert Charlie took me to two summers ago.

No, you’re not doing that, I tell myself. I don’t care how badly I need to talk to my brother; I have to retain some degree of self-respect. I sit at the kitchen table, notebook open in front of me. Quiet envelops me for the first time all weekend long. I take the pencil from behind my ear and write:

Ode to a Frat Boy

Then I erase it and write over it:

Ode to Crying Toddlers

I erase that, too.

Ode to My Wicked Stepsister

No, if she ever saw that, I’d feel too guilty. Not that she cares about hurting me, but I guess I still care about her feelings.

Ode to Mismatched Bra and Panties, I try. Stupid.

God, I can’t think about writing right now. I close my pencil in the binding. Because what if Charlie found something on Dad?

We have to keep our research secret, because Mom would shut it down immediately. She never talks about what happened or why he left. She never talks about why she won’t talk about him. I was six. Old enough to remember the way things used to be when he was here. I don’t remember everything, but I remember enough. I remember music. I remember the way he’d take me and Charlie roller-skating and to play softball at the park. I remember him cooking a lot. He’d let me stand on a chair and help. I remember the way he never treated me like I was a little kid. He treated me like I had a brain, like the things I thought mattered.

Mom used to say I learned to read from the hours I spent with him, listening to his old records from the sixties and seventies, following along with the lyrics on the sleeves. His record collection, along with the boxy turntable that’s probably older than me, is one of the few things he left behind. It’s nice to think it was for me, but it’s just as likely that he left so quickly he couldn’t take everything with him.

I started buying some of my favorites on CD, though I don’t usually tell people that more often than not I’d rather be listening to Bob Dylan and Joni Mitchell than anyone from today. It’s not something I share with people my own age. I was surprised Jessa didn’t make fun of my Janis Ian.

I catch myself smiling at the thought of Jessa. I have such an urge to call her right now. I have a feeling she’d be awake. I could look up her number in the phone book, but that might be overstepping the parameters of our pseudo-friendship.

I flip the cover of my notebook open for the millionth time. The picture of me and Silas and Kat stares back at me. I look at the time on the stove; it’s after ten now. Only seven on the West Coast, where both Silas and Kat live. I know weekend and evening rates for long-distance calls are less; I don’t know how much less, but maybe I could sneak a call in without it racking up our phone bill too much.

Silas wrote his number in the back of my notebook at some point in the last days of the workshop, with the note: in case you change your mind.

I don’t think I’ve changed my mind about anything. But still… I want to talk to him. It’s that lonely/alone thing again, coming back with a vengeance.

I pick up the receiver on our old rotary phone affixed to the kitchen wall, notebook open to the back cover. The crank and zip and roll of each digit, one number at a time, has my heart racing. Until I reach the last number, and the ringing starts up. Once. Twice. Three times. I’m going to hang up. Four—

“Hello?” a familiar voice says through the light static.

“Silas?” I ask.

“No, hold on,” the voice says.

“Oh. Sorry, I—” I apparently have forgotten how to make a phone call.

“Si!” the voice yells. “Phone!” I remember Silas saying at some point that he had an older brother. Must be him. I hear some rustling on the line, then, “Here he is.” Something muffled, then I distinctly hear the word “girl.”

More static, then, finally, “Hello?”

“Hi, um, it—it’s me,” I say, then realize he probably won’t know who me is. “Bird,” I add. “Nardino. From the—”

“Jesus, Bird, I think I remember who you are,” he says, but not in a harsh way.

“Oh,” I mutter. “Right. Sorry, I just didn’t want to assume…” But I trail off, not knowing what to say to him now that I have him on the line.

“Unfortunately, you’re not so easy to forget,” he says, and coming from anyone else it would feel like a guilt trip, but not from him. From him, it feels like a kindness. A kindness I’m not sure I deserve. “So… I wasn’t expecting you to call,” he continues, thankfully filling the silence.

“Yeah, I wasn’t either,” I tell him.

He laughs. And I can picture him looking down, pushing his glasses up, the way he always would when he laughed.

“So,” I begin. “How are you?”

“I’m all right. It’s been weird trying to adjust to being back home. Being back in school. Everything feels different after this summer, you know?”

I’m nodding because I do know. He’s right, everything does feel different.

“Bird?”

“Oh, sorry, I’m nodding but obviously you can’t see me.”

“I wish I could,” he says. And now I start to think maybe this was a mistake. But he changes course, just in time, as usual. “So, how are you doing?”

“How am I doing?” I repeat. “Ugh, I don’t know. Okay, I guess. I mean, school definitely feels weird. Like, I’m just already ready to be done—now that I sort of know what college life is like, having all that freedom and having…” you, I don’t say, and Kat. “It’s just hard to go backward.”

“Exactly.”

“I, um, I did the open mic night.”

“Nice,” he says. “How was it?”

“Kind of terrible,” I admit.

“No, I’m sure it wasn’t.”

“It really was! This awful girl was laughing at me while I was up there. It was humiliating. Truly mortifying. I don’t know how I’ll ever do that again.”

“Come on. Don’t let one idiot ruin it for you.”

I’m surprised by how I bristle at him calling Jessa an idiot… even if she was being an idiot, laughing at me with Dade. It was probably Dade’s fault anyway. I’m sure he started it. Or maybe she just thought my poem was stupid.

“Thing is, she’s actually not an idiot, so maybe she was right to laugh, I don’t know.”

“Hey. If she was laughing at you, she’s an idiot. You’re amazing.”

“Why do you still say stuff like that, Silas?”

“Because it’s true.”

I don’t know how to respond to that.

“Hey, what time is it there?” he asks after my silence becomes uncomfortable.

I glance over at the stove. “Like ten thirty.”

“Kinda late for you.” He pauses. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” I lie. “Mostly. I was waiting to hear from Charlie about our dad.”

“Did he find anything? Does he know where he is, or…?”

“I don’t know, we keep missing each other.”

“Hmm,” I hear him mutter.

“But anyway… did you submit your story to that magazine, like you said you would?”

“Yep. I mailed it in the day we got back. Haven’t heard anything yet, though.”

“I’m sure they’ll love it.”

“I’m not!” he says, laughing again. He really does have the best laugh, all big and loud and shameless, not a mean note to it.

“If they don’t, then they’re idiots too.”

“Thanks.”

There’s a pause, and it’s out of my mouth before I can censor myself. “Hey, have you heard from Kat at all?” And then the quiet just stretches out even further, making me wish I could rewind and think first and tell myself not to mention her.

“We’ve emailed a little, yeah. Talked to her a couple times on the phone. Funny, she asked the same about you.”

“Sorry, I don’t know why I—I shouldn’t have brought her up. Sorry,” I say again.

“Don’t be sorry, Bird. You know I’m not mad at you, right?”

I close my eyes and exhale. I’m back in Silas’s dorm room, a fan blowing over us in the dark. I roll over and press my face into his pillow to hide the fact that I’m crying. Kat’s voice in my head, echoing from that afternoon when I told her I just wanted to be friends, Can’t you just admit you have feelings for me, too? But my sniffles give me away and Silas keeps asking me what’s wrong until I tell him.

“I kissed Kat—or she—she kissed me. We—we kissed.”

He does a pretty good job of hiding how much it hurts him, especially since it’s been starting to feel like we’re heading toward being something more official than the friends-with-benefits designation we’d loosely agreed upon. He sits up and puts on his glasses and just says, “When?”

“Few nights ago,” I mutter, even though a few nights ago was only the last time we kissed, not the first.

“Okay. Well, I mean, how do you feel about that? Is that… Is that what you want?”

“No,” I answer immediately, but quickly add, “I mean, m-maybe? I don’t know.”

He waits a beat before saying, “It’s okay. If you don’t feel the same way I—”

“I do have feelings for you, though, Silas. I really do—I’m just confused because I think I have feelings for Kat, too, and I don’t want to hurt either of you….”

I cried harder that night than I’ve cried about anything in my life. He held me and kept saying it was okay, until I blurted out that we should end it—whatever it was we were doing.

Someone was bound to get hurt, I knew that much. But looking back, I wonder if I was mostly trying to make sure it wouldn’t be me.

“Bird?” he says now. “You know I’m not mad,” he repeats, “right?”

“You mean that, really?”

“Really.”

“Thank you,” I tell him, and I mean it too. I can feel this wellspring of tears flooding to my eyes, but I refuse to let myself cry on the phone to him. “Silas, I should go.”

“Oh. Um, okay.” I can hear the deflation in his voice. “Wait, Bird—”

“I’m still here.”

“What did you read?”

“Huh?”

“For the open mic. What poem did you read?”

“It’s a new one.”

“Can I read it sometime?”

“Maybe. I mean, I think so. Yeah, you can.”

“Send it to me? It doesn’t have to be a letter. You could email it.”

“Okay, I will. Bye, Silas.”

“Bye, Bird.”





JESSA

I’ve scrounged every loose magazine I can find around the house, and the mix of bright Wired covers with their techy glow, vomitous pastels of Good Housekeeping, and the occasional chunky Reader’s Digest form a discordant palette for the zine I’m supposed to be working on for journalism. On Friday, Bird was all business in journalism. It seemed like something was bothering her. I wondered if it was me, if I did something. So when she told me I had to brainstorm concepts, and that we’d both bring samples of ideas to our next class on Monday—far too organized for my usual last-minute approach to projects—I agreed. I could tell she wasn’t in the mood for our usual banter I’m finding I like, so I just decided to do what she said. And to my surprise, now I’m actually doing it.

There’s cooler pictures in my own mags, but I refuse to sacrifice my well-worn collection of Rolling Stones. There are some fold-out ads I pull that don’t have articles on them, and I see at least a few decent images there. I guess I can go to the library and make copies of some of my fave covers… but the fifteen cents a page seems a bit steep when I’ve been spending most of my allowance on going out with Dade, Kayla, and Bird in order to perform interference with the gnarly couple. So far, our presence hasn’t put a damper on their libido, so I’m hoping Bird has some magic tricks for me.

When I went to ask Dad for his old copies of Wired, he was deep in some computer’s programming, the blocky white font spelling out jumbled commands in digital language against the black screen. I’d rather learn Greek, which Dad has suggested to me before, but it’s a Papadopoulos tradition to remain clueless about our heritage—one I plan to follow.

“Hey, Jessamine, how goes it?” he said, half paying attention to my entrance, eyes not leaving the screen.

“Jessa,” I murmured.

“What’s that?”

“Nothing. Look, can I have some of your old magazines for a school project?”

“Sure,” he said, finally breaking eye contact with the code. “But it’s Saturday, why aren’t you out with Dade?” Man, he knows how to hit the sore spots….

“He’s going to some homecoming thing with Kayla and has to get ready.” I didn’t mention I wasn’t invited.

“That sounds fun. Why didn’t you go as a group with that other girl you’ve been hanging out with? If I give you a tenner, will you call her up? Double-dating is still hip the last time I checked.” He waggled his eyebrows at me in a goofy way, and I was horrified at the suggestion.

“Ugh, Dad. Homecoming is so dweeby! And Bird is Kayla’s friend, we’re just doing a project together, which I need to start if I wanna catch a show at the Touchstone tonight.”

I didn’t mention that Dade and I had broken our yearly tradition of ordering our weight in pizza, watching prom-themed horror flicks, and mocking the douches at homecoming all dolled up and awkward. It felt weird lying, or withholding. I mean, Dad is usually cool with all truths. He was even cool when I came out. Said it’s natural with dolphins and penguins, so why not me, too?

But I didn’t want anyone—even Dad—to know Dade had chosen to spend a Saturday without me, not bothering to invite me along to the stupid dance. Saturdays were ours: days for movie marathons at the dollar-fifty theater, days for watching him play through the latest games, days to go catch local music, days to dream of living in New York in a tiny apartment to chase even bigger dreams, days to exist together when school wasn’t around and I could be me and he could be him.

“Well, I can’t justify paying for another rock concert that will destroy your hearing, but if you wash Falstaff, you can still have the tenner.” And Dad was already back to his code.

“I’m cool, Tuck lets me in no cover, and a soda is seventy-five cents.”

“Tuck sounds like a nice guy,” he murmured, and pointed to a stack of magazines on a table. “Feel free to grab whatever you want.”

Tuck is a nice guy. He works the door at Touchstone, and if I give him a break from working the door to hit the bathroom and slam a couple of shots, then he lets me in. Even if the show is over twenty-one. He’s a pipeline to my music experience in our city. There are three venues: a small jazz space called the Funky Blue Note, which is always twenty-one and over, the massive Motorola Pavilion, which is only good for the annual Weenie Roast lineup of alt-rock bands, and the Touchstone. The Touchstone is an old house that was gutted and turned into a venue. It’s dirty, run-down, and home to all the new bands looking to play a set. It’s a kind of home for me too. I couldn’t wait to be back in the smoky haze, feeling the thump, thump of bass in my chest, sweaty bodies anticipating the hook, ready to slam into the music with a chorus of pent-up energy from the week.

I looked at the stack of magazines topped with an issue that said in big block letters LIGHTS OUT with Learning to Love Y2K in small letters between. I’d heard Dad murmuring about this, but it seemed kinda stupid.

I picked up the issue and flipped it to show him. “How bad is this Y2K shit, anyway?”

Dad let out a big sigh and pushed away from his desk, actually rotated his chair to face me. “Well, that all depends.”

Figured I wouldn’t get a straight answer.

“Depends on what?” I egged him on. After all, I did have all day.

“Well, in order to save memory, programmers drop the nineteen from dates in the twentieth century, and when the year turns over from 1999 to 2000, the computers will think it’s actually 1900.”

“So will they cease to exist? Are they going to revert to gears and wood? I don’t see the issue of what date they think it is.” For the amount of press it was getting, Y2K seemed pretty lame.

“Not exactly,” he said with a chuckle. “A lot of the programs depend on the right date to work. Turning back time is a lot like, well… okay, so if you see the screen here, I’ve got commands that start with C://, right?”

Maybe I should have been less inquisitive. I nodded to pretend I got it.

“If I change this C to a D or Z, it will make the whole line of code not work. And then a whole program could crash, data could get corrupted, and—”

“Nerds will be without their access to Duke Nukem.”

He smiled; it was good to see him smile. “Or hospital programming could go down, creating an issue with organizing patient intake, banks could lose electronic records and money in electronic forms could get lost or misdirected, and what about the astronauts?”

“Astronauts?”

“You don’t think those spaceships hit space without using computers, do you? Our electric grid, our commerce, everything depends on computers somewhat these days. If Y2K takes out the power grid, we’ll literally be in the dark, and historically, Americans don’t do so well with that. Riots and whatnot.”

Anxiety, my old friend, started to climb up in my throat. Maybe that government oversight panel I saw on the news was important. Maybe this was something I needed to add to my constantly growing list of fears. Maybe we should get a bomb shelter. Maybe I should prepare Falstaff and myself for the apocalypse. Hell, Dade had shown me enough zombie movies that I could probably use them as a primer.

“Can you just turn the computers off and on again and it works?”

“Not so simple, Jessamine. A reboot won’t work, but a lot of people, including me, are working on fixing the code. If everyone does their job, then the lights should stay on.”

“That’s good,” I said, hoping people would do their jobs. But a new anxiety crept in, and it was time for the real truth.

“Hey, Dad?”

“Mm-hmm?” He was already back in his code, saving the world, I guess.

“Mack is talking about rebooting herself. I think she’s not doing so well. Maybe it’s time to talk about a hospital….”

“Mackenzie had a bad night, she’s stabilizing. Your mom’s got her taking her meds again,” he said, sounding less sure than his words.

“We both know Mack can hide her pills, Dad.” He wouldn’t look at me. I was bringing out the dirty family secret. I was saying the quiet part out loud. “I think it’s getting bad again.”

He just sighed deeply and stared at his screen. We both stayed frozen for a minute, me hoping he’d listen this time. Him probably hoping I’d just leave. “Jessamine, I will keep an eye out. You shouldn’t be worrying about this. Leave it to me and your mother.”

He might as well have slammed the door in my face. We both knew the conversation was over. For a second I felt this wave of anger and it pushed my hands to tremble, my eyes to tear up, and a scream to shove up my throat, begging to come out. But I couldn’t let it. Rage, it’s another sign of manic depression. If I went off, what if it was the first dip down the same coaster as Mack? What if letting go once allows the thoughts and feelings I have inside to take over? I’m made of the same stuff as her, only difference is I’ve got a warning to hold back. So I held back. I grabbed the magazines and headed to my room in the attic, which is still not far enough away from this shitshow to keep me safe.

Upstairs, cross-legged on the floor with Bird’s Janis Ian CD cycling through stellar tracks, I look at the cacophony of glossy pages and try to think of anything that would possibly make for good reading. My initial thought was music reviews, pictures of stars and albums and written columns, but the teacher stressed the “short form,” and reviews are rarely short—at least, mine aren’t. Maybe a zine of lyrics, and images that echo them. Maybe a zine about Y2K. Maybe I don’t do the damned zine and fail out of school and spend the next few months preparing for the societal overhaul. No school in an apocalypse, right?

With my luck, we would still be expected at our desks the day after all the lights go out. Take our math tests by dumpster fire. I start cutting out a picture of a computer, one of those big blocky old gray ones. Next I start to cut out a cornucopia and place it on the computer screen, but glue glowing numbers and letters from Wired over the bounty, all the digits and alphabet dumping onto the white page. It looks ridiculous.

If Dade hadn’t dropped journalism class to follow Kayla, then maybe we could manage something blending his love of movies with my critical ear for music. He hasn’t even mentioned if his New School application went out, and nothing about looking for housing in NYC…. I guess our plans must be on hold… and dropping this class will cut down on content for his college interview portfolio. The fear that takes hold in me is icy, and something dark opens up with this new sense of despair I’ve gotten post-Kayla. I have to push it out of my mind. These things can swallow you, Mack knows….

Refocus.

I’ve taken journalism every year for the entirety of my high school existence. It’s one of those bright lights for me. I get a regular music column in our school paper, the Bradfield Bears Bulletin, which Mrs. Rivera grants me with the agreement that I’ll cover other school events too. Hence why sophomore year I somehow ended up at prom. Barf.

I have at least a dozen decent published reviews in the Bulletin. Dade has two movie reviews he submitted and something he’s been doing online called a blog with this Open Diary site that he thinks will take off and get him into college. I wonder if Y2K is gonna fuck that up for him too.

“Jessamine! Phone!” my mom hollers up the stairs.

I look down at my cell, no vibrations, no missed call, and I didn’t hear the personalized $2.99 ringtone of Blondie singing out “Call Me.”

“What?!” I yell back. “No one’s calling me!”

“Landline, Jessa!”

Who the fuck calls on the landline for me? That’s church lady territory.

“Fine! I’m coming!”

I run down the stairs, sliding a bit and catching myself on the banister. Falstaff sees my approach and starts jumping and barking, thinking we’re playing a game. I slide across the kitchen linoleum and grab the receiver from Mom, gasping into the phone, “Hello?”

“Jessa?”

It sounds like Bird, but it can’t be her.

“Uh, yeah?”

“It’s Bird.”

It is her.

“Shut up, Falstaff! Sorry, dog. How in the hell did you get this number?”

“Um, I looked in the white pages…. You know, let your fingers do the walking?”

She gets quiet, I think I was supposed to laugh. “Sorry, is this a bad time?” she finally says, more seriously.

“No, it’s okay. Falstaff, go away! So what’s up?”

“Oh, well, I was hoping we could get together today and maybe do some breakup planning.”

I twirl the cord around my finger, mummifying it in the cable. “Yeah, I’d be up for some nefarious scheming.”

I hear a loud clatter and a child’s cry behind her, then another child joins in. “Shh,” I hear her say, clearly muffled by her hand over the receiver. “So, I can’t meet here, and I don’t have a car….”

“My house is a no-go too, but I’ve got the perfect place,” I say, not having any idea where the hell I’ll take her, but I can’t risk Bird meeting Mack and stories hitting school about how I’m queer and from a fucked-up crazy family. “What’s your address? I’ll MapQuest it.”

“It’s 1813 Duchamp.”

I jot it down on a Blockbuster ad left on the counter.

“Cool, be there soon as I can.”

I hang up, not realizing until after that I didn’t even say goodbye and I didn’t ask for her number in return. My anxiety is back, or is it something else? I’m shaky, but something in me feels oddly light, like some sort of grand announcement or song could burst out of me. I guess I’m super stoked to get my Dade Saturdays back. With Bird’s assistance, of course. But what if it’s something else, that saccharine rush that comes with a manic high?

Shake it off, you idiot.

Searching my brain for somewhere we can meet (apparently her house is full of small screaming children?), I’m coming up blank. It’s Saturday, so all the usually quiet weekday places will be slammed—and filled with potential listening ears that could overhear our plotting and toss it to the rumor mill. Last thing we need is Dade and Kayla finding out what we’re up to.

Touchstone remains front and center in my mind. I usually get there an hour or so before the doors open, and the lot is always empty. If it’s cold, I can sit in the parking lot and hotbox it until I’m squinty-eyed and permeated. I love music but not particularly people, so a mild inebriation is required for the pressed-in crowds.

When it’s still warm, there’s an outside area filled with wooden spools for benches and ratty picnic tables, all graffitied up with everything from anarchy symbols to the fancy S to some weird fad of Kilroy Was Here. Band stickers all over most surfaces and a blend of gravel and half-dead grass spotted with cigarette butts. Dade thinks the Touchstone before the crowd is eerie, I think it’s my kind of space. Somehow empty but waiting to be full, a space that in its emptiness, I can be in without being stoned because the people aren’t there yet and I don’t need the additional courage. I can just sit and listen to cicadas or the mourning doves that hoot out sadly, neither set of creatures audible once the music starts, but right around four thirty p.m., it’s just me and maybe Tuck and the bartender stepping out for smokes as they set up. It’s the perfect place to plot the Dade-La breakup.

Hopping into the car with the MapQuest directions Dad printed off, I pop a mixtape in the deck and throw Betty the Buick in reverse. Death comes at me all fuzzy bass and hard drums, protopunk-alicious. This is my Punk Rock Confidential mix, which is actually a set of three tapes running from the roots of punk like the Kingsmen’s “Louie Louie” and the Kinks into classics like the New York Dolls. Death is an addition from Dwayne, who opened my eyes to the all-Black trio of dudes who tackled punk before all the famous groups. They had the sound in ’75 and never got more than a single with a B-side. Two songs. They refused to change their band name to be more palatable to pop culture, and the label dropped them. Now that is punk rock as hell. Dwayne taped a copy of his single, and I think “Keep on Knocking” has ended up on every mixtape I’ve made since.

I hope Bird likes punk, because it’s a perfect soundtrack for today. Angry, uplifting, ready to destroy the establishment that is Dade-La. I’m amped by the fast-running lyrics, clearheaded since I know Bird prefers I don’t get high around her. When I pull into her drive, I see a split-level house that has probably seen better days, the lawn utterly littered with bikes, balls, chunky plastic toddler playsets, and in need of a mow. Must be nice to not have to keep everything trimmed and perfectly clean like we do for Mom.

She’s on the stoop and races toward Betty as if she’s being chased. Damn, those kids must be terrifying. Her rush brings some red to her cheeks, and the flush is mirrored in my own as I realize I’m following the lines of her face to her lips, then down the neck, to her chest and… why is she carrying a stack of books?

The door opens, she slides in smelling of sweet flowers and earthy perfume—Herbal Essences? Damn, now I’m thinking of her in a totally organic borderline PG-13 shampoo shower commercial. I dodge my eyes away from her and hope she hasn’t noticed. Instead she turns my music down.

I’d get angry, but it’s moved on to Sex Pistols, and Sid Vicious is an acquired taste. Still, I’m surprised I let her get away with it. Even Dade doesn’t screw with my volume.

“Are we gonna go or what?” she says, looking irritated, panicked, and frustratingly cute at the same time.

I slam Betty into reverse, pull her outta the driveway with a bit more squeal and fanfare than I planned, and jam her into drive—setting my sights on Touchstone.





BIRD

It’s a very strange feeling, riding shotgun in Jessa’s car, in the daylight, on a Saturday, not even knowing where we’re going. Strange, but good. Good, but a little scary. Scary, but a little freeing. Because somehow, even though I don’t really know her at all, I have the sense I could ask her to drive us somewhere, anywhere, far away from here and she would do it, no questions asked. I tilt my face toward the open window, let the breeze flow over me. The beach. Maybe she knows how to get to the beach. Couldn’t be too complicated. Just drive east, I’d imagine, until you hit ocean. Three, four hours… we could be there.

“So, what’s with the books?” she asks, pulling me back into reality.

I turn to her and realize we’re still in our little town, sitting at the corner of Main and Church, and Jessa’s watching me as we wait for the red light to change. I look down at the small stack of books perched in my lap.

“Oh, I—I may have told my mom we were going to the library.”

“Man, are your folks that strict?” she asks, accelerating too fast as the light changes to green. “You can’t just go out?”

“No, no, they’re not strict at all, really. I guess I just… I don’t know,” I say, because now that I’m thinking about it, I really don’t know why I couldn’t just say I was going out. “It’s just, sometimes I like to keep things to myself.”

“What, they wouldn’t approve of you hanging out with someone like me? You need to keep it a secret?” She laughs it off, but there’s also something in her voice that sounds hurt.

“No, no, no. That’s not it. That’s not what I mean at all. I—”

“Then what?” she interrupts.

“I don’t know. It—it’s hard to explain. I guess we tend to keep secrets in my family, and also, sometimes I feel like…” There’s more to this, I think. But I don’t quite know how to put it into words. It’s a feeling I have about wanting to keep things, not even secret, that’s not the right word.

“Like what?” she asks, carefully glancing over at me as she drives, it seems, a little more cautiously.

“I don’t know. No one’s ever asked me to explain it before.”

She nods but doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. I’m sure she’s thinking I’m some kind of pathological liar now.

“Well,” she begins. “In my family, we’re big on pretending everything is shiny and sweeping things under the rug. So, I get it.”

She turns off Main onto a street I’ve never been down before. The mood changes as we get away from the busy part of town, driving through neighborhoods that have seen better days. Left, right. Right, left. Down all these side streets, rumbling over cracked pavement and pothole-pocked roads that I don’t think see much traffic anymore.

“Um, Jessa?”

“Yeah?”

“Where exactly are we going?”

“It sure ain’t the library!” She gives me a tantalizing grin and then turns up the volume, some loud band screaming out “Rebel Girl.” I turn it back down. She playfully swats my hand away and adjusts the dial to slightly less ear-bleedingly loud.

“Jessa—”

“Calm down,” she says, laughing. “I’m taking you to a very special place. It’s sort of like my home away from home.”

“Okay. I mean, as long as you’re not ambushing me into attending homecoming,” I joke.

Her head snaps toward me with a strange questioning in her eyes before she looks back to the road. “Please. Do I look like I’m going to a school dance?”

Now she has me looking at her, and I have to admit how her current band tee with a horror-movie face imprinted with the band name Battle Beasts on it hugs just the right curves of her waist and tightens around her arms, which are more muscular than dainty. Strong, solid. The kind I’d like to grab onto, the kind I’d like to have hold me. Okay. I can’t keep up with my seesawing. I just miss Silas and Kat—our closeness, the comfort of them, their openness. They were soft the way Jessa is hard, they were warm where Jessa is cold. She’s really nothing like either of them, so I swallow back my thoughts.

“I wouldn’t know,” I finally answer. “Kayla and I vowed never to go to school dances back in freshman year, but here she is, doing homecoming with Mr. Perfect.”

She glances over again, eyebrow crooked. “Mr. Perfect?”

“Well, according to Kayla, anyway.”

“Riiight,” she says, dragging the word out while she slows the car to a stop along the side of the road, in front of what looks like an old abandoned house. “Dade’s my best friend, but he’s a million miles from perfect,” she says. Then she turns the car off and starts unbuckling.

“I’m not going in there,” I announce.

She just shakes her head and laughs, opening her car door.

“I’m serious,” I yell through her still-open car window.

I watch her walk around the front of the car, tucking her keys into her side pocket along the way. At first I’m thinking she’s going to just leave me out here, but then the heel of her boot churns in the gravel as she walks to my door and stands there, looking down at me like she’s waiting for me to do something, say something. When I don’t, she hinges forward, her forearms resting on my open window as she leans in, her face so close to mine I can see her individual eyelashes, see the tiny flecks of green in her brown eyes, her mismatched dimples as she smirks at me, her hands dangling so close I feel like I should back away. Only I don’t.

“What?” I force myself to breathe.

“I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. You really need to chill out.”

“I’m not getting high with you, if that’s why you brought me here.”

She rolls her eyes and stands upright again, her hand reaching to unlock my door from the inside, then steps aside to hold it open for me. “That’s not why I brought you here.”

I unbuckle my seat belt and slide out of the car, my sandals sinking into the gravel. She closes the door behind me and doesn’t bother locking it. I follow her up the sidewalk toward this house that looks like a former crime scene. Thick black hand-painted letters spell out TOUCHSTONE across the brick facade above the windows on the first story of the house.

“I really don’t want to go in there,” I say again, trying to catch up to her.

She turns around, hands in her front pockets, while she walks backward a few steps, watching me. “Why not?”

“Because it looks haunted as hell!”

“Haunted?!” she crows, turning back around and laughing out loud. “Okay. It’s not haunted, except maybe by the spirit of Kurt Cobain, or Tupac, or hell, maybe Jeff Buckley….”

“What?” I shout, and finally do catch up to her. “Wait, just stop. What are we doing here?”

“Oh my god, you’re so uptight, Bird!” she says, all exasperated and annoyed. At me.

“I’m not uptight, I’m just not going into some weird house in the middle of…” I look around at all the other broken-down, decrepit buildings growing out of the ground like sick trees.

“This is the Touchstone, okay? It’s just a badass underground music venue. Not haunted. And not even open, by the way. We’re goin’ out back to hang. It’s chill. Quiet. Perfect place for plotting, all right?” she says, and starts walking faster, ahead of me.

I rush to catch up again. “Well, you could’ve just said that!”

“And miss out on this fun conversation we’ve been having?”

I stop walking. I cross my arms, consider turning around and going to sit in the car instead. Why is she getting to me like this? Why am I letting her get to me like this? It takes her a few seconds to realize I’ve stopped following. “Ugh, Bird !” she groans, as she turns around and stomps toward me. She loops her arm with mine. “C’mon. You’re making this too easy.”

Jessa starts walking again, pulling me along. Her arm is pressed in the crook of my elbow, warm and softer than I expected. Strong. Normally I wouldn’t let anyone lead me around in this way. But I let her. I want her to.

She walks us past the house and up what was at one point a driveway, to a gate in the worn wooden fence encircling the property. With a practiced hand, she slides the open padlock off the latch and tugs the hefty gate open.

“Are you sure we’re allowed to be here?” I ask her.

“Yes, Bird. We’re allowed to be here,” she says, with slightly less attitude than before. “I’m tight with the guy who works the front door. Told you, it’s my home away from home.”

Inside the gate, which Jessa closes behind us, is a wide yard filled with rocks and more dusty gravel, disheveled picnic tables and benches strewn throughout, melted candles and ashtrays everywhere.

“See?” she says. “Not so scary.” Then she walks toward one of the few tables that has an umbrella sticking out of the center. She drops her bag on the tabletop and reaches underneath the rusty umbrella and starts cranking hard, until it extends, forming a protective shadow all around us. She plops down on the bench, and I finally sit across from her, holding my bag tight against me.

Looking all around, there’s no one in sight. But I do hear faint music playing inside. “I guess not,” I tell her, though it really is kind of unsettling to me, in a different way than before. “But it’s still really weird.”

“Okay, whatever,” she murmurs, and picks at her chipped nail polish like I’ve personally insulted her.

“No, I just mean it’s like one of those…” What’s the word? “One of those liminal spaces, you know?”

“What kind of spaces?” she asks, meeting my eyes once again.

“You know, a sort of weird, dreamy, in-between kind of space,” I tell her.

She looks around, squinting at everything like she doesn’t see what I’m talking about.

“Like, this is a music venue, right?” I try. She nods. “Well, there’s supposed to be a lot of people and noise and energy and everything. But people aren’t usually here when it’s like this. It’s as if the place is waiting… for something. Something that isn’t here yet.”

She looks down at the table, traces the wood grain with her finger, and says, “So, like, hypothetically, say we’re sitting outside for lunch between the quad and E building. That’s a liminal space?”

“Yes,” I tell her, but I keep talking because she’s making me nervous, or maybe it’s the strangeness of this place. “The word ‘liminal’—it means threshold—well, in Latin, limen means threshold. That’s where the word comes from. I’m a bit of a word nerd, if you couldn’t tell.” I clear my throat because the way she’s looking at me makes my words catch. “But liminal isn’t just a physical threshold. It can be metaphorical, emotional…” I force myself to just. Stop. Talking.

“Hmm. I feel like my whole life is one big liminal space, then. Just sitting here waiting for my real life to start.”

I laugh, unexpectedly, then cover my mouth.

“What, did I use your fancy word the wrong way?”

“No, y-you used it perfectly. Sorry. I—I guess I laughed because I get that. You know, being on the precipice of something… unknown.”

She doesn’t break eye contact with me, doesn’t say anything, but I can see her thinking while she’s watching me watch her. God, the smile that’s threatening the corner of her mouth right now is another liminal space. Somehow, I don’t think I should use that as an example.

She nods a few times and almost smiles again. “Precipice,” she repeats quietly. “And this is how you talk when you’re sober?”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing, nothing. You’re just a little…” She trails off.

“A little what?” I ask.

“I dunno. Different.”

“You know, I can never tell if you’re insulting me or—”

“I’m not,” she interrupts, her face for once very serious. “I’m not insulting you.”

I clear my throat once again. Take out my notebook and open to a clean page, bypassing the photo still stationed inside the front cover. “So,” I begin, pencil in hand. “We clearly need some new ideas. Better ideas.”

“Right. You got any?”

“I don’t know. I was thinking… roller-skating? I mean, Kayla’s really bad at it and she hates not being good at stuff. That right there could be an advantage.” I write it down.

“Meh. Dade’s pretty good on wheels, though.”

And I flip my pencil upside down to erase the words, when I feel Jessa’s hand close over mine for just a moment before she pulls back.

“Hold on. Hold on just a second,” she says. “Okay, Skateopia, by the mall? There’s this girl. At least, last year there was this girl who worked there. Umm, I can’t think of her name—Daria Dana, Dani, I dunno—but she was smokin’ hot, and Dade had the most enormous hard-on for her.”

“Ew,” I interject.

“Okay, most enormous crush on her,” she amends, rolling her eyes at my distaste. “Ever. They were constantly flirting with each other. It’s literally why he got into skating so much. So annoying, but maybe that’s the advantage we’ve been looking for? Get them thinking about other people?”

“That could really work, Jessa.”

“Yeah, I think so. I mean, I suck ass at skating, but… I’d be willing to take one for the team.” She pauses and looks off into the space above my head, smiling. “And hey, it would be great if Kayla biffed it hard and embarrassed herself right in front of Dade and the hot girl.”

And there it is. Just when I think I’m changing my mind about her, she says something like that. “That wouldn’t be great. She could get hurt. We’re not trying to maim anyone here, Jessa.”

“No, I didn’t—”

“That’s not funny,” I tell her, and I surprise myself at how commanding I sound.

“I… no, I know. I’m sorry. I just—”

“Well, don’t say stuff like that, then,” I interrupt. “It’s mean. This whole thing is already mean, and I don’t love the idea of my best friend getting hurt emotionally. I really don’t want her to get hurt physically.”

“I don’t either!” she says, raising her voice to match mine.

“Okay!” I shout back.

“Okay,” she mumbles, closing her eyes tight. “Can we please not yell at each other? I fucking cannot stand yelling. I hear enough of it at home.”

My heart. On the seesaw again. Tipping back in the other direction. “All right,” I whisper. “I’m sorry.”

She opens her eyes, but just stares at her hands now, and I wish I was one of those people who’s good at small talk. I wish I could think of anything to say. But I can’t. In my bag, I have my old pack of Djarums from the summer, with only two cloves left. I pull out the pack and place one between my lips. The lighter Kat gave me is trying to die, but I flick it anyway, over and over and over. Until Jessa’s hands are in front of my face, lit Zippo in one while the other is shielding the flame from the soft breeze floating around us.

“Thanks,” I tell her, and exhale the smoke. “I have one more if you want?”

She shakes her head, finally making eye contact again, squinting at me slightly, the way I’ve come to recognize, when she’s thinking about saying something.

“What?” I ask.

“It’s weird that you smoke those.”

“Why?”

She shrugs. “You seemed so offended when you saw me smoking with Nat that night at Six Roots.”

“No, not offended.” I was offended. But not by her smoking or because she was with Nat. I was offended by her laughing at me pouring my heart out, offended that she ruined my favorite shirt and didn’t seem to care—I wish I could let it go. “Just… I don’t know. Guess I’m not really a fan of that kind of thing,” I tell her, instead of just coming out and asking her why she laughed at me like that.

“Yet you smoke cloves,” she says.

“Well, it’s new. I just tried it over the summer with my—at that writing workshop. College campus rite of passage, I guess. Reminds me of being there again. I like the smell, I suppose. Mostly, it just reminds me of someone.” Kat. And Silas. But mostly Kat.

“Boyfriend?” she asks.

“No.” Because I didn’t really think of Silas as a boyfriend, and Kat… she was something else entirely. Jessa opens her mouth, I think, to ask more questions, but I cut her off. “I’ll probably quit after this pack.”

Taking the cue, thankfully, she places her elbows on the table and tucks her fading blue hair behind her ears. “So,” she begins, letting a puff of air escape her mouth. “Does Kayla have a superhot ex we can get her interested in again?”

I barely inhale, just enough for the clove scent to encircle us. “No, but she did have a pretty serious crush on Emmanuel Tyson all through middle school.”

She lets her arm fall against the table, and her row of woven leather bracelets full of charms and metal grommets clang against the wood. “Middle school, really?” she says, tilting her head.

“Yes, but then he finally asked for her number during freshman year.”

She scoots a little closer across the table. “Yeah, and…?”

“Well, he never called her.”

“Oh.” She sits back again. “Okay, how does that help us, exactly?”

“She never forgot about him. Or stopped wondering why he never called. I mean, I think she’s still hung up on him. I feel like every guy she liked after him was just a distraction. Maybe even Dade, I don’t know?”

“I see Emmanuel around sometimes,” she offers. “Maybe we could try to get them in the same place, see if she takes the bait?”

I nod. But really, I wish Kayla would just listen to her friends and we didn’t have to try to replace one guy with another to get her to see that Dade is not good for her.

A creaking door at the back of the house screeches open, a man’s voice shouting to someone inside. He props the door open with a dirty old bucket and lights a cigarette before he looks up to see us sitting there.

“Hey!” he yells. My heart starts beating faster, because I had let myself forget that I didn’t quite buy Jessa’s story that it was okay to be here. My brain starts racing through possible excuses when Jessa calls back, “Hey, man.”

“What up?” he says, walking toward us. “You staying for the show tonight?”

Jessa looks over at me and hitches one shoulder, her face open, asking, “You game?”

I’m shaking my head, but part of me feels like I do want to stay. Everyone else is going to homecoming tonight. I don’t want to be home alone, doing nothing. But more than that, I’m rapidly realizing, I want to be with Jessa tonight. “No, no, I—I—I sh-should get home. My mom needs my help later.”

“You sure?” she asks.

No, my heart screams. “Yeah,” my voice tells her. “I should get home.”

“ ’Kay,” she says, standing up and walking over to the guy, extending her fist, pounding it on top of his. As I watch her, so comfortable with this older guy who really should be intimidating, she seems so tough. Somehow more mature or worldly than I thought. “Nah, we’re gonna peace out.”

She turns to look at me, looking at her, and I’m frozen in place.

“Ready?” she asks.



On the ride home I feel like I have a thousand questions forming thought bubbles in my head, but each time I reach for one it bursts and I don’t know what to say to her.

She turns the music on low, and I silently thank her for not trying to make me talk. It takes me a second to realize why I’m humming along. “Wait, this is Janis Ian?”

“Yeah, I felt she should be added to the mix.”

“Cool.”

She smiles, looking straight ahead. The next song is Counting Crows. The next is a Smashing Pumpkins song I don’t know but I like. When we pull into my driveway, she stops the music, rummages through the center console, and pulls out a clear case. I recognize her handwriting on the cover—and it instantly strikes me as oddly personal that I know her handwriting. She pops the lid of her Discman and carefully places the CD inside the case, closes it, and hands it to me.

The writing on the cover is song titles and artists. When I open the case, in her all-caps permanent marker script, it reads: BIRD’S MIX.

“You made me a mixtape?”

She shrugs. “Yeah. Well, mix-CD.”

“No one’s ever made me any kind of mix before.”

“It has some stuff you mentioned you liked, and then some other stuff I thought you might like.”

“Wow,” is all I can manage to get out.

“It’s not a big deal,” she adds, running her hand through her hair.

“Oh. Okay.”

But then we sit, side by side, looking at each other, neither of us seeming to know how to say goodbye. If it’s not a big deal, then why does this feel like that part in the movie, at the end of the date, when we’re supposed to kiss?

A car horn blares, making both of us jump. She looks up into the rearview mirror, then twists around abruptly. Behind us, Liv’s boyfriend Garrett has pulled into the driveway. Then I hear the front door close, drawing our attention away from each other. There’s Olivia, in her perfect princess dress, last year’s homecoming tiara secured tightly in place among her expertly styled pile of up-done hair.

She’s shouting, “Garrett! Get in here, my dad wants pictures!”

“Oh god,” I mutter, as Garrett walks past Jessa’s open window in his suit with matching corsage in hand and leans down to give us a strange look like he can’t imagine why I’d be here, in my own driveway.

When I look at Jessa, she’s watching Liv and Garrett go back inside the house. “What the hell?” she breathes. “What. The. Hell. Is Olivia Fucking Rubens doing at your house?”

“You really didn’t know? She’s my sister. Well, stepsister.”

“Holy shit,” she mumbles, wringing her hands around the steering wheel. “You could’ve warned me.” I start to laugh because I think she’s joking, until she looks up at me. Her face is drained of color. “And Garrett… that living jockstrap is blocking me in. This is just great.”

“Sorry,” I offer, but she doesn’t seem to hear me. “They’ll be gone in a minute.”

She breathes in deeply and then exhales slowly, keeping her eyes on my front door. Until they emerge again and start walking down the front steps toward us. Then Jessa turns toward me, physically shifts in her seat, to look at me instead.

“Are you okay?” I ask her. But she doesn’t speak, and I know Liv must’ve done something really bad to her if she won’t even look at her. I’m glad Jessa can’t see as Liv gives her beat-up car the once-over and glares and then pretends to stick her finger down her throat, mouthing, Gross! in her direction.

When Garrett’s car doors close, Jessa finally looks away from me.

“I’m sorry,” I repeat. “She’s horrible. I know.”

Jessa shakes her head and somehow commands that tough exterior once again, but I saw the crack there, just a minute ago. “Whatever,” she mumbles. “I gotta go, Bird.”

“O-okay, um… Are you okay, though?”

“I’m fine.”

I unbuckle my seat belt. “Well, thanks again for the mix.”

“Sure. It’s nothing.” She’s looking all around now, anywhere but at me this time.

I wave as she pulls away, but she never looks back.





JESSA

Pterodactyl Records is hopping today. Music freaks of all styles are dappled throughout the aisles, the click, click, click of jewel cases resounding as they file through the stacks, organized by genre. I watch jealously as older, richer folks with grown-up jobs sift through the vinyl. I can make out a couple of classmates chatting around the alternative section. I’d say hi if I was the kind of person who would do that, but I’m not. Instead I’m judging their less-than-alternative look and thinking neither of them like Nine Inch Nails; they like Trent Reznor’s abs.

I’m perched on my stool near the cash register, being the record store gargoyle I am, as Dwayne changes out the LP. He waves the large square cardboard sleeve in my direction; I can make out what looks like an old class photo in sepia tones on the front, a banner emblazoned with the band name: the Butchies. He smiles, drops the needle. Fuzzy guitar burns out through the sound system, chord progressions and light drum sink in, then a deep female voice sings over it, leaning into a buzzy thrumming chord hit, the work speeding up, harmonizing with a lighter girl voice. As always with Dwayne’s selections, the lyrics speak to me as they sing about high school girls falling in love.

Dwayne sits back down on his stool by the register, his long ponytail of locs waving back and forth with the movement. He looks proud of himself. “Got the new album soon as it released, Jessa, thought you might love it.”

I let out a comic groan. “Dwayne, you just want my moneyyyyy.”

He hands me the album, I look through the track list. He helped me find the Butchies last year. They’re a queercore girl band with two members of Team Dresch (also kick-ass feminist punk rockers), who kicked it off with an incredible solo album, Are We Not Femme?, and are back with a new release that’s sounding just as good.

“I just want you to feel represented, Jessa, no nasty capitalist approach here.” He smiles, and I smack his arm playfully.

“Dude, you own a record store, there is definitely some capitalist agenda here.”

“It’s called paying my bills,” he says, and pauses the conversation to ring up a purchase. Jane’s Addiction and Ween, not a bad combo.

“So, Jessa, how’s school?” He loves reminding me I’m still just short of adulthood.

“Blows.”

“Of course it does,” he says, and hands me a pricing gun and a stack of jewel cases. “But humor me, tell me one good thing about school.”

“Bird.” It’s out of my mouth before I can stop myself. I swear someone else said that. Shocked, I wait for him to respond.

“There’s a bird at school?” He adjusts one of his snakebite piercings.

“It’s a girl, her name is Bird, and she’s helping me deal with the Kayla/Dade issue.”

“Ooh, a girl… Is she pretty?” Dwayne has a shit-eating grin on his face. He’s always encouraged me to be me, once I stopped just buying music from him and starting talking music and life. He’s kinda like a big brother in a lot of ways. We see each other at shows and he’s always a good guy to have around, he has great insight on the bands playing, plus he’s like six feet, fulla slim muscle, and can look like an absolute shit kicker if he needs to—so I feel safe around him, especially in gnarly crowds like the ill-fated ICP show we hit last July.

“Yeah, but she’s straight, far as I know. She’s kinda straightlaced—straightedge adjacent. Anyway, she’s Kayla’s friend, and we’re gonna break them up so life can finally get back to normal.”

“Isn’t that kinda shitty?” He’s still got a smile, but behind it is something else. Like he’s seeing me be stupid but isn’t ready to tell me I’m being stupid.

“They’re shitty for each other. Dade has all but stopped hanging out with me. He’s like a walking sex-bot. It’s a good plan.”

“If you say… Tell me more about this Bird.” He grabs a PBR out of a mini-fridge and cracks it. Benefit of being the owner—he can drink on the job. I reach out my hand and he puts a Clearly Canadian in it. He never shares his beer, probably one of the reasons I trust him more than the other music-scene guys, who are always offering me shots. I think they just want to get me drunk and into bed with another girl. Perverts.

I crack my clearly nonalcoholic refreshment. “Um, well, she’s in my class.”

“So not robbing the cradle, that’s good. She like music?”

“Actually, yeah,” I say, thinking of her Janis Ian CD, my burned copy already wearing itself out in my Discman. “She’s into like, older stuff, but good older stuff. She introduced me to this artist from the seventies, Janis Ian. She’s a Bob Dylan fan too.”

“Can’t hate her for that,” he says.

I start thinking about her, wondering if she really is straight… or straightedge. I can’t really hate her for anything. Even being related by parental marriage to the horrific Olivia Fucking Rubens, who single-handedly coined the term “jessbian” for school-wide use. Who discovered the proper trajectory for a tossed tot to land ketchup in my hair. Who told the world I was queer long before I understood it myself. Olivia Fucking Rubens: my archnemesis. That’s not Bird’s fault, but I almost blamed her for it the other night.

Actually, Bird and I are more than good. Once we got past the first uncomfortable stage of frenemy and got on board with the plan, I think I’ve started to like her kindness, the genuinely sweet way she sees and interacts with the world, how her soft-spoken humor can crack me up without making me feel bad. Damn, I am so screwed.

I actually like her.

“Earth to J!” Dwayne is smiling big, and I realize I’ve gone off into a daydream. “Thinking about Birds?”

I elbow him and then blush full-on, seriously face-sweat blush, as I realize the two NIN girls are walking to the register and they’re the girls from our journalism class who like to give Bird the stink eye. Paige and Bri, I think… Last thing I need is them tattling on me to anyone and word getting out I like Bird. The last time I had a crush made public (thanks again, Olivia Fucking Rubens), I got so iced out by the girls at school, they all ended up changing for gym in the bathroom stalls and I had to make friends with boys instead. Enter Dade.

“Look, it’s a temporary alliance, nothing more,” I tell Dwayne.

“Well, Jessa, if she’s making school tolerable, maybe you might wanna consider the friendship and forget the breakup. Just my advice.” He raises his hands up as if to fend off an attack. I stick a pricing label on his arm and he retreats toward the register.

The girls are, of course, buying the NIN disc as well as a copy of—blergh—the Titanic soundtrack. Major gross-out.

I’ve had classes with them on and off over the years. To my memory, they never gave me any crap, but I kind of lump all high school girls who don’t fuck with me for being queer into the silent supporter group. I try to slump more, hoping they don’t recognize me.

“Jessa, right?”

They recognized me.

“Oh yeah, what’s up?”

Dwayne looks delighted. I am in hell.

“She’s in our journalism class,” Paige tells Dwayne.

“She does love writing about music. Gonna have a Rolling Stone writer here one day,” he says, and puts a proud, protective arm around me. “Just hope she mentions my shop when she’s all big and famous.”

I could kill him.

“Yeah, I read some of your stuff in the Bulletin. I liked your take on Third Eye Blind’s new release,” Brianne responds. She actually said something without a grain of snark. To me. This is new.

“Thanks, dude, that’s cool of you to say,” I manage.

“Hey,” says Paige, “we’re headed to Six Roots to get some coffee. Wanna join?”

“Oh, uh…” I think this is the first time I’ve been invited anywhere by a high-school-age person who isn’t Dade.

“She’d love to!” Dwayne crows, shit-eating grin reappearing on his face. I am definitely gonna steal all his limited-edition LPs and make them mine for this.

“Yeah, uh, I guess,” I say, and knock Dwayne with the pricing gun a few more times for good measure. His arm is now on sale for the low, low price of $5.99.

“It’ll be good for you,” he whispers, handing me my side bag. “Mingle with the locals, can’t hurt to learn a little high school culture.”

“You sound like my dad,” I snap back.

“Ouch!” he says, and playacts taking a bullet and dying. As cool as he can be, Dwayne is not without the ability to embarrass the shit outta me as if he really were my big brother.

“I’ll meet y’all at Six Roots,” I tell the girls. “I drove and it’s close to home, so…”

“Okay!” Paige says, cutting off my rambling nervous dialogue, and snags the now-paid-for Titanic CD. I appreciate Brianne looking at it much like a dead rat that didn’t jump ship from the Titanic before she grabs her industrial rock album.

As I head out, Dwayne mouths, Good luck! and I hear the strains of the Butchies singing me out.

“Her kiss was never yours…

You can’t make us break our hearts apart.”



Six Roots is quiet, guess everyone else has better plans this afternoon, or is still recuperating from last weekend’s homecoming. It’s just me, Paige, Bri, and a gaggle of ravers grabbing their caffeine fix before they drop X and dance until dripping-sweat gross. I heard that shit can eat through your skull or make you vomit for hours, so I choose to avoid that particular experimentation.

“So, have you picked a format for your zine yet?” Paige asks as she sips from an overfull mug of something creamy.

“Kind of, a blend of music and poetry.”

“Of course there’s poetry,” she says, and rolls her eyes. I bristle a bit. I’d have to be blind to miss the weird tension between them and Bird, but I usually don’t touch girl arguments with a ten-foot pole.

“Hey,” Brianne says, resting a hand on Paige’s arm. “She didn’t do anything, we asked her to choose and she chose.”

“The wrong choice,” grumbles Paige.

“Okayyyy, apparently I’m in the middle of something I’m not supposed to be….”

“No, I’m sorry,” Brianne says, and she’s actually believable. For a second I stop looking for buckets of pig’s blood perched in the ceiling rafters. “Look, Bird’s actually a nice person, it’s Kayla we’re really pissed at.”

“Oh well, fuck Kayla, she’s an absolute crotch beetle,” I blurt out before I can even think. Both girls look shocked and then burst into peals of laughter.

Paige is practically crying when she wipes her eyes and says, “Crotch beetle, I gotta remember that one. Anyway, we all used to be friends until Kayla met Dade, and—”

“Not Dade’s fault,” I kick back before she can finish her sentence.

“I like to think it’s more like bleach and vinegar—both nice, clean, and useful on their own, until they’re mixed, and then it’s toxic chlorine gas,” Brianne adds, bringing her fists up in front of her face and releasing them like an explosion.

“How very science-y of you, Bri,” Paige ribs, but instead of bristling for a counterattack, Bri smiles back at her.

“That’s Mrs. Wizard to you,” she responds, reveling in her own nerdiness. Comfortable with admitting to liking chemistry. Interesting.

“I know you’re Dade’s friend,” Brianne starts gently, “but since she’s been with him, Kayla’s been incredibly mean. She’s said things you just can’t take back…. I mean, we didn’t want to cut Bird off, but she’s still hanging out with her and…”

She looks sad. She looks lost. I don’t know what Kayla was like before she came into our lives, but I do know Dade. His way of communicating can be mean, and it’s weirdly contagious, too, when you’re around him for a while. I know it can make me mean too, but that’s just high school survival. But I would never dream of just cutting him off; saying goodbye like that. Now, that’s next level. Still, they aren’t really knocking Dade or Bird.

The big takeaway: these girls haaaaaaate Kayla, and I can get down with that. I can use that.

“Yeah, I’m not a fan either. Never knew her before, but she’s kind of the bitch I want to scratch,” I say.

They laugh again, Paige announcing, “She’s funny! I never knew you were so funny, Jess!”

I don’t correct her.

“Anyway”—Paige gets back to business—“we were hoping you could keep an eye out for Bird. She’s a really decent person, and this stuff with Kayla, well, I don’t think it’s gonna end well for Bird. Or for any of them.”

Not if I have my chance… It’s gonna end in the fire of a thousand suns. I so much want to tell them our plan. I want to get them on board. But if I do, then that’s two more potential leaks. Two people who can effectively end my friendship with Dade by telling him what I’m up to with Bird. But maybe…

“I mean, I’m not sure how much longer Kayla and Dade will last. I heard she’s still very much into Emmanuel. That crush is apparently still going strong.” Plant the seeds. Just like Bird suggested, smooth and artful.

“Interesting,” Paige murmurs, a massive grin on her face. I can see her gears turning. “She was stupid for him from middle school into freshman year, of course she wants to nail him now that she’s all Fiona Apple skinny. Anorexic much?”

I shrug like I could care less. “I dunno, it’s just something I heard her talking to Bird about at lunch the other day.” The lies slip out like lyrics, and they fit the situation perfectly.

“Well, regardless, it has definitely been cool getting to know you better,” Brianne says, finishing her drink.

“Yeah, I had no idea you knew the hot record-store dude,” Paige adds. Cute, she’s crushing on Dwayne. She’s gonna need waaaaay better taste in music to get him, though. Plus, another five to ten years of adulting.

“Dwayne’s cool,” I say, smiling. “You should ask him for music suggestions next time you come in. He’s an expert at finding the right bands and artists for each person.”

Oh, but what does one offer a Celine Dion fan?

“Ooooh,” Bri says. “More tips, please. May I pick your brain?”

“Sure, I just…” That fear and anxiety picks up again. This is a trap. It has to be. No one wants to hear anything I have to say, no one wants my advice.

“What?”

“Um, well, why do you suddenly want to spend time with me?”

“ ’Cause you’re cool,” Paige says, bubbly as it gets.

“And because after seeing you in your natural habitat—the record store—you aren’t anywhere near as scary,” Brianne adds. “I mean, at school you look ready to kill someone half the time.”

I guess I do keep a hard face at school. How the fuck else do you deal with the slurs, thrown food, snickers, and insinuations? How do you ignore the rumors?

“That’s my war face,” I respond. “Kinda necessary with certain people.”

“Well, they can screw right off,” Paige says, holding up her coffee cup to cheers. “I hereby say that you are a fun and killer biotch.”

I smile and clink my mug against hers and Brianne’s, feeling for once like the other shoe might not drop in the form of a kick right to my face.





BIRD

Boston. Boston. Boston. “I think he’s in Boston.” That’s what Charlie said on the phone, and I haven’t been able to stop replaying those words all week. Boston. Over the summer, at the workshop, it was only an hour train ride from Providence to Boston. I was so close.

Charlie found a picture of him. He was researching at his college library and found it in the microfiche. A newspaper article from 1994. He printed it and mailed me a copy. I have the envelope in my bag, tucked into the front cover of my notebook next to the photo of me and Kat and Silas. Folded into thirds, a single sheet of paper containing a photocopied article, covering the opening of NARDINO & BAKER’S: NORTH END’S NEWEST RESTAURANT, FIT FOR FOODIES AND… THE REST OF US, the headline read. But what I cared about most was the caption: Pictured below: restaurateurs and co-owners Seth Baker (left) and Chuck Nardino.

It’s a grainy black-and-white photo, made even grainier by the copy, of two men standing behind a fancy, old-looking bar. The one on the left is taller and leaner and smiling with a full mouth of teeth, small round glasses, and a pouf of light, wispy, unkempt hair sprouting from his head. The man on the right is shorter, darker-haired, with a less effusive smile, but a smile nonetheless, one that resembles Charlie’s, and eyes that resemble mine. There’s no mistaking—it’s him.

I’ve spent approximately thirty-six of the last forty-eight hours since I found the envelope in our mailbox looking at it. I’ve unfolded and refolded the piece of paper so many times the seams are getting worn and soft.

“You good?” Kayla’s asking me. When I look over, she’s staring at me from the driver’s seat of her car. We’re stopped.

“What?”

“I said, ‘We’re here.’ Like five times. In la-la land much?”

“Sorry, yeah, I guess.” I laugh as I unbuckle and we get out of the car.

“I don’t know why Dade insisted we do this tonight,” she complains, gazing up at the neon Skateopia sign.

“Come on, it’ll be fun,” I tell her, locking arms with her, and nearly forgetting this evening is really all subterfuge.

“Fiiine,” she groans, dragging her feet as we trudge through the parking lot toward the giant brick building. “The things we do for love, right?” she says with a giggle.

“Right,” I agree. She has no idea the things I’m doing for love—for her.

A bell dings when I walk through the door. Everything inside is subdued and murky at first: the sound of wheels against wood, muffled voices under the chimes and whistles of the arcade games and pinball machines that line the back wall, music pumping through the speakers, the vague aroma of some sick and comforting mixture of movie theater popcorn and floor cleaner. It all hits me, engulfs me. As soon as the door glides shut on the outside world, the memories rush in. This place is exactly as it was when I was a little kid.

Inside, everything sharpens, telescoping in the way it always did when I was little; coming here, walking through these same doors with my dad and Charlie. Kayla and I walk up to the skate rental counter and there’s a definite hot girl there, hunched over a clipboard, muttering to herself, a whittled-down pencil stuck behind her ear. She’s so absorbed in whatever’s on her clipboard that she doesn’t seem to notice us. I don’t see any other hot girls around.

“You see Dade anywhere yet?” I ask Kayla, loud enough to grab the girl’s attention.

Kayla looks out at the rink. We’re so early there are only a handful of people out there. “No, but Jessa’s always making him late.”

I open my mouth, immediately wanting to refute that statement, because I don’t think Jessa is the one making them late to everything. She’s too—

“Oh, hi. Sorry,” the hot girl says, interrupting my mental defense of Jessa. As she stands up straight, impossibly statuesque, I see that her name tag reads DAWN.

“What sizes?” she asks.

I wait there while she rolls over to the size sevens and picks a pair of skates for Kayla. She plops them on the carpeted counter and Kayla examines them closely, without touching them. “You don’t have any that are less… gross?” Kayla asks.

Dawn doesn’t say anything, just rolls back to the sevens and selects another pair.

“I’m gonna find a spot while you do this,” I tell Kayla.

“Uh-huh,” she murmurs, inspecting the new pair with even more disgust.

I keep walking, past the racks of identical skates, all tan and brown boots, brick-red wheels, and bright orange rubber toe stops.

With my eighth-grade Christmas skates’ laces knotted together and slung over my shoulder, I secure my ratty knockoff Chuck Taylors from Kmart and my bag—envelope and photograph safe inside—in an open mini locker. I tuck the little orange key deep into my pocket.

I sit down on one of those weird round mushroom-shaped carpeted benches and pull my socks on. It feels so good to be here in this place, lacing my skates up tight, knowing my dad was here. That I was happy here once, before things got so complicated and messy, before all these secrets we started hiding from each other.

The multicolored lights are flashing all around the darkened rink. And the DJ comes on over the sound system, officially commencing the skate session. “Hey, hey, people!” the disembodied voice echoes. “What are you waiting for? Get your butts out there!” He pumps up the volume, Montell Jordan’s “This Is How We Do It” inaugurating the night.

And, on cue, Dawn comes speeding out onto the rink, with her short skirt and fishnet tights and Skateopia T-shirt knotted in the front to show off her stomach. I look over toward the counter, Kayla still standing there with a selection of rental skates lined up in front of her.

I stand up and watch a dozen or so others follow after Dawn onto the rink. I’ll go around just once, I tell myself. Warm up while Kayla’s deciding on two acceptable skates to make a pair out of all the equally old and smelly ones available to her. I step down onto the polished, shiny wooden floor and I wobble a bit. But a few steps in, the strides just glide one into the next, nearly effortless. And as I round that first corner, I don’t care about who might be watching. I don’t care what the song is or if I look stupid. I’m gaining speed and the air is flowing through me, cooling me off as I’m heating up. And muscle memory is really a thing, because after two times around I feel like it was only yesterday when I was last here.

I feel myself smiling, arms lifting to my sides as if I’m going to take off, just float away. I’m gaining speed, I know, only because of how I’m passing everyone by, but it feels like I’m moving at the perfect pace. My legs feel strong. I feel strong, my hair flying behind me, laughing for no reason. Weightless.

The song changes and the mirror ball begins to spin, flashing its million tiny reflections everywhere, all at once. I try, fruitlessly, to brush my hair behind my shoulders and straighten my shirt, looking down for a moment—a mistake my dad always warned me about. If you look down, that’s where you’ll go: down, he always told me.

I look up quickly and regain the footing I barely noticed I was losing. And just as I’m rounding the far end of the rink, I see Kayla and Dade and Jessa, standing at the rental counter. Kayla and Dade are watching each other, but Jessa is watching me, elbow perched on the countertop, leaning her weight to the side.

I wave to them—to her, really, since she’s the only one looking. But in my periphery, I see Dawn double back, crossing the center of the rink and going against the flow, weaving between bodies to get back to the counter. And so I push forward, harder, faster, to make it around once more, and when I reach the edge of the rink I step up, arriving just after Dawn. Kayla is still complaining about the state of the skates as I slam into the carpeted counter, landing next to Jessa on the outskirts of the Dade-La orbit.

Sweating, panting, but I’m here. I’m here for my friend. Even if she doesn’t know it. I’m here. “Hey,” I say, breathless. “You guys made it.”

Jessa’s smiling as she looks up at my face. And then down to my feet. She’s not checking me out—it’s the skates, the height they’re giving me. “Hi,” she finally answers. “Yes. We’re here. And so is…” She tips her head in the direction of Dawn, who’s is smiling at Dade, all coy and flirty as she leans her torso onto the counter, making sure he has prime viewing down the front of her shirt.

“It’s been a while,” Dawn coos. “Where you been?”

“Oh. Yeah. Huh,” he laughs, awkwardly looking down at his hand as Kayla interlaces her fingers with his. “You know…”

I look to Kayla—if I squint, I’d swear I can almost see steam coming from her ears. She’s definitely picking up on the vibe. “Yeah, well you know,” Kayla takes over, a bite to her voice. “He’s been spending time with his girlfriend all summer.” She looks up at Dade now. “Right?”

“Yeah,” he agrees. “Right.” But I see the way his jaw clenches, his smile too tight.

Jessa bites her bottom lip, fighting the smile that’s forming on her mouth. I give her a tiny nudge so she looks at me. I nod and she nods back. It’s working, we silently tell each other.

“What size?” Dawn is asking Jessa, so I nudge her arm again.

“Skates,” I whisper.

“Oh. Uh, size seven,” she answers.

Dawn waves her arm with a flourish along the counter, where five pairs of grubby sevens are sitting in a row. “Take your pick. Though none of these seem to be good enough.”

Jessa reaches out and grabs the two skates closest to her.

Then Kayla does the same, adding an eye roll, as she turns away from the counter.

Dade doesn’t say anything as he goes to one of the closest open benches and starts putting on the Rollerblades he had tucked under his arm. Jessa sits next to him and follows suit, but then she looks up and sees the way Kayla is standing in front of him, hand on hip. Pissed.

Jessa picks up her Doc Martens and stands up, one foot in only a sock and the other in an unlaced skate. Dade doesn’t notice anything until Jessa swats his shoulder and his head snaps up. Jessa hitches her chin in Kayla’s direction and hobbles over to the next bench, where I join her. We both overhear when Kayla says to Dade, “So, what the hell was that about?”

“What?” he mumbles.

“Who was that girl?”

“Who?”

“Oh, Dade,” Jessa whispers, shaking her head while lacing up her second skate.

Jessa has trouble standing up from the bench, and I shoot my arm out to catch her before she tips over completely. “Careful,” I tell her as I slowly let go. We stand there for a few seconds, waiting, but Kayla and Dade are deep in muffled conversation, heads close together, words no longer audible. I place myself in Kayla’s line of sight and wave my arms, trying to get her attention—she’s looking down at her lap while Dade talks, placing his hand on her arm. She finally looks up. I point and tilt my hands to the ceiling and mouth, Do you need me? Are you okay?

She shakes her head and waves me away.

Are you sure?

Dade looks over his shoulder, his eyes set on me first, then Jessa. He’s looking at her when he snaps, “We’re good here. You don’t have to just stand there waiting for us.”

I have a feeling he would’ve really liked to have barked at me like that, but he aimed it at Jessa instead. I want to yell at him, Don’t talk to her like that!

But what I say out loud is, “Kayla, you want me to wait?”

“It’s fine,” she answers, even though I know it’s not. “I’m fine. Just go, we’ll be out there in a minute.”

I head out to the rink and am already powering ahead, away from Dade and his stupid voice.

“Well, that didn’t take long,” I shout over the music. And when I turn to look, Jessa isn’t with me. I make a quick half turn to skate backward while I try to spot where I lost her. I search the faces of the people coming up behind me, but she’s not there. She’s way behind, and she’s standing out, not just because of her bluish hair and her Boy Scouts of America button-down shirt. Her movements are jerky and halting, and she’s not gaining much momentum as she pushes her feet. I spin back around and go faster; easier to just go all the way around to get to back to her.

I slow down as I approach from behind. Her arm flails out to the side and one foot kicks up involuntarily. She almost goes down. I get beside her just in time to grab her arm and steady her.

“Fuck!” she yells, but she’s laughing. “Remind me again why we’re here.”

“Because, as we just saw… the not-so-happy couple is already fighting.”

“Okay, well, at least it’s worth it.” She slips and catches herself quickly, shouting, “Shit!”

If I skate any slower, I’ll have come to a complete stop. “Uh, so you weren’t kidding when you said you weren’t good at this, huh?”

She lets go of my arm and shakes her head. “I said I sucked balls, and no, I wasn’t kidding.”

“Okay, you suck! There, happy?”

“You won’t say it?”

“Say what?”

She side-eyes me for a moment. “You can’t say ‘suck balls,’ can you?”

“I could.” But I wouldn’t. I don’t know why I’m even trying to defend myself in this ridiculous hypothetical. “If I wanted to, I could,” I argue. “But I don’t.”

She laughs and pitches forward, trips over her own skate. I hold my hand out to her but she recovers on her own. “Oh my god, you make it too easy to tease you, Bird.”

When we finally get all the way around the rink to where we left Kayla and Dade, they’re still locked into angry, serious, sad faces. “Be my eyes,” she says. “If I turn my head to look at them, I’ll fall.”

“Still upset,” I tell her. She holds her fist out, but when I bump my knuckles into hers, she tips backward, and this time she does grab my arm.

“Shit! Gah! Fucker,” she mutters before letting go. “I think I need to go hold on to the wall!”

“No, you don’t. I think you’re trying too hard to take big steps. Just try to loosen up a—”

Her scoff interrupts me. “I can’t believe I’m getting ‘loosen up’ advice from the girl who can’t say ‘suck balls.’ ”

“Well, you are. And listen, ’cause I know what I’m talking about. If you bend your knees a little, it’ll help with your balance.”

She tries, but she still looks rigid and unnatural. “Everyone’s flying past me.”

“So?”

“Just leave me here.”

“I’m not leaving you here.”

“Ugh! I can’t even enjoy the music—this is my favorite Lenny Kravitz song!”

And I can’t help it; I laugh, as Lenny Kravitz commands, “You got to breathe and have some fun….”

“You’re laughing at me?!” she shrieks, eyes wide. “I didn’t think you had it in you!”

“No, I’m not laughing at your skating. I’m laughing ’cause of the lyrics… ‘breathe and have some fun’… that’s what I’m trying to tell you. Just breathe, okay?”

“Okay, fine.” I watch her inhale through her nose. I try to listen to the song, try to have some fun myself. I can dance a little. At least bob my head to the rhythm, even if I don’t know all the words. I look over at Jessa and now she’s bobbing her head too, suddenly singing along loudly, practically screaming. She looks over at me, extending her hand like it’s an invisible mic and I’m supposed to be taking over the lyrics. “And I got to, got to kno-oow…”

But the note turns into a scream as she trips forward. We both laugh and she rights herself faster than the last time. But our laughing is cut short when we pass them again, only now Dade is kneeling on the floor helping Kayla put her skates on, and she leans her face down to kiss him.

“Come on!” Jessa shouts. “How?” She tosses her arm in their direction and loses her balance again. This time, she almost pulls me down with her.

“I don’t know, Jessa. I really don’t understand them, but look… here…” I turn backward so that we’re face-to-face. “Here,” I tell her, holding my hands out. “Just let me help you for a minute, all right? You got all tense and rigid again.”

“Yeah, they have that effect on me, I guess.” She runs her hand through her hair and looks to the side and toward the mirror ball and at her feet, but will not look at me for some reason.

“Here,” I repeat, and hold my hands farther away from me.

She hesitates, like she’s actually scared—I might be easy to tease, but she’s not as tough as she wants everyone to think she is.

“I won’t let you fall. Promise.”

“Okay,” she says, so quietly I can barely hear her over Lenny. Then slowly, she finally reaches out and takes my hands. They’re soft and warm. And I’m suddenly wondering what my hands feel like to her.

“Just ignore Dade-La. Bend your knees a little, like before. Don’t try to go too fast.”

She’s nodding and letting me set the pace. I’m doing my little gentle backward snowplows, just like I did a few years ago when I was teaching Bailey to skate. I look over my shoulder every few seconds to make sure I’m not going to run us into anyone.

When I look back at her, she lowers her eyes. “No, don’t. Don’t look down,” I tell her.

She opens her mouth to say something, but just at that moment Dade swoops in on his Rollerblades, right behind her, and knocks her off-balance. “Looking great, Jessa,” he shouts, laughing as he skates around us in a circle.

She lets go of one of my hands to give him the finger. “Very funny, asshole!”

He laughs harder before he goes back and takes Kayla’s hand. As they pass us, Kayla waves happily, as if there was never anything wrong at all.

The music fades into a Third Eye Blind song Jessa included on the CD she made me.

“Thanks again for that mixtape,” I tell her. “CD, I mean. This song… it was one of my favorites.”

She bites her lip again like she did earlier, like she’s trying to keep herself from smiling. No, not so tough. More like cute.

I can see Dade and Kayla, hands locked, coming up behind us again. I try to give Dade the most serious don’t mess with us look I can summon. So when they pass us, he just throws up a peace sign.

I’m quiet as the ending of “Motorcycle Drive By” merges into unmistakable opening power chords, with Courtney Love belting out, “Oh, make me over…” Literally giving me chills that I think must spread to Jessa, because her face lights up.

“Yeah?” she’s asking me, as somehow we both start skating a little faster, to the beat. “You’re into Hole, really?”

“Don’t look so shocked! Why can’t I like Hole?”

“No, you can,” she shouts. “You should!”

I lean into her, pull her arms closer for a second, and shout close to her ear, “News flash: I’m really not as boring as you seem to think I am.”

As I back up, Jessa’s looking so serious, seriously deep into my eyes. She opens her mouth like she’s about to say something, but suddenly Kayla’s next to us, grabbing onto my shoulder to slow herself down.

“Hey, I need you.” She looks at Jessa and offers a tight “hey” in her direction. Then back to me. “It’s private. Sorry.”

Jessa lets go of my hands. “No worries.”

“Okay, um, you’re all right on your own?”

She just nods and starts singing, “… beautiful garbage… beautiful dresses…”

I take that as a yes.

So I turn around, moving forward again, Kayla gliding sloppily but steadily beside me.

“Dade went to the snack bar,” she tells me, “but that skanky girl left right after him. I can’t fucking believe this.”

“Well, what did he say about her?”

“He said there was nothing there. But clearly he’s lying. Right?”

I can tell by her eyes, pleading, that she wants me to disagree and tell her there’s nothing to worry about, and god, I almost do because it’s killing me to see her so insecure. But this is all for the greater good, I try to remind myself. “Right,” I finally agree, and she looks about ready to crumple in on herself. “It seemed like they had history or something.”

I hate myself.

“Will you ask Jessa about her?” she says, casting a quick look over her shoulder.

“Sure, yeah.”

And here’s Dade again, except this time he glides in right behind Kayla and snakes his arms around her waist, lifting her up and scooping her away from me. I speed up after them, and I don’t know why—what am I going to do, pull her out of his arms? I skate past instead and call over my shoulder, “You better not drop her!”

And as soon as I turn around, Dade has caught up to me, no longer carrying Kayla. “Hey,” he says, touching my arm.

“Yeah?”

“Listen, did I, uh, do something to you?” he asks.

“What do you mean?”

“You just don’t seem to like me very much, and I’m wondering what I did,” he says, this weird grin on his face like he’s got me in some kind of standoff he doesn’t think I’m capable of winning. If I didn’t dislike him so much, I might respect him for confronting me about it.

I look back to see Kayla skating solo, lagging behind us.

“It’s not that I don’t like you, Dade,” I tell him. “I don’t know you, okay?”

“Well, there’s something you can do about that, you know. You barely say two words to me whenever we’re all out.”

I take a breath, and I honestly don’t know what’s about to come out of my mouth from all the thoughts scrolling through my brain—thoughts about him, Kayla, me, Jessa, how I don’t think he’s a good guy or at least not good enough for Kayla.

“Yeah, well, it’s kind of hard to squeeze two words in when you’re constantly attached to my best friend at the mouth.”

He laughs. Like that’s not a reason. Except it is. It’s one part of the reason, anyway.

“You could at least give me a chance,” he says.

But before I can pluck another response from the many swirling around my head, the DJ comes on over the sound system and announces, “We’re gonna slow things down for all you couples out there…. Here’s ‘Iris’ from the Goo Goo Dolls. And don’t try to come up here and complain that it’s played out—you all know you can’t get enough of this one.”

“Or not,” Dade says when I don’t answer. “Do whatever you want. But just ’cause your summer boyfriend dumped you doesn’t mean I’m gonna do that to Kayla.”

“What?” I yell. “That’s not how—”

But he peels off before I can finish. Skates back to Kayla. All the singles are rushing to get off the floor, and I’m suddenly surrounded by pairs.

My heart is hammering in my chest, and I’m so angry my hands are shaking. How dare he. And Kayla, why is she talking about my relationships? And not even getting it right. Nobody dumped me. And he wasn’t my boyfriend. And whatever happened with me and Silas and Kat—which Kayla doesn’t even understand, because I haven’t had two seconds alone with her to explain any of it—has nothing to do with why I can’t stand Dade.

I make my way to the side of the rink, barely able to catch my breath as I watch the two of them roll past me, hands interlaced. Dade gives me a chin nod as they glide along to the romantic song, as if we’re cool, as if he didn’t just make a totally uncalled-for and inappropriate and faulty assumption about me and my life. And then I see them coming up behind Jessa—the last single left out on the floor—down at the other end. Dade is pulling Kayla closer and closer to Jessa, and just when I think he’s going to make them collide right into her, he raises their conjoined arms above Jessa’s head as they swoop past on either side, sending her off-kilter.

I can see it in slow motion. Her foot flies out from under her, an arm flails to the side, and she goes down, slamming and sliding on both knees. Hard.

She’s still trying to get up by the time I make it over to her.

“Are you okay?”

She’s trying to laugh, but as she looks up at me, I can see through it. “I’m fine!” She takes my hand, pulls herself up, but she can’t stand straight. I look down at her knees—I’m pretty sure she already had holes in her jeans, but she definitely wasn’t bleeding.

“You’re not fine,” I tell her, but she just laughs again.

I lock her arm with mine and I’m holding a decent amount of her weight as we make small strides across the center of the rink. Dade and Kayla slow down and look, but they’re both laughing. Neither of them stops.

“You guys, a little help!” I yell after them. Even Dawn comes over and tries to take Jessa’s other arm.

Jessa shoos Dawn away, insisting loudly, “I. Am. Oh. Kay.” But she holds on to me even tighter while Dawn clears a path for us to make our way off the rink and helps me get Jessa to a bench on the sidelines. I catch the reflection of a tear sliding down her cheek. I reach out to dab it with my sleeve but she flinches.

Dade and Kayla are back around again, both of them still grinning and happy. This time Dade shouts, “Nice face-plant!”

“Shut up, both of you!” I yell back, but I doubt they hear me.

Jessa flips him off again and forces a smile, even though I can tell she’s hurting.

“Why are you friends with him?” I blurt out.

“What do you mean? I’m friends with him because he’s… my friend.” She shrugs. “He’s just messing around, Bird. I can take a joke, you know.”

“Well, I don’t think it’s funny. You’re sitting here bleeding.”

“I don’t care,” she insists. “Besides. Why are you friends with her?”

I look over at Kayla and I honestly cannot think of a single reason why I’m friends with her in this moment. “Me and Kayla, we… we go way back. We’ve been with each other through a lot. She wasn’t always like this. The way she’s been lately. This isn’t her. But Dade…” I glance over my shoulder, make sure they’re really gone. “It just doesn’t seem like he’s nice to you. Like, ever.”

“That’s just Dade. He treats me like I’m another dude friend. It’s just—you wouldn’t get it.” She shakes her head sadly and adds, “You know, he’s actually a lot nicer to me when it’s only the two of us.”

“Yeah, I really hope so.” I look around to see if I can flag Dawn again, wish she would’ve stuck around a minute so I could ask her for some Band-Aids or an ice pack or something. “Listen, just sit here. I’ll be right back.”

“Oh, all right,” I hear her say as I hurry off, as fast as I can on the thin carpeting.

I cut the long line at the snack bar to ask for an ice pack, and thankfully, they have a first aid kit, which they allow me to plunder for iodine packets and bandages. I’m back by the time the couple skate is ending, and people start flooding back onto the rink.

“Okay, you are seriously overreacting,” she says, trying to laugh once again as I open one of the packets and dab the disinfecting wipe against her knee.

“Will you stop laughing about this?”

“Okay, fine, just give me the Band-Aid. You shouldn’t be touching other people’s blood, you know.”

“It’s really okay. I’m being careful. I have a lot of practice bandaging skinned knees.”

She watches me closely for a moment while I gently smooth the first bandage into place over her skin. When I glance up and meet her gaze, she clears her throat and grins. “Get a lot of those when you were training for the Olympics, Michelle Kwan?”

I scoff. “Somehow, I can’t imagine you sitting around listening to punk rock while watching Olympic figure skating.”

She shrugs again. “My sister was into it, actually. It calmed her down when she was—” She stops short and has a momentary caught-in-headlights look, as if she just said something she wasn’t supposed to. “I just watched it with her to make her happy.”

“Well,” I begin, as I layer down the last Band-Aid on her knee. “I have three younger siblings who are way clumsier than you, so…”

“Lots of Band-Aids?” she finishes.

“Two of them are toddlers, though,” I add, just to see her laugh again.

“Why are you so good at skating anyway?” she asks, as I sit down next to her.

“My dad was a really good skater. He taught me and my older brother. We used to come here constantly when I was little. He could do everything that figure skaters do—jumps and spins, and he could dance and, just, everything.”

“Is your dad—sorry, no. Never mind.”

“What?”

“Is your dad dead?” she asks cautiously. “Sorry, that came out weird. I just wondered.”

“Why?”

“Whenever you talk about him, with skating and his records… it seems like all you have is memories of him.”

“Well, that is all I have. But he’s not dead. We think he’s living in Boston,” I tell her. “Wow, that’s the first time I’ve said that out loud. Haven’t even told Kayla,” I add, quieter.

“You think? You mean you don’t know?”

I shake my head. “Me and my older brother Charlie have been trying to track him down. It was a bad breakup between my parents.” It was quick, but bad, I remember. He was there one day and gone the next. The last time I saw him was from Charlie’s bedroom window, the two of us watching as they screamed at each other in our driveway—I’d never seen either of them like that before. “So he just kinda disappeared,” I finish, and when I look at her, she’s really listening, eyes crinkling around the edges as she meets mine. “Sorry, there I go being all serious and boring again.”

She places her hand on top of mine for a only split second before she jerks it away. “Hey, I don’t think you’re boring.”

“Thanks,” I tell her.

“That sucks, Bird. About your dad, I mean,” she says, and seems to mean it.

“Sucks balls,” I add, and smile.

She bursts out laughing. She laughs until tears are leaking from the corners of her eyes. It’s contagious and I’m hysterical too, and why does it feel liberating to say the word “balls” with this weird girl I still barely even know? Why does it feel like we’re the only ones left in this whole place?



It’s one o’clock in the morning at Kayla’s house and we’re lying side by side in her bed, staring at the ceiling, and she still has not stopped obsessing over Dawn. We’ve created a monster. Or I guess the monster was there already; we just fed it. “Tell me one more time,” she says.

“Again?” I groan—I’ve already told her fifteen times. “Jessa said that Dade had a crush on her last year. They flirted. She didn’t think anything else happened between them, though.”

“She’s pretty,” she says softly, sadly. “Do you think she’s skinnier than me?”

“Kayla…” How can she even be asking me that—Dawn is at least six inches taller than her, all buxom and curvy. Isn’t it obvious?

“Never mind. I already know she is. She is, isn’t she?”

“She’s not. But why does that matter? You’re two completely different people.”

She sits up in bed and looks down at me. “Thanks. A. Lot. So you’re saying she’s skinny. I’m fat. She’s gorgeous. I’m a dog. He’s going to dump me for her because I’m just…” She looks down at her body and punches her thigh. Hard. “Fat,” she finishes, angry tears forming at the edges of her eyes. “I’ve lost thirty-nine pounds, and still. Fucking fat.”

I turn my head to look at her, and all I can see is that monster staring back, ravenous. And I’m starting to wonder if she cares about anything at all other than being skinny. If she actually cares about Dade anymore. Or me.





JESSA

I’m absentmindedly picking at the scab on my knee, watching Bird and Kayla eat a lunch made of tension and possibly a touch of irritation. No, definitely irritation. Bird has that face she gets when I deliver an off-color joke or mean comment. Nonetheless, Sleater-Kinney is chanting about “good things” through my headphones and I’m trying to have my chill-out lunch in what Bird defined as my liminal space. It doesn’t help that I slept in and forgot to grab food, so my short trip to the caf earned me a nice performance from Olivia Fucking Rubens and her turd of a boyfriend. Soon as she spotted me, she pulled her cardigan close. Like I was even trying to look at her mosquito bites, and her darling dipshit started yelling, “Eyes off my prize, jessbian!” Their table started laughing and her C.H.U.D. boyfriend leaned in and added, “Come on… she just needs a good deep dicking to set her straight.” Not the first time I’ve heard the phrase, but the implication… Fear pitched up into my throat and I got the hell out.

Now it’s me and girlpunk and a distant look at Bird’s dysfunctional friendship. I keep thinking about her at the rink, how she glided about, swooped in, grabbed me up. How gentle she was with my knees. How she didn’t freak out about the blood or touching me, how she brushed away the one tear I managed to let loose. How she yelled at Dade and Kayla for laughing. Damn. I don’t think I’d have the courage.

She makes me think about things. Like when she said it wouldn’t be funny to see Kayla biff it. Then I biffed it and it wasn’t funny. Made me wonder how many times I did that shit to someone else. How she thinks Dade is mean… I might be a bit mean too. I don’t like the idea of her thinking that about me.

Before I can brood deeply about how I feel like an asshole, here comes Emmanuel, spiked collar and darkened eyes and chipped black nail polish. A far cry from two years ago, when he was still in orchestra on the upright bass and wearing Hilfiger. He rebelled all the way into a noise-rock trio called Fat Baby Moose that… well, they do make noise. They dream of being Lightning Bolt, and maybe they might have a chance if they stopped drinking during shows and if Keller on drums practiced a bit more. In spite of us both frequenting Touchstone, Emmanuel and I don’t really talk much. Usually just a nod as we pass each other. But here he is standing in front of me.

I hold up a finger and finish my way outta the song, then pull my headphones off.

“What’s up, killer?”

Emmanuel shifts awkwardly from foot to foot, all weird-like. Is this dude actually nervous around me?

“Hey, uh, Jess?”

“Jessa.” Good god, why does everyone drop the A?

“Yeah, uh, Jessa, how are you doing?” He starts picking at his wallet chain, what is wrong with him?

“Emmanuel, you’re shit at small talk, what the hell do you want?”

I follow his eyes to where Bird and Kayla sit and for once I’m happy he’s burning a hole in Kayla’s figure. Somehow I think I’d be more irked if that gaze was on Bird.

“So, I kinda heard that Kayla might still be into me and I thought she was with Dade. I know y’all are friends and all….”

“Really? You see me hanging out with him at school?”

“Come on, Jessa, everyone knows you two are together. I mean, not together, but close. Shit, I just guess…” He trails off, runs what looks like a sweaty hand through his over-gelled spiky hair, and looks back at me.

“Spit it out, Billie Joe.” He definitely stole his look from Green Day.

“Well, I wanted to know if Kayla was… interested?”

I pop a fry into my mouth to hide my smile—shit, this is actually working! “Yeah, she and Dade have something going on… but to be honest, I think she’s looking for something more.”

He smiles, then shifts his feet. Dude’s acting like he’s about to ask me out.

“Look, man, Dade’s grounded tonight for his dumbass coat. But I’ll get her and Bird out to Six Roots. You can meet up there and I’ll draw her friend off. Rest is up to you.”

He smiles a big, white, straight orthodontic smile and then gives me an awkward thumbs-up. “Sweet, thanks!”

I roll my eyes and start to put my headphones back on. “You owe me one, Emmanuel.”

He nods and walks away, and I think that having a semi-popular alt-rock boy owing me one is the kinda clout I’ve needed at this godforsaken school for the past three years.

Lunch ends and I find myself in journalism with Bird, both of us finally paying attention to our schoolwork, trying to figure out what the hell to do about our zine.

“I feel like poetry and music reviews aren’t really cohesive,” Bird says, chewing on the end of her gel pen. It’s adorable.

“Maybe if we have a common theme?” I suggest. “Like, something you write poems about, and I pair music selections to images or something. Or is that dumb as shit?”

She brightens up and I’m suddenly proud of my idea, the usual self-consciousness falling to the wayside. “I like that! Hey, what if our theme was something like liminal spaces?”

Liminal spaces. The new phrase she taught me. The places I feel most comfortable in. Where others are meant to walk through and I stay. Safe places, empty and not yet full. I like it.

She’s searching my face, her excitement over the concept draining as I think it over. I realize she must assume I hate it ’cause I’m making that scowly face I do when I think. “I love it, Bird, I think it’s a great idea.”

“Really?” The relief and smile she responds with warm my cheeks.

“Yeah,” I say, considering the concept. “I could go out and take some Polaroids of liminal spaces, then we photocopy them and cut them up all guerrilla-style.”

“I love it!” she says, placing a hand on my forearm. It feels like some kind of happy lightning running up my arm. But we’re in public and I can see her old friends looking our way, and the rest of the class could notice too. She doesn’t realize the kinda shit that could come her way if people thought we were… if her damned sister thought we were… I pull my arm away and try to ignore the flash of hurt in her eyes.

“So, um, Emmanuel wants to see about getting with Kayla,” I say, changing the topic. Her hand sits on the desktop, abandoned. I feel bad, but I’d feel worse if rumors turned the hate in her direction.

“Yeah?” she murmurs, pulling her hand back into her lap. “What’s the next move?”

“You get her to Six Roots after school, I meet up with y’all, and he happens to drop by our table…” I smile, she reflects it.

“Smooth,” she says. “I think Kayla wanted to do a sleepover too, so I’ll crash at her place and play up how hot and awesome Emmanuel is.”

“Nice follow-through, Bird,” I say, and for a second it seems like she’s forgotten how I snatched my arm back.



Six Roots is packed, and the first person I run into is Natalie. She’s definitely having a good afternoon thanks to some kind of illicit substance. She plops onto the dilapidated couch I’ve claimed and drapes her arm over me. “Wasssssuuuup?” she slurs into my ear, and then lays her head on my shoulder. “Wow, you are soft.”

I surprise myself by edging back from her. “My flannel is soft. I am a hard, indecent bitch. Don’t you read the papers?”

She laughs a little and then digs in an old Care Bears lunch box she’s using as a purse. She pulls out some pills in a tiny plastic bag and waves them at me. “Wanna trip with me? This X is primo.”

“I’m good, I’m waiting on Bird and Kayla. Gotta drive home tonight too.”

She pouts and puts them back in her box, then pulls out a joint. “A little green?”

I think about it, it definitely would make everything easier. But Bird isn’t a fan, and I can abstain if it means not ticking her off. “Gotta keep a clear mind this time, Natalie.”

She leans back and looks at me, squinting a little, sizing me up. “Damn, woman, I think you might be changing.”

“Just trying to get something done. Not transforming into Ms. Responsible.”

“Something like Bi-ird…” she trills. All of a sudden I’m flushed and suuuuper uncomfortable.

“Not exactly,” I say, and then I see Bird and Kayla enter. I catch Bird’s eye and nod, then see a funny expression cross her face when she notices Natalie, and my mind goes back to our initial bathroom meeting. I disentangle myself from Natalie and stand up.

“Thinking of hitting the show at Touchstone later,” I say. “If you want, we can toke up there.”

She follows my gaze, gives a slow, exaggerated wink to me, then leans back into the couch. “Sure, Jessa, see you there.”

Her eyes are drooping in chemical satisfaction as I head over to Bird and Kayla, now grabbing a table.

“Ladies,” I say nonchalantly, and make a business out of pulling out the extra chair, flipping it around, and straddling it in the most badass fashion I can summon. Kayla rolls her eyes, Bird doesn’t.

“Hey, Jessa,” Bird says. “Anything new since fifth period?”

“Just a shitty precalc test, but I survived it.”

“You take precalc?” Kayla seems genuinely surprised.

“I’m queer, not stupid,” I snap back, and Bird starts to sputter on the sip of coffee she was drinking.

Kayla scoffs, but there isn’t time for her to get in another dig, because Emmanuel is right on time.

“Ladies,” he says, and hovers by the table. I smile at the repeat.

“What’s up, E?” I say.

“Uh, so my band, Fat Baby Moose, is playing Touchstone tonight, I was thinking y’all might wanna join.” He is not that smooth, but it seems like Kayla is sucking it up.

“Oh my god, Emmanuel, I didn’t know you were in a band!” Yes she did. “That is so hot!”

I catch Bird’s gaze and we both roll our eyes at each other.

“Yeah, uh, we do noise rock, a little screamo, I mean, we’re still finding our sound….”

Understatement of the year.

“I would looooove to see you play.” Kayla’s voice is saccharine sweet and I think she could care less about his sound, but our plan is working.

“I don’t mind driving us to Touchstone if you wanna catch the show,” I mention offhand-like, as if this wasn’t a plan.

“That would be awesome!” Kayla shrieks. Bird is nodding, but I can tell she’s uncomfortable at the thought of going into Touchstone.

“Cool, doors open at seven. See you there,” Emmanuel says, and nods at Kayla. “Looking nice today.”

He scurries off before she can respond, and then she drags Bird to the bathroom, no doubt to discuss Emmanuel and our evening plans. I gather the now-empty mugs and look to Natalie, who’s currently hanging over a long-haired kid attempting to pull some kind of a sound out of a giant didgeridoo. Ugh. Not all music fads are a good thing.



The drive to Touchstone is uncomfortably quiet, so I toss in a disc. I feel like a clash of styles with the garbage noise rock I’m about to hear, so Dar Williams is supporting women everywhere with “As Cool As I Am” and actually making a didgeridoo work, while Kayla looks out the window—she demanded shotgun. Bird is making meaningful eye contact in the rearview, but I must be too dumb to understand the message she’s sending.

When we pull in, Kayla is as charming as ever. “Ew, this place is kind of ghetto….”

“Nirvana played here, and a lot of other big bands before they got their start,” I snap back.

“Must’ve been in better days,” she mumbles, and hops out of the car. “Let’s go! I don’t want to miss Emmanuel’s set!”

I hop out as well, go to the backseat, and open the door for Bird, leaning in to whisper, “Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on you. This place is nowhere near as scary as you think.”

Bird nods, grabs my hand for a brief moment, then drops it.

Tuck lets us inside, waving away my offer of cash and stamping me with the over-twenty-one stamp: a T. rex. Then he marks huge black Xs on Bird’s and Kayla’s hands.

“Why don’t I get to be twenty-one?” Kayla whines.

“ ’Cause you don’t come to ghetto places like this,” I grumble back, thinking she should be thankful for the free cover.

“Do you really want to drink?” Bird asks her, looking shocked.

“Dade and I do all the time.”

“Oh,” Bird says, and I can see her deflating.

“I’ll get us some drinks,” I say, and wander to the bar to pick up some Sprites. The urge to get some vodka in mine is quashed by thinking of Bird’s disappointment at me doing so.

Once I get back, they’ve pushed to the front of the stage, where the crowd is already churning in anticipation. Emmanuel and his bandmates are plugging in amps, setting up drums, and laying out the set list. I can see he’s already swaying a bit, and that means this show is gonna be the usual garbage we get from them.

“Isn’t he soooo fucking cute?” Kayla yells. I can see he hears and smiles to himself.

I press the cans of soda into their palms. “Chugalug, once the music kicks off, we won’t want these in our hands.”

“Why?” Bird says, taking a sip.

“ ’Cause we’re essentially standing in what will be the mosh pit.”

Her eyes widen in what I think might be fear. I put a hand on her back. “Don’t worry, it’s just the opener. I don’t think they’ll rage that hard.”

I see Natalie slink in, and she waves to me to hit the bathroom. I duck out and head to the horror show that is the Touchstone crappers. At least they managed to get the leaking toilet to stop dousing the floor in dirty piss water. Natalie is perched on a toilet seat, blazing up. She hands me the joint and I breathe in smoke and breathe out calm. The drug hits me right away and I can feel the light happiness it gives me, the sense of potential for the evening, the happy buzz and slight euphoria.

“So, here with Bird, huh?” She side-eyes me.

“Shut up,” I murmur back.

“Hey, I think it’s good you’re diversifying. Dade’s a dick.”

“You don’t know him.”

“And I don’t wanna.” She puff, puff, passes.

“He’s better one on one.”

“Aren’t we all?” she responds. We finish the joint, just the sounds of the inhale, exhale, and crisp snap of the cherry burning up the skunky weed. She tosses the roach in the toilet and fixes her hair in a mirror practically covered in stickers.

“Thanks, Natalie,” I say, and unlock the door, ready to head back now that my brain is in the right clouds to listen to noise rock.

“Of course, comes from the earth, goes to the earth, and is meant to be shared.”

As I step out I hear three sharp raps—the drummer setting the beat—and then bass, guitar, and drums slam out. Shit, Bird and Kayla, they’re still in the blast zone.

“I gotta…”

“Go.” She waves me on.

Soon as I push through the crowd I see Kayla onstage, awkwardly trying to pair pop dance moves with the hardcore noise rock, Emmanuel looking like he ate the fucking canary and raging on his bass, the funky beat thrashing along with a shrieking guitar and drums slamming through everything like an oncoming train. People are picking up, starting to circle, and Bird is right in the middle.

I start pushing faster, trying to beat the pit, but they get into full spin before I can make it to the front. I see someone lean back and swing forward, body-slamming Bird. Shit.

She goes flying back, her drink in the air, spattering the entire pit in its downward fall. I elbow past the last few onlookers and grab her as she stumbles toward me, wrapping my arms in a hug around her and spinning her to the outside of the pit. Seeing the dude who pushed her in, I grab him, body-slam hard, and ricochet him off the biggest guy I can find. He shrieks, enjoying it, as the massive dude bounces into him. Sweat and Sprite spatter me, and while the high part of me wants to enter into the commune of minor violence and sheer human energy, the smart part of me remembers Bird. I find a hole in the crowd and push out, see her walking toward the bar area. I follow, catching her wrist, and she whips around looking ready to kill until she sees it’s me.

“I am so, so, so sorry, Bird.”

“Where were you?”

“Crapper,” I say and look at my Docs, ashamed I let her down.

“Well, thanks for saving me in there, but this is not my kind of place.” She looks about to cry and I want to hug her again, do anything to make her feel safe.

“It’s not always this wild, but I definitely think you’re more of a Lilith Fair, blanket-in-the-lawn-seats type.” I’m grasping at straws.

“I happen to like Sarah McLachlan,” she yells over the noise.

“Me too!”

“What?! The edgy Jessa P actually liking a soft mainstream artist?”

“I have many skills,” I say, ducking my head and giving her a shy smile.

She smiles back, and for a second I think the night is going to be all right. But then I look past her to the bar, and suddenly I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck.

Mack.

She’s spinning on the stool and her lips are going a mile a minute. Her shoes are off and her eyes are wild, her gestures huge. She’s manic.

“Jessa?” Bird must have seen my shock. She looks concerned.

“My fucking sister is here.”

The song stops and I can hear Mack’s voice, loud and boisterous. She’s going on about connections again, how we’re all connected. This is a slope I know all too well. The day the spiel makes sense is the day I voluntarily commit myself.

“What’s wrong?” she says, and follows my eyes to my older sibling. “Is she okay?”

Mack gets up and pushes the guy next to her. She’s yelling now, but the next song is going and I can’t make it out.

“I dunno, it’s her Friday night special, bar fight.”

“She’s gonna fight?!”

“Not if I can help it,” I say, and head over to the rapidly escalating situation, catching eyes with Harry behind the bar. He’s giving her space now ’cause he sees me, or she would be bounced.

“Mack,” I say, and tug her arm.

“Baby sister!”

“Hey, you wanna get out of here?”

“Don’t be a dud! Come here and we’ll do shots! It’s Friday night!” Harry runs a finger across his throat, letting me know she’s cut off. I’m sure she’s already full of shots, but booze isn’t what’s got her to these heights.

“I’m good. Why don’t we chill in the car for a bit?”

Her eyes turn dark and I know she’s swinging toward anger. “Why don’t you fuck off, fun police.”

“Hey, bitch, I think she’s right.” The guy she was arguing with is definitely not helping.

“Excuuuuuse me?!” she slurs, and whips her attention to him. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Someone who can smell the crazy coming off you,” he says, looking at her with disgust. I can feel Bird behind me. She has her hand on my back, something to keep me stable. I’m shaking.

“Fuck you, asshole!” Mack scratches at him, catching his face.

“Okay!” Harry takes charge. “Cool it or get the fuck out….”

Too late, though, the dickhead has other ideas, and I see him haul an arm back in the familiar upswing of a full-on bitch slap. I push Mack out of the way and his hand comes down hard on my face, the sting and sudden pain of it shocking my system. The violence is such a dark contrast to the ecstatic bash of the mosh pit. I stumble back and see Mack advancing for payback.

“Don’t you hit my fucking sister!” she screams, and runs toward him, claws ready to put more lines on his face, but I grab her waist and start dragging her away. “I will fuck you up! I’ll fucking kill you, you piece of shit!”

I get her outside with sheer determination and Tuck’s assistance, and we’re moving toward the car when I realize Bird has been following, wide-eyed and probably thinking the worst of me right now. When I shove Mack into the backseat, expletives and incomprehensible word stew sputtering out of her, Bird grabs my keys from my hand and walks around to the driver’s side.

“Hop in back,” she says. “Take care of her.”

I do, thanking her inwardly for not trying to deal with this here, for not saying or asking more, for being here to help. I can’t drive right now for so many reasons.

I slide in back and Mack has quieted some, but is still bitching. Once I sit beside her and get us both strapped into our seat belts, I hear Bird start up the car and we begin to cruise.

“Goddamn it, Mack.”

“It wasn’t my fault,” she says, her bottom lip trembling. She’s gonna cry. She’s whipping between high and low. She’s definitely off her meds.

“I know,” I say, and she leans into me, tears coming big and loud, sobbing suddenly.

“Don’t tell Mom and Dad,” she keens.

“Okay,” I say, feeling outside of myself, outside of my body, the hot outline of a hand on my face the only thing bringing me back here, into this car, into this absolute fuckery.

“I’ll get better,” she cries.

“Sure, Mack, sure.”

In the rearview mirror I can see Bird looking at me with something different than shock, pity, or horror. She’s looking at me with concern, and for a second I think I might cry too.

But Mack has the monopoly on that right now. Instead I mouth thank you and hope Mack will tire herself out on the way home.





BIRD

Behind me, Jessa’s quiet voice guides me to their house, directing, “Left at the light,” “Your next right,” “Keep going straight” while her sister whimpers softly. I drive five below the speed limit the whole way, the cargo in the backseat feeling extra fragile. I try not to replay the sound of the man’s hand against Jessa’s face, which I could somehow hear over the music and the shouting. I try not to say anything except “okay.” Try not to breathe or brake too hard or get distracted watching Jessa and her sister huddled together in the rearview mirror.

My hands are still trembling by the time we arrive at Jessa’s house. She tells me to park on the street, so I do. I turn the car off and when I crack my door, the dome light comes on, eliciting a soft groan from Mack. I reach up to turn the light off just as Jessa reaches to do the same, our fingers touching for one small beat.

I get out first and allow myself a deep inhale and exhale before I open the back door, as slow and soft as I can. Jessa takes my hand, the way she did at the skating rink, letting me help her out of the car, while her other arm maneuvers around her sister’s slumped shoulders.

It’s almost ten and the house is dark except for the front porch light. No other cars in the driveway. Jessa’s parents must have lives. She struggles to get her sister out of the backseat, so I move to the other side of her, trying my best to wrap my arm around her waist, letting Mack’s arm drape over my shoulders.

“Whoshee?” she slurs.

“It’s okay,” Jessa tells her, meeting my eye for only a moment as we hobble up the drive.

“My name’s Bird,” I tell her. “I’m Jessa’s friend.”

“Oh, hi,” she breathes, seeming to lapse back into unconsciousness.

We make it to the front door, and when Jessa turns the knob, it’s locked. She looks to me and I remember her keys in my pocket. When I pass them back to Jessa, I see her hand is shaking slightly, and I realize mine have finally stopped.

A dog barks on the other side of the door as Jessa unlocks it.

“It’s okay, Falstaff,” she calls.

Is it okay, though? I wonder.

The giant white dog greets us with a wet nose and thick wagging tail, so happy it keeps bumping into us as we move through a living room and kitchen, Jessa turning light switches on with her elbow along the way. “Falstaff, down!” she says. Then to me, “Her room’s this way.”

“Okay,” I answer, the only response I’ve given her since we left the club.

Down a short hallway, then Jessa pushes open a door, darkened inside except for a small night-light plugged into the wall. We sloppily lower Mack onto the bed sideways, and I stand there in the doorway, watching as Jessa proceeds to scoop her sister up in her arms like she’s a little kid even though they’re the same size, and repositions her so that her head rests on the pillows. She pulls her sister’s arms out of her leather jacket and folds it in half at the foot of the bed. Methodically, like this isn’t the first time she’s had to do this.

She glances at me as she stands up. I’m not sure what to do, so I just pet the dog, who’s now sitting on my feet. I don’t think I should walk away, but it could be weird that I’m just lurking here. She tugs the blankets from underneath her sister’s body and pulls them up to her chin, smoothing them down before leaning over her and whispering something close to her ear.

I clear the way for her, ushering the dog down the hallway and into the kitchen, where I watch as Jessa closes the door and starts to walk toward me. I can’t tell what she’s thinking, if she wants me to get out or stay or say something or be quiet. She comes close to where I’m standing and pats the dog’s head, finally glancing at me, if only for a moment.

“Umm,” she begins, looking down before meeting my eyes again. “I’m sorry—”

“What? No, why? Don’t—don’t be sorry, I—I’m sorry,” I stutter.

“I’m sorry,” she repeats. “But I don’t think I can drive you home. I need to stay here. I can’t leave her alone in the house right now.”

“No, I—I don’t want to go home. I mean, I don’t need to go home. I mean, is it okay if I stay?”

She bites her lip and nods, and when she looks down I can see a bruise forming on her cheekbone in the bright light of the kitchen. I want so badly to touch her face, to pull her into my arms, to do anything to make this—any of this—better for her.

I turn toward the fridge and open the top freezer door, the frosty fog of condensation flowing over me while I search for something to use.

“Are you… hungry or…?” Jessa asks.

“No, I’m trying to find some…” I pull out a bag of frozen corn and a bag of mixed vegetables. I was hoping for peas, but corn will work.

“Um, corn?” she mutters uncertainly.

I replace the bag of mixed vegetables and close the freezer, pull the towel that’s threaded through the handle of the stove, and wrap it around the frozen corn.

“For your face,” I explain.

She touches her cheek and winces a little, as if she’s forgotten what happened. I don’t think I’ll ever forget that.

“You should sit,” I tell her, bringing the makeshift ice pack closer to her.

She takes it from my hand before I can touch her, clears her throat. “Um, let’s go to my room.”

“A-all right.”

“I just don’t wanna be down here when my parents get home,” she adds, as if she needs to justify herself.

“Okay.” I nod and smile—try to, anyway—then follow along behind her as she leads the way through the kitchen to another door, up a set of stairs. Her room is in the attic—her room is the attic. Somehow that feels very appropriate for her. The exposed wood rafters. Liner notes stapled to the walls, posters. Raw, unfinished floors. Rough-and-tumble. So very Jessa. Butter-soft yellow shines through underneath all the clutter. Ironically, also her.

My room—or my half of my room—would say exactly zero true things about me.

“It’s a work in progress,” Jessa says, as she sees me taking it all in.

“I like it,” I tell her. “It’s very you.”

She plops down on her bed and lets out a long, heavy sigh. I go to sit down next to her, then pick up the frozen corn pack she set down on her bedside table. She shifts away from me like there’s some invisible bubble of space she’s supposed to be maintaining around herself.

“Here,” I tell her. “Come here.” She lets me scoot closer, lets me bring the towel to her cheek. I try to be gentle as I press it to her skin. She closes her eyes. “Does it hurt?”

She swallows hard, whispers, “Not really.” But I can tell she’s lying.

“I can’t believe that guy did that.”

“I can.” She opens her eyes and looks at me. “My sister can really push people to their limits when she gets like that.”

“Was she… on something… or drunk, or high, or whatever?”

“No.” She brings her fingers to my wrist, holding on for just a moment before she pulls my hand and the ice pack away. “I mean, she’s drunk, but that’s not why she was acting like that. She’s sick.”

“What is it?”

“She’s bipolar… you know, manic-depressive?” she says, and I nod to let her know that yes, I know what that is. At least, I’ve heard of it. “She just gets really high and really low and she sometimes goes off her meds and it just messes her up even more. It’s not really her fault, though; she’s just…” She pauses, looking into my eyes like she’s trying to make sure I understand.

“She’s sick,” I repeat.

“Yeah,” Jessa says. “She’s just sick, and she needs more help than… I don’t know.” She stops and shakes her head, lets it fall into her hands.

“No, say it.” I touch her shoulder and she sits up again. “What?”

“She needs more help than I know how to give her.”

“Well, what about your parents? They’re—”

“Fucking oblivious,” she says, laughing sadly through the words.

I place my hand on top of hers, sitting there on the bed between us. “I’m sorry. “She’s lucky to have you looking out for her.”

She shakes her head dismissively.

“Mack is lucky to have you,” I repeat more firmly.

“Thanks,” she says, her voice tight. She pulls her hand from beneath mine and stands abruptly. “I mean, thanks for your help tonight.”

“Yeah, of course.” I resist the urge to stand up too, the muscles in my thighs fighting with my brain not to go to her, not to pull her into a hug, not to stop her pacing. “Are you okay?” I ask instead.

“You know what? I’ll be honest with you—I’m not.”

“Okay.” And now I do stand. I do go to her. I do reach for her. And she backs away. My hand freezes. “Um, I’m sorry, I—”

“No, it’s me. God!” She shouts this last part at herself.

“What would help? Is there anything I can do? Do you want…” I hesitate, before finishing. “Do you want me to leave? I could walk home or—”

“No,” she answers. “I don’t want you to leave. But…” She pauses.

“What?”

“Listen, I know you hate it, but would you hate me if I smoked up right now?”

“Jessa, no.” I laugh. “I wouldn’t hate you.”

She flings open her desk drawer and pulls out a plastic container. “Oh, thank god, because I could really use some right about now.” She brings the container to a wooden bench under the nook carved out for a gabled window and sets it on her lap. I take a few steps closer to her, kind of entranced by this unfamiliar ritual. She opens a tiny cardboard box and pulls out a small piece of paper, delicately setting it on the lid of the container, then she opens a baggie, pinches out a portion of the weed, and sprinkles it carefully inside. She rolls it between her fingers so gently. And as she swipes her tongue along the edge to seal it, my heart does a strange little stutter in my chest.

She reaches into her pocket for her trusty Zippo and quickly lights the end of the joint, inhales deep, then rushes to get her window open before she exhales.

I can’t stop myself from going to sit down next to her. When she turns back from the window, she seems surprised to find me so close. She’s inhaling and trying to fan the smoke away from my face. “Sorry,” she croaks, before blowing the smoke out the window again.

“It’s okay,” I tell her. “Um, I—I was w-wondering…” I take a breath, apologize for my stupid stutter. “Sorry.”

“No, what?”

“I was wondering,” I repeat, “if I could try.”

She coughs, choking on the smoke or her laugh, I don’t know which. “You’re serious? You wanna try this?” she asks, holding the joint out toward me.

I nod.

She passes it to me, our fingers touching for the briefest moment.

I keep my eyes on her, watching me, while I bring it to my lips. I inhale and pass it back to her, wishing I was brave enough to press my mouth to hers. But I’m not that brave. I exhale the smoke out the open window instead.

She takes a couple of tokes and passes it back to me, saying, “It’s better if you hold it in your lungs longer.”

“Okay,” I whisper. This time I hold it longer, but then I cough. A lot.

She giggles for only a second, but tells me, “That happens to everyone.” She lets her hand dangle out the window and smiles at me as she leans her head against her arm. I inhale again and hold it, not as long as before, and I don’t cough this time. When I pass it back to her, she sits up and shakes her head. “I’m good.”

I take one more and tell her, “I’m good too.”

She pinches off the glowing cherry and blows it out the window, then gently places the remaining half of the joint inside an old Altoids tin like she’s tucking it into bed.

I laugh at the thought.

“Oh good,” she says, standing up to close the window.

“What?”

“You’re giggly. I was hoping you’d be giggly-high.”

“I am?” I ask, laughing again. “I don’t really feel that different.” Except I am noticing how long it feels like it’s taking for me to speak, to stand, to follow her to the bed.

“You are.”

“You’re not giggly-high,” I point out, as we sit down across from each other.

“No, but I’m happy.” She reaches out and touches my shoulder for just a moment, smiling. “I’m happy you’re here.”

“You don’t mind if I sleep over?” I ask.

She shakes her head.

“Your parents won’t mind?”

“My parents won’t notice.”

“They should,” I say, even though I don’t quite know what I mean by that. “They should notice you.”

She does giggle a little at that. “Yeah, maybe.”

I look down at my jeans and platform boots and fringy macrame top that’s even less comfortable than the stiff thrift-store blazer I’m wearing as a jacket. “You don’t have anything I could use to sleep in, do you? Wait, did I already ask you that?”

She laughs hard this time, like she’s letting something go. “No, you didn’t, but yes, I do.”

I follow her over to her dresser, where she pulls T-shirts out, one after the other, like she’s pulling tissues from a box. I find myself laughing at that, too, and when she asks, “What?” I can’t even find the words to answer.

“It’s—just funny. I—I can’t explain it.”

“Okay,” she says, smiling. “Here, how ’bout Xena?” She holds out a faded, oversized black tee with Xena the Warrior Princess screen-printed in an equally faded yet fierce battle stance. Couldn’t be less me, but I take it, hoping it fits.

“Thanks. Um, where should I…”

“Oh, I’ll turn around. There’s a screen thing over there,” she says, covering her eyes with her hand, pointing toward a folding bamboo divider. I go with her Xena shirt, thinking she’s being overly dramatic for fun. But then I watch as she makes her way over to the bed again, eyes still closed, arm stretched out in front of her, feeling for anything she might bump into.

“You don’t have to do that,” I tell her as I walk around the edge of the divider. “I’m behind the screen, okay?”

“Okay,” I hear her call back.

I nudge my boots off and step down three inches, bend over and stuff my socks inside, happy to have my feet on the solid floor. I fold my shirt and jeans over the top of the screen and take an extra second to flatten down my hair—it’s gotten bigger and wilder as the night has gone on. I go back and forth for what feels like forever, standing in my underwear, pulling my bra straps down, then up, down, then up. “Jesus,” I whisper to myself, eliciting a tiny laugh from the back of my throat. Just take the fucking bra off. I wouldn’t keep it on if I was spending the night at Kayla’s. This is different, though. Because the truth is Jessa is not just my friend. When I said it earlier, to Mack, it felt like a lie and it was.

“Bird? You all right over there?”

“Yeah. I’m—yeah.”

I’m taking too long. This is ridiculous. I take my bra off, and quickly pull the shirt down over my head, stretching it a little so it falls at my thighs. The length of a short skirt. Shorter than any skirt I’d ever wear, but still. At least it covers my underwear, which are comfy cotton and decidedly unsexy. I can feel that little buzz fading already; I don’t want it to be gone yet. I can see why people would want to keep doing it over and over—pills, smoking, booze, other stuff—just to keep that light floaty feeling.

When I come out from behind the screen, Jessa’s sitting up in her bed, already changed into a sweatshirt and flannel pants. I tiptoe over, and when she sees me—my bare thighs, specifically—she closes her eyes again.

“Oh, Bird! Sorry, did you want bottoms—pants or shorts or something?”

“Um, yeah. Okay, sure.”

She jumps out of her bed, shielding her eyes as she goes back to her dresser. “Don’t worry, I’m not looking.”

“I’m not worried.”

She doesn’t look at me, though. And for a second, I really wish she would. She rifles through her drawers, holding up multiple pairs of gym shorts and then tossing them aside.

“Anything’s okay,” I tell her.

She holds out a pair of Umbros that look very similar to every other pair she discarded. “Here, how’s this?”

I take them from her outstretched hand, and she doesn’t take her eyes off the ceiling while I slip them on. “Am I making you uncomfortable?”

“What? No.” She shakes her head while she walks back to the bed. “No, why?”

“Well, you’re avoiding looking at me, like I’m…” My brain flips through all the things I’m most afraid of her thinking: like I’m ugly, gross, weird, unwelcome, uninvited, delusional. “Like I’m making you uncomfortable or something.”

She looks up at me once she reaches her bed. “No, I just didn’t want to make you feel uncomfortable.”

“So, neither of us are uncomfortable?”

“I guess not.”

“Okay.” I walk over to her bed and sit next to her. “Glad we cleared that up.”

She sinks down into her pillows and stares at the ceiling. So I do the same. We’re quiet for a long while. I let my hand brush against hers. When she doesn’t move it away, I curl my fingers around hers. “I’m here if you want to talk or anything,” I say.

She squeezes my hand, whispers, “Thanks.”

I turn on my side toward her; her eyes are open, still trained on the ceiling. I run the back of my hand across her cheek and lean in to kiss the little scratch inside the blooming bruise. She doesn’t move and she doesn’t say anything. I lay my head down on my own pillow and take my hand back—she’s not interested. I can take the hint, and it’s fine. I haven’t truly embarrassed myself yet.

But then she tilts her head to look at me. My heart sparks. She reaches out and lets her fingers glide so softly along the palm of my hand. My heart catches fire.

I prop myself up on my elbow and inch closer, watching carefully to see if she backs up or flinches or looks away, but she doesn’t. I start to lean down over her and a strand of my hair falls loose across her face. She smiles and moves it back over my shoulder. I kiss her cheek again and I feel her hand go to my neck, her breathing getting faster. I let my mouth float over hers, trying to be brave—braver than I was with Kat over the summer—to do what I felt. To do what felt right. To do what feels right, now.

I press my lips against hers, soft and slow, just once. I let some space between us, and as she opens her eyes I whisper, “Are you still comfortable?” God, my voice is trembling so badly. I’m not sure I’ve ever felt so scared of an answer in my life.

She nods, and bites her lip, which just makes me want to bite her lip.

I kiss her again. This time I press harder, enough for my lips to part hers, and as our mouths open I can feel the warmth of her, taste her, kissing me back, pulling me toward her. Her hands are soft in my hair and on my face; steady on my skin as they travel up my back, under her shirt; strong as they pull me down on top of her. Just the feel of her breathing between our kisses, the small sounds she’s making, are flooding my stomach, my thighs, my everywhere, with heat.

She plants kisses down my neck with her hands on my hips, then pushes me onto my back. She kisses me hard and sweet and her hand trails up my stomach, just skating the outline of my breast. And now my hands find her hips and her butt and my legs part to let her come closer and the pulsing deep inside me is too much and I don’t want to stop I don’t want to stop I don’t want to stop.

I pull my hands between us and bring them under her shirt, up the soft skin of her stomach, until my palms fit so absolutely perfectly over her breasts. She gasps, letting her head fall against my chest, pressing ever closer to me, and she feels so good I wish I had the words to tell her.

“Oh my god,” she breathes. “Bird?”

“Yeah?” I let my hands float down her sides to rest on her back. She raises her head to look at me, and oh god, she has never looked more beautiful.

“Are we going too fast… I mean, should we maybe slow down?”

“We can, yeah. If you want to. Do you?”

She laughs, and says, “I don’t really want to, but maybe that’s why we should.”

“I don’t really want to either. But we should, um, probably—”

“Yeah, okay.” She shifts her weight off me and we kiss once more, softer, slower, calmer.

We lie side by side again, and I place my hand on my chest, trying to feel my heart, make it slow down too. “Wow,” I whisper. “I really liked that.” Because I can’t quite bring myself to say, I really like you.

Jessa laughs and buries her face in my shoulder—embarrassed, adorable. I put my arm around her and she settles in with her head tucked into my neck, her hand lying along my sternum. “I really liked that too,” she says.

I’m smiling as I close my eyes.

I wake up at some point in the night to a car door closing outside. Jessa rolls out of my arms but doesn’t really wake up. I take this moment to look at her in the darkness, by whatever light is coming in from the window. She’s so pretty without even trying, so beautiful even though I can tell she tries to hide it. I need to make sure I tell her that when she’s awake. But for now, I lay my head on her chest and feel her arms fold around me, let myself fall asleep to her breathing.





JESSA

I’m back at Touchstone in the mosh pit, I can see Bird across from me, she’s falling under, in danger, Doc Martens and Vans stepping on her. I try to dive for her, help her, but I’m pulled back and up, the crowd surfing me away from her, dozens of hands on me, and Bird is getting farther and farther away. I try to scream, but all that comes out is noise rock, my voice booming and still doing absolutely nothing.

Sharp barks bring me out of the dream, and I’m still in a sleep stupor when I realize Falstaff is yelling at someone outside for performing the extreme offense of walking by our home. I roll over and come face-to-face with Bird. Oh shit.

The events of last night come flying back at me like the backhand from the guy at the bar. I look at her, sleeping lightly, small puffs of air escaping her lips, the curve of them still so enticing. I can’t see her eyes now, but I remember her looking at me, her eyes kind and understanding, the way she leaned in, her lips on mine, the taste of her in my mouth, sweet like candy. A thrill rushes through me and I reach out and touch one of her mermaidy locks, the hair soft and still wavy and beautiful in spite of my hands having run through it for what seemed like forever and fleeting all at the same time.

She’s the first girl I’ve ever woken up beside. She’s the only one who’s ever stayed. It’s like a miracle, and for a second I think my heart’s gonna fly outta my chest until reality shoves it back in. She didn’t have an escape, she was stoned, did she actually want to be here or was she just tired? Doubt creeps in, malignant and gross, and a big hole inside me opens up and starts to swallow everything good about this moment.

She sighs and shifts and I wonder if I’ve done something wrong. I always feel like this when I do manage to kiss or touch another girl. My touch has never been good for anyone, my affection a toxic thing that leads to rumors and hate and alienation. When she wakes up, she’ll have regret. I already have it for fucking up and loving her with some horrible part of myself. I know the books and articles I’ve read on coming out tell you it’s okay and normal and fine, but the television and radio stations Mom likes to frequent (God I hate Rush Limbaugh) say something different. Bird’s own sister, Olivia Fucking Rubens, says different. They say I’m recruiting, I’m spreading disease, they say I’m drawing people to sin…. All those voices versus the small online communities I’ve connected with fight inside my head, and those awful voices win.

They always win.

Bird being here in my bed is a problem and not because Mom and Dad might come in, but because somehow I’ve drawn her into this horrible space where I live and now I need to make this a short-term visit. Anyone even hears she slept over, her goddamned stepsister will latch on and spread it all over school. My problems are dirt on her face, and even if somehow she did turn out as queer as me, god knows how close I am to becoming Mack and all her issues.

For fuck’s sake, I’m sitting here hating myself first thing in the morning—isn’t that the epitome of mental illness? If I’m not going to hell, I’m going to the psych ward, and Bird doesn’t deserve that.

But she’s wearing an old Xena T-shirt of mine and it’s curved around her torso, uncovered, allowing a peekaboo of her waist, and I can remember my hands grabbing there and pulling her in, the soft heat of her body against mine. How much more I wanted… Fuck, I have to stop. Stifling a groan as I feel the soreness in my neck from a direct hit to the face, I force myself to sit up.

Guilt and I are best friends, and we both need coffee.

I slide out of bed, grab a pair of jeans from my laundry basket, and pull them on before heading downstairs to see that everything’s settled. Bird doesn’t stir, still peaceful. Still blissfully unaware of what I have done.

Downstairs, Mom and Dad are sitting drinking coffee in the kitchen nook. Dad looks up at me with a concerned face. He must have realized when they got home and Mack was here but not her bike that something happened. Seeing the new bruise blooming on my face confirms it. His lips form a hard line. Mom is clueless as ever, sets down the book she’s reading, and says, “Morning, honey, would you like waffles? I’m thinking about making some.”

“Uh, yeah,” I say, pouring myself a cup from the percolator. It’s already cool enough to sip.

I’m trying to figure out how to broach the topic of Mack when Mom heads to the counter. “How many do you want?” She’s pulling out the big mixing bowl.

“Um, just one is good. But my friend Bird stayed over, so she might want one or two.” Can’t let my shame make Bird starve.

Dad lets out a low whistle and Mom drops the bowl. It clatters to the ground with a hefty thump, but the glass is heavy enough that it doesn’t break, just rolls across the floor for Falstaff to inspect with a couple of sniffs. No one says shit.

Mom goes to pick up the bowl and I can see a scowl on her face. I’ve never had a girl over before. They assume we slept together, of course, because lesbians can’t have friends that are girls. I mean, we did—sort of, like not all the way—but we did kiss, we did share the bed, we did touch….

I know I’m beet red when Dad clears his throat and says, “Oh, Bird, is that your friend with the project? The one you used my CD burner for? You two are getting to be good pals.”

“Kostas…” my mom murmurs low. I know she’s not okay with his support.

“Grace, I’m excited to meet one of her school friends other than Dade, I think it’s good she’s finally diversifying,” he says, then goes back to his magazine.

“Kostas, I really think—”

“She had to help me get Mack home last night,” I blurt out, suddenly ashamed on a whole new level. Definitely not wanting to get my parents in an argument. I have no fight left. “Mack was starting a fight at the Touchstone. She’s not doing well.”

The confession has a nicely sterilizing effect on the previous conversation. I see them exchange we don’t talk about this faces, and then I decide to push forward.

“She’s cycling fast, she went from manic to depressed in minutes last night, I think it’s time to—”

“I think it’s time for you to wake your friend and see if she wants walnuts or chocolate chips in her waffle,” Mom interrupts me.

“Seriously? She needs more—”

“Jessamine, listen to your mother,” Dad cuts me off. He won’t even look at me. This is so fucked.

I wait a second to see if either of them will even consider what I’m suggesting. More hospital, more rehab, more outpatient therapy, more pretending we aren’t on the fourth go-round of this. But Dad is buried in his copy of Wired and Mom is cracking eggs and reaching for the vanilla. I roll my eyes and head back upstairs, coffee in hand, trading one uncomfortable situation for another.

When I get back to my room, I see Bird is sitting up in bed, with the confused look of the just awake. She glances over at me and a half smile crosses her face. I can’t tell what it means. Is she upset or okay with things? What if last night wasn’t okay? What if it was?

“Hey, Jessa,” she says softly.

“Hi.” I actually wave at her. Smooth move, Ex-Lax.

She pats a spot on the bed beside her, but that is the way of trouble. I pull my desk chair over and sit, looking down at my hands, picking at already chipped nail polish, not sure what to say, not wanting to look up and see her beauty and know I shouldn’t have it. I don’t deserve it.

“So, Mom wants to know if you want walnuts or chocolate chips in your waffles.”

“O-kay,” she says, drawing it out to show she’s unsettled. Great, I’m unsettling.

“So chocolate or walnuts, or I guess we could do both?” So fucking awkward.

“Jessa?” She stands up, is close to me, too close; I cringe, knowing I shouldn’t want to lean into her arms, wrap myself around her, take her back into bed. But she smells like peach sorbet and honeysuckle, and I’m fighting everything in me not to touch.

“Jessa, will you look at me?” She reaches gently toward me and tilts my chin with her hand and I will not cry. I jump up and grab my mug of coffee from the desk.

“Dad made coffee. It’s jet fuel, but it does the job.”

Great, I hope she doesn’t think I’m intimating that it’ll make her poop. “So, it’ll wake you up, I mean.” I am graceless.

“Jessa, are you okay?”

“Last night was a lot, I mean with Mack, and I, I dunno, just still processing.”

She nods like she’s thinking it over inside.

“But it was a fun time, like getting smoked out together, that was cool.” Play it cool, maybe she’ll want it like Natalie, a little fun in secret and then back to the bong.

“Yeah, it was nice,” she agrees.

“Super fun.”

“Fun,” she repeats, but she doesn’t look like anything is fun now. She looks upset.

“So, waffles?”

“I dunno, I really should get home and call Kayla. We pretty much abandoned her last night,” she says, and starts collecting her clothes from where they’re hanging in a neat pile over my bamboo screen. She starts to pull her shirt off, and I turn around right before she reveals her breasts, much as I want to see them, much as I want to be the kind of person she’d want seeing them.

“Uh, you can use my cell,” I say, and point to where it’s charging on the desk. “But you probably don’t want to miss out on Mom’s waffles, they’re pretty stellar.”

“You don’t have to turn around,” she says, and I’m not sure if there’s a touch of wistfulness in her voice. Or is it regret? Or maybe she does actually like me. But that’s not my kind of luck. My kind of luck is by the end of the week I’m on Frontline as the new predator du jour.

“Uh, just giving you privacy.”

She comes up behind me. I can feel the heat of her there and then her arms wrap around me, her breasts press against my back, her head leaning on my shoulder and I so want to turn around and just taste those lips one more time. Hold her close for just a minute. But regret can show up anytime, and I don’t want this toxicity to spread.

“Jessa, are you okay? ’Cause I won’t tell anyone—”

“And I won’t either, I promise.”

“I was talking about your sister, but okay… I guess. Are you all right?”

I pull out of the embrace, walk over to my wall of liner notes, pretend to inspect the Mary J. Blige pictures, pretend there’s something I want to do other than pull her back into bed, tangle myself in her, and silence all those horrible voices. Jesus, voices, I am a psycho.

“Are you all right?” I ask her instead.

“Yes,” she says in a measured tone, “but you seem off.”

“I’m cool,” I say, though I am definitely not. “Long as you’re cool.”

“I’m cool.”

“Great, then I’ll tell Mom a plain waffle and you can ring up Kayla before you come down.” Before she can say anything more, I’m headed back downstairs into another pit of anxiety, preparing myself to lie, as we always do around the breakfast table.





BIRD

I get dressed in yesterday’s clothes and try not to read too much into the way Jessa is being extra weird with me. Because, Kayla. As I replay the events that led us to the wonder of Jessa’s bed last night, I’m flooded with worry. We left her there. The last time I saw her she was up onstage dancing, random band boy hands on her body, Emmanuel looking at her like she was dessert or something… and her, not even noticing that I was being pushed around in the stupid mosh pit, not caring that she left me first.

I bring the folded Xena shirt to my face before I stow it in my bag. Jessa is the only person our age I know who has a cell phone. Mom and Daniel just got one last winter after that terrible snowstorm left everyone stranded and no one knew where Mom was for ten and a half hours. For emergencies only, but Olivia has been begging for one ever since. She’s had to settle for a pager.

It’s amazing that I’m remembering all of this, yet also worrying about Kayla, while also replaying Jessa’s anatomy in my mind, all while waiting for an answer at Kayla’s house. It rings once—Jessa’s mouth and hands and the curve of her back. Twice—Jessa’s smile and the way she says my name. A third time—and Kayla’s mom is saying, “Hello?”

I clear my throat, stand up, try to focus. “Hi, is Kayla up?”

“Bird? What—what do you mean? I thought she was sleeping at your house.”

And my focus comes crashing in with sharp precision now. “Oh…”

“Did she not sleep at your house?”

Oh shit. Shit, shit, shit.

“No, she did. She definitely did. I was just checking because she… um, ran out to get some coffee and breakfast sandwiches, um, while I was in the shower and…”

“Then why would she be here?”

“Oh, wait a second, I—I think she’s pulling up now. Yep. Yes, that’s her. Sorry, I guess I just got impatient. Okay, thanks. Bye—”

“Wait a second, Bird. I want to talk to Kayla.”

“Oh, sure, sure. I’ll let her know to call you.”

“No, put her on the—”

I hang up. Oh my god, I just hung up on Kayla’s mom.

I immediately dial Kayla’s pager with 911 and Jessa’s cell phone number.

I call back right away with 911 again, because this is an emergency on so many levels now. First emergency is, where the fuck is Kayla? Second emergency is, Kayla is fine but now her mom knows she didn’t spend the night at my house. I start scrolling through Jessa’s outgoing calls—one of these is Dade’s number. Maybe she hooked up with Dade after we left. Even that would be preferable to the rapidly accumulating number of horrific scenarios that are piling up in my head right now. I’m about to call Dade when the phone rings in my hand.

“Kayla?” I answer.

“Bird?” she says. It’s her. Everything is okay. For a moment, anyway.

“Kayla, are you okay?”

“I’m… yeah, I’m—I’m okay,” she mutters as if I’ve just woken her up. “Where are you, where are you calling from?”

“Jessa’s. Jessa’s cell phone. Where are you?”

“I’m at… I’m—wait, why 911?”

“Oh my god, don’t kill me. I called your house.”



Fifteen minutes later, I’m standing outside Jessa’s house, the taste of warm syrup still in my mouth, and my stomach full of what truly were the most delicious waffles I’ve ever had. If I didn’t know that there was a sister hidden in a bedroom just down the hall, sleeping off her hangover and pain and illness, I would’ve thought I was having breakfast with the damn Brady Bunch.

Jessa’s maintaining a three-foot radius from me while we wait for Kayla to pick me up.

“I’m sorry I’ve got to run—Kayla’s having an emergency I have to help her out with.”

Finally making eye contact with me, she says, “She’s okay, though, right? Like, she made it home all right?”

“Oh, yeah. She’s okay.” I let my arm swing forward to catch her fingers with mine. “Are you okay? I mean, with everything that happened with us last night?”

“Of course. It’s cool,” she says, shrugging. So very cool. “You?”

Could she be using fewer words? Fine. I can use fewer words too. I take her hand and pull her around the side of her garage where no one will see us.

“What are you… Bird, what are you doing?”

I pull her close to me, back us up against the side of the garage, my hands on her waist, fingers threading through the belt loops on her jeans. She turns her head to look toward the street, but I place my hands on her face so she’s looking at me. I kiss her, and as she slowly kisses me back I can taste her coffee and that same sweet syrup that’s on my tongue too.

She moves her hands from my hair to the collar of my jacket, then pulls me closer for just a second before she presses her hand against my chest, gently pushing herself away.

I bring my fingers to my mouth—my lips feel stung from all the kissing last night. “Sorry, I just wanted to tell you how beautiful you look this morning.”

She stares at the ground, puts her hands in her pockets, and drags the toe of her boot through the frost on the grass beneath us. But I can see the tiniest smile peeking through. “You don’t have to say that.”

Before I can say anything else, Kayla’s car horn blasts through the morning quiet, putting an end to this conversation. I step forward and kiss her quick, just one more time. “Talk later?”

As she looks up at me and nods, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so shy and delicate, making me I wish I could freeze this moment and stretch it out, and give her my whole day—give her all my days.



We arrive at Kayla’s house nearly forty-five minutes after my ill-fated phone call. We walk in with smiles on our faces, a bag full of Burger King breakfast sandwiches, and each with a coffee in hand, mid-conversation, as if nothing out of the ordinary happened this morning and we both woke up at my house and I didn’t hang up on her mom.

Her dad closes his newspaper and sets it down with force—for her dad, this is the equivalent of slamming it on the counter. He stands. Her mom starts walking toward us.

“Kayla,” she begins.

Her dad finishes, “Where the heck were you last night?” Again, “heck” might as well be “fuck” in his vocabulary.

“Chill,” Kayla says, rolling her eyes in that way she’s gotten so good at ever since she met Dade. “We were at Bird’s house.”

“You’re lying.” Her mom is standing so close to us, and when her eyes shift to me, I can barely keep it together. “I just got off the phone with Bird’s dad, and he said you girls were not there last night.”

He’s not my dad. But that won’t help matters. So, I think fast, faster than I was thinking this morning. “I’m sorry,” I say, looking back and forth between her mom and dad. “It’s my fault. We were going to stay at my house, but Liv is—we’re in the middle of this huge fight right now and I didn’t want to be around her, so we went to our friend Jessa’s house instead and we didn’t tell anyone because—well, we didn’t expect to stay the night and, and…”

Kayla jumps in. “And I knew you guys wouldn’t let me stay over without knowing Jessa, so there.”

“You’re right, we wouldn’t have,” her dad says.

“See?” Kayla waves her hand in convincingly righteous frustration, as if this is really, truly what happened. I don’t know when she got to be such a good actress.

“Were you drinking?” her mom asks.

I shake my head vehemently. “No, we weren’t.”

Kayla sets the greasy bag down, digs around inside, and pulls out one of the sandwiches. She starts unwrapping it, tearing at the paper. “Bird wasn’t drinking, Mom. But yeah, I was. And haven’t you guys told me ten million times that I should never drink and drive? Huh? No matter what?” she says, getting angry—like, angry for real.

“Of course,” her dad says.

“So we stayed the night at our friend’s house and didn’t drive home and stayed alive, okay?” She takes a giant bite of the sandwich and talks with her mouth full, inching closer and closer to her mom’s face. “Now, can you let me eat this fucking disgusting sandwich in peace?”

“Kayla!” her dad yells.

“Just go to your room,” her mom shouts, backing away from her. “Right now!”

“Happy to!” she growls, showing us all her half-chewed food. “C’mon, Bird.”

“You are grounded, young lady!” her dad yells after us.

I follow her up the stairs to her bedroom and wait until she closes the door before I speak.

“Kayla, holy shit. Why did you just do that?”

She swings around, and for a second I think she might start yelling at me, too, but she just smiles and says, “It’s fine. I can handle them. That was good improvising, by the way.”

I release the breath I was holding. “Yeah, you too. I really thought you were losing it there for a second.”

“Who says I wasn’t?” She wiggles her eyebrows and laughs. “Birdie. Stop looking at me like that. I’m fine. All right?”

I nod and take my sandwich out of the bag because I’m still starving, even after the waffles.

“Here, want mine?” She holds her sandwich out to me, minus one giant bite mark.

“No, you eat it.”

She shrugs and wraps it back up, squishing it into a ball that she tosses in the garbage can under her desk.

“So where were you really?” I whisper. When she picked me up, all we had time for was the plan of showing up at her house as if we’d been together all night save for Kayla running out for breakfast and coffee.

“I went out with the band to this party at Emmanuel’s. I ended up sleeping there.”

“So you really were drinking?”

“Yeah, and you were smoking weed with Jessa.” I must look shocked because she continues, “Please, I can smell it on you.”

I pull my hair in front of my face and sniff. “Oh, god.”

“Thank you for ditching me last night, by the way.”

“I know, I’m really sorry. Something happened at the club. I had to help Jessa out. It was kind of a mess.”

“Ugh, did someone try to kick her ass?”

“Wh-what do you mean?”

“Well, Dade’s always having to step in and rescue her from people trying to mess with her. You know, ’cause of the whole gay thing,” she says, whispering the word.

“Seriously?” I ask, unable to swallow my mouthful of sandwich because of the sick feeling that thought leaves in my stomach. “It was something like that, I guess,” I lie, because I told Jessa I wouldn’t say anything about her sister. “So that happens a lot?”

She nods. “Oh yeah.”

“That’s terrible.”

“Gosh, do you really like her? She’s so weird.”

“She’s not that weird, Kayla. And yeah, I do like her.”

“Well, don’t get defensive about it.”

“I’m not.”

“Don’t get mad at me for saying this, but just be careful.”

“Why?”

“I saw you guys at the skating rink. Holding hands and stuff—I know you were just helping her, but that’s how rumors start, and you don’t want her to get the wrong idea. I just want you to be careful.”

“You want me to be careful?” I can’t help laughing.

“Yeah, why’s that funny?”

“Because, Kayla. You’re the one who—who’s…”

“Who’s what? God, just spit it out already.”

“Who’s shitting on all your old friends and almost having sex in cars and drinking and staying out all night and changing your entire personality over a guy, and…”

“And what?” she snaps, seeming amused. “Don’t hold back now.”

“And starving yourself to death—which I’m supposed to act like I don’t notice because every time I bring it up you get mad at me—and you have the nerve to tell me to be careful?”

“I can’t believe you’re mad at me right now when you’re the one who left me all alone last night. And then you call my house this morning and get me in trouble. I should be so mad at you right now! And you’re bitching at me, instead?”

“Hey, you left me first,” I argue. No holding back. “Tell me, at what point last night did you even notice I was gone?”

She shakes her head and crosses her arms, her smile angry and tight.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. At least I cared enough to check on you—you had no idea what happened to me last night either, and I bet you didn’t even give it a second thought.”

“Nice. Real nice, Bird.” And she’s stopped angry-smiling. Now she’s just angry, and for a moment it feels good, because at least I know she still cares enough to actually get mad at me. “Good to know you think so highly of me.”

“Yeah, well, you haven’t been giving me a lot of reasons to lately.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Where do I even start? Okay. How’s this: Why would you tell Dade about Silas?”

“I didn’t—”

“You told him I got dumped and he thinks that’s why I don’t like him.”

“That doesn’t even make sense.”

“Well, he thinks since I got dumped—which I didn’t, by the way—I’m just hating guys for the hell of it, and he thinks I think he’s going to hurt you because I got hurt.”

“That’s not what I told him, Bird.”

“Why are you telling him anything? That was private. And it wasn’t even the truth!”

“How am I supposed to know what happened when you won’t tell me anything? I’ve been trying to drag the details out of you for two months and all you say is ‘It’s complicated’ and ‘I can’t explain’ and—”

“Yeah, because all you seem to be interested in hearing about is how we had sex and what I did with him and how I did it and what he did to me, and what I really wanted to talk to you about is my feelings and being scared and feeling shitty about hurting him and then hurting…” I stop myself.

“Hurting…?” she repeats, rolling her hand toward me, like she’s trying to draw it out of me. “Hurting who?” She pauses. “Exactly, you still won’t even tell me the other person’s name or this mysterious love triangle thing that was so life-altering and secretive you can’t even tell me about it? It’s like you don’t trust me.”

“Maybe I don’t!” I shout.

“Wow,” she whispers, her eyes filling up with tears. “You know, did it ever occur to you that I was asking about that stuff because I was scared? I wanted to talk to you about it because I was trying to figure it all out on my own and I needed you!”

“Well, why didn’t you just tell me that?”

“Because you were gone!” she yells, wiping her eyes on her sleeves. “You left to go do your stupid writing shit that you think is so important and you left me here.”

“Stupid writing shit?” I repeat. “Thanks. I would never say that about your painting, which, by the way, are you even doing that anymore? And don’t blame it all on me, Kayla. We were supposed to keep in touch, and you stopped replying to my emails and you kept missing my calls.”

“Like you even cared?”

“I did care—I needed you, too! I was so lost and confused and I felt like you just disappeared. And I wouldn’t have left if I thought this was what would happen.” I’m shouting and crying at the same time, and I can’t tell if I’m sad that I’m angry or angry that I’m sad or both. “I didn’t think everything would change,” I tell her, which is the truth. I honestly didn’t.

“Well, it did!” She sniffs deeply and wipes her eyes one more time. Then she stands and walks over to her door, holds it open.

“Really?” I ask in disbelief. “You want me to leave? Now? After all this, we’re not gonna talk about it?”

“I’ve heard enough,” she says, so cold.

I stand up slowly, disoriented, still crying. As I walk by her, I want to pull her into a hug, shake her, do something to make her stop acting like this. “Kayla,” I begin, standing directly in front of her. “I haven’t heard enough, okay? We need to talk about—” But she cuts me off.

“All right. One more thing then. I wouldn’t have had to tell Dade anything if you weren’t being such a bitch in the first place. Heard enough now?”





JESSA

With Kayla grounded, I finally get a blessed day of one-on-one time with Dade. We’re lying on his bed watching a marathon of Tarantino films. We’re starting Four Rooms, which technically Tarantino was a writer/director for only a segment, but the marathon is including all written films as well—so we have a whole night planned too.

I’ve been spending the day trying to find a way to talk to him about what happened with Bird. Dade’s always known I was gay, but aside from discussing the tryst with Natalie and a couple of make-out sessions with curious people from Six Roots, I’ve never gotten much play to discuss. He’s always talking about Kayla and how great she is at a lot of gross things, but some haunting of his Catholic boyhood has him waiting to bump uglies. Still, the descriptions of Kayla giving head were more than enough for me to put a moratorium on sex talk.

Now I want to break it.

We’ve been chewing on Twizzlers and making microwave ramen and eating Doritos. My fingertips are bright orange, the nails rimmed with powder that won’t wash off. It’s been relaxing, nice just sitting and existing together without others, quieting our usual sniping. He’s working on a model sports car—a dorky hidden hobby only I know about. The tiny jars of enamel paint carefully set on a TV table, him gently holding the tiny brushes, them looking huge in his hands, which have grown into the hands of a man over the past four years.

I think back to the first time we met, the two of us the only people in the janky-ass theater near my place. Stadium seating and big recliners had become a thing, but it was an inconvenience for my parents to drive me out and I liked the familiarity of the old fabric flip-down chairs and the stained acoustic paneling and the memories of watching old flicks with Mack and Mom and Dad. So there I was on a Saturday afternoon ready to see Tank Girl, whose soundtrack I’d already ordered at Pterodactyl Records. Couldn’t be a better lineup, with Veruca Salt, Portishead, and Hole. I wanted to hear it in all its glory, paired with the visuals of Lori Petty and Naomi Watts in postapocalyptic chaos.

I was in the middle row, the best one for acoustics, and he was two down. Still watching the promos, he twisted around and in a cracking teenage boy voice said, “I’ll trade you a Twizzler for some M&M’s.”

“Sure,” I said, and he crawled over the seats, up to me, and plopped down with a huge bag of Twizzlers and the largest popcorn possible. Following my eyes, he brightened up. “Free refills with this size. Important when you’re watching three in a row.”

“Three?! You’ve got richer blood than me.”

“Nah, just leave before the lights come on, hit the bathroom, and then slink into the next theater after it’s dark…. The staff here could care less.”

“They don’t notice even when it’s empty like this?”

“They’re just glad we aren’t drawing dicks on the bathroom walls.”

I grabbed a handful of popcorn and talked through my munching. “Don’t assume you know my dick-drawing habits in the bathroom.”

He laughed and the lights went dark, and thus he walked me through my first triple feature. I knew he wasn’t much to worry about when the kiss between Lori Petty and Naomi Watts happened and he murmured, “Whoa, nice.” After that I felt safe enough to make a new friend since Olivia Fucking Rubens had made sure no girl at school would ever befriend me again.

Looking back, I think I worked better with dudes, mainly because there was a lot more cursing, foul topics, physical feats of strength, and general acceptance of nerding out over favorite topics than there was makeup, clothes, crushes, and whatnot. Or maybe that was just being friends with Dade. He didn’t have a lot of guy friends, just a bunch of acquaintances who would join him at concerts or parties. The kind of people who bob their heads as you pass in the hall at school and talk about nothing all the time.

Dade and I have always gotten deeper. We would talk about our hopes for the future, discuss Mack’s downward descent as it happened, go back and forth sharing fears, insecurities, and successes. We planned a future that would have us starting out in a small flat and ending with watching movies in an old folks’ home together. Before Kayla I wouldn’t have hesitated to bring things up, but since her, it’s like he’s become an acquaintance. I can’t talk to him about how frustrating she is, and he’s had zero interest in my life since their first kiss. I feel like I’m filling time for him today in some way rather than really having “us” time.

The first segment of Four Rooms is filled with witches, including a pleather-clad Madonna acting out a lesbian fantasy that was cut a bit short for me. Watching the scene, I get a rush of emotion, like a tremble running up my back, and a warm feeling fills… well, all of me, but specifically I get a rush of the turn-on. I remember Bird’s lips and fingers on me, how much more I wanted but also how much I enjoyed what we had. How she fit in my arms as we fell asleep together. How right it seemed in that moment.

How wrong it felt the next morning.

How she kissed me outside, anyway. Pulling me in, against all my better angels. How I kissed back. Sweet lips, a second of paradise, and I’ve been in my own personal hell ever since.

Dade pauses after the segment and murmurs, “I need a smoke.”

I nod and follow as he grabs a bathrobe to cover his T-shirt and boxers. I get my sweater. The October weather has finally brought a chill to the air. On his back porch we settle into the lawn furniture, him puffing on a Camel, me sipping on a cherry Pepsi, happy his mom finally stopped buying Crystal Pepsi.

“Dade, what do you think of Bird?” Let’s ease into this.

“I think she fucking hates me.” He laughs and exhales a cloud of smoke.

“I don’t think she hates you, she just doesn’t know you.”

He squints at me. “You know, she said pretty much the same thing to me.”

“Well, majority wins, you should get to know her.”

It’s quiet for a moment, and I look out to his backyard full of old trees, the leaves caught by a slight wind and falling to the ground, bright in color and crackling noise. “Do you think Bird is, you know?” I wobble my hand back and forth.

“Why, you got a thing for her?” He laughs a little, but I don’t think it’s funny. “For real?”

“Um, well, we kinda made out the other night.”

It’s like someone lit a firecracker underneath his ass, he jumps up yelling, “Holeeee shit!”

“Shut the fuck up, Dade, it was just making out, but I dunno, has Kayla told you anything about her?” My breath catches, me hoping for a second she’s somehow secretly queer, hoping I’m right, hoping Dade doesn’t get a chance to shit on this, too. Hoping the old Dade—my Dade—answers this question.

“Okay, I need to hear about how this happened.” He leans back in the chair and for once actually listens to me explaining the other night’s events. He’s made his way through three cigarettes and cracks his own Pepsi to cool his throat. I finish and wait as his Adam’s apple bobs with the swallow.

“That’s pretty hot, but… Honestly, Jessa, she’s probably still straight. Y’all were high. People do dumb shit when they’re high. And plus, Kayla said she had sex with some boyfriend over the summer, and then he dumped her when their camp or whatever ended.”

A flash of jealousy over this ghost boyfriend hits me, sour and angry. Then what he’s said hits me. We were high. Shit, it was her first time being high. Weed makes everything feel good, it has definitely made me all kinds of turned-on and desperate and wanting in the past. It probably made her feel that way too. I could’ve been anyone. I guess the situation was taken advantage of.

Yeah, she kissed me first.

But people do dumb shit when they’re high.

I feel like a dumb shit.





BIRD

For the past week I’ve been trying to get Jessa to talk about it. “It” being our unbelievably steamy make-out session. The night I thought should have changed everything between us. The morning kiss outside, the way she kissed me back, grabbed my collar—I keep replaying that memory the most for some reason.

But she has either been unreachable or focused on anything but talking about it. She’s almost reminding me of her parents, not saying a word about the daughter hidden in her bedroom or the bruise on their other daughter’s face as they calmly poured syrup into the little waffle squares. Her mother smiling politely, with her father chattering on about the impending Y2K disaster, as though the world weren’t already trying to end right there in their home.

In journalism on Monday, when we broke off into our pairs to work on the zine, I tried to touch her hand, and she jerked like I’d burned her. I tried again, this time under the table, and felt the electric brush of her skin against mine as she allowed me a moment before she moved away.

I get it, to some extent. I remember the morning after the first time with Silas I felt so awkward, so vulnerable, so weirdly happy yet somehow sad, too, that I could barely look him in the eye. But he was sweet and understanding and made it easy to talk about. He made it so even though I knew we probably didn’t feel exactly the same about each other, I still didn’t regret it. And that’s what I’m trying to do for her, but she’s not budging. I would think that she just isn’t feeling it the way I am, but I could tell—I could just tell—it meant something to her. At least I thought it did.

But now, days later and still no indication that this amazing connection we had isn’t all in my head, I’m starting to think maybe it’s some kind of karmic payback for Kat. For how I treated her after our last amazing kiss in my dorm room. How I couldn’t let myself go there even though I wanted to. She was so much kinder to me than I deserved after I abruptly ended things with both her and Silas, but somehow the three of us fumbled through the last weeks of the summer as friends. They stuck with me, even though my guilt over hurting them both was eating me alive and made me try so hard to pull away. They wouldn’t let me.

So, I’m trying to do better. I’m trying to learn from my mistakes. Trying not to hurt anyone ever again. Especially not Jessa, who I imagine has been hurt a lot more than she’s willing to let anyone see.

With Kayla currently not speaking to me and grounded until next weekend, I thought Project Break Up Dade-La was over, but instead Jessa has zeroed in on it, making it our sole topic of conversation all week. Hyper-focused, she came up with a new plan on her own, which she shared today when I cornered her at our lunch spot, praying that it would be a good time to have our talk.

“Bird, tell me something…” she begins, looking at me so thoughtfully.

“Anything,” I answer, inching closer.

“Did Kayla like Titanic?”

I don’t know what I thought she was going to say, but it definitely wasn’t that. “Yeah, who didn’t?”

“Of course you loved it,” she says, with an eye roll and then the grin that I’ve learned means she’s joking. “Well, Dade hated it.”

“Yeah, why am I not surprised?” I mutter under my breath, and Jessa’s careful smile twitches. “Sorry. Okay, so… Titanic?”

She holds up two tickets.

“Special showing at the dollar-fifty theater, happening this Saturday, when Kayla gets off her grounding, which also happens to be when Dade was planning to sit at GameStop for the midnight release of Soulcaliber. If sitting through that ‘abomination of a film’—his words—instead of the release of the year doesn’t show him what he’s missing out on by letting this relationship take over his entire life, I don’t know what will.”

I feel like I’m missing out on something.

Why won’t she talk with me?

Why won’t she touch me?

Why won’t she look at me like she’s seen me?

So many whys about us and still we’re talking about Dade and Kayla. I want to put this whole Operation Break Up on pause, because, god, what if we’re in the wrong, what if we’re making a huge mistake? But I’m afraid she’ll stop talking to me altogether if we don’t have this anymore.

“Okay,” I tell her, taking the tickets from her hand. I haven’t told her yet about my fight with Kayla, but this could be a good peace offering. “I can try to get them there.”



I’m sitting on the edge of my seat in my last class of the day, jacket on, bag shouldered, tickets easily accessible in the front pocket, ready to book it as soon as the bell rings. When it finally does, I’m tearing off through the halls, pushing past people so I can be there, waiting at Kayla’s locker.

I see her walking down the hall before she sees me. As soon as she does, she stops cold in her tracks, before she resumes pretending I don’t exist.

“Hear me out?” I plead.

She spins the combination right, left, right, and her locker clangs open in my face. I catch it before it hits me.

“I’m sorry, Kayla. I really am. I hate how we left things.”

She flicks her eyes to mine for a second.

“Truce?” I ask. “Please. Pretty please?”

Eye roll.

“My queen?” I try, seeing something beginning to soften behind her glare.

She narrows her eyes now, but doesn’t look away.

I clasp my hands together, just like she did with me earlier in the year, when she wanted me to spend the night. I’ll beg her. I don’t mind. “Please!” I say louder, pulling the tickets from my bag and holding them out to her. “Please, oh Kayla, queen of all queens, accept this humble peace offering.”

She can’t hide her smirk. So I throw my arms around her, pretending to sob into her neck.

“All right, all right. Please stop.”

I let go and meet her smile with mine, placing the tickets in her hand.

She looks down at them. “So, what? You want me to go see Titanic with you?”

“No. Although, that would be an effective balm to smooth over our regrettable fight,” I say, not quite ready to let go of the old-timey-speak. “I want you to go with Dade. A date. On me.”

“What?” she mumbles.

“An apology for being such a bitch to him.”

She pulls me in for a real hug now, and even I almost believe it’s the truth.



We were supposed to meet at the theater early and sit in the back row where they couldn’t see us. I had to beg a ride off my mom, who bribed Olivia and her stupid boyfriend to drop me off on the way to whatever exciting party they were lying about going to. Fucking embarrassing. Garrett asking me what I was seeing to try to be polite and make the car ride less awkward. Olivia laughing, even though she knows damn well she still has a whole series of postcards from Romeo + Juliet hanging up on her side of our room, starring Leonardo DiCaprio and Claire Danes. Not that I don’t like looking at both Leo and Claire… or Leo and Kate, for that matter. But still.

“Have fun, wild woman,” Liv says as I exit the backseat of Garrett’s car.

“Thanks for the ride.”

They speed off, tires screeching. The movie started at eight o’clock and it’s eight fifteen. As I wait outside in the cold, alone, watching the last of the stragglers rush in, I feel myself getting annoyed. It was Jessa’s plan, so where is she? I was silently worried when she didn’t offer to drive me, but now I’m pretty sure. She’s trying to stand me up. I walk over to the pay phone by the theater, drop a quarter, and dial Jessa’s cell number, which I took the time to memorize after her lips touched mine.

It rings and then a gruff “Yeah?” follows.

“Jessa, it’s Bird.”

“Oh,” she says, gentler. “Hi. Sorry, what number is this?”

“The pay phone by the theater,” I say, pausing. “Which you are supposed to be at right now.”

“Oh fuck!” she says. “Sorry, I forgot to tell you, Dade made me wait in line at GameStop for him. That game release I told you about?”

“Why would you do that?”

“Um, I dunno. The miracle of friendship?”

I look across the parking lot to another bank of buildings in this strip mall, where there’s a GameStop with a familiar blue-haired girl sitting in line in a folding lawn chair.

“Is that you?” I ask, hoping it’s not just wishful thinking making me delirious. I wave my arm high over my head.

“Yep,” she says, raising her hand back.

I hang up, and walk across the football-field-sized parking lot.

“Are you seriously gonna sit in the cold until midnight?” I ask her once I’m close enough for her to hear me.

“He asked me to. I couldn’t say no. We were supposed to be waiting together, me and Dade.”

“Well, so what? He’s not here.”

“Yeah, but I couldn’t think of an excuse.”

“But you told me you’d go with me to the theater,” I say, trying my best not to sound like a jealous girlfriend, even if that’s what I’m feeling like right now.

“I’m sorry. I guess I was just trying to… I don’t know.”

“What, avoid me?”

“No, I just don’t want him to be mad at me.”

“Jessa.” I reach for her hand to try to pull her up out of her sad little seat. “You’re not sitting here in the cold for the next four hours.”

“But I said I would,” she argues, resisting the pull of my hand.

I take both of her hands now.

“Please?” I try, glancing back across the vast parking lot. “Don’t make me sit in that theater all alone.”

She stands up now but lets go, placing her hands deep inside her back pockets. So, clearly, she’s not okay with public displays of… affection, friendship, anything.

I step closer to her and say, quietly, so the gamers can’t hear, “It could be like a date, sort of?”

“Bird,” she says, even quieter. “You know I don’t need that.”

“Need what?” I ask, though I can feel tears trying to work their way up the back of my throat.

She looks around us. “Dates and… and all that.”

“Fine. I’ll go alone, then.” I turn around before I give away how much she’s hurting my stupid sensitive feelings.

I make it past two lanes of parked cars when I hear her footsteps running. “Hey, wait! Bird, hold on.” She grabs my arm and lets her hand stay there at the crook of my elbow for one, two, three seconds, and pathetically, that’s enough to make whatever hurt or anger that’s been building up in me all week just melt away.

“What?” I ask, forcing myself to look away from her eyes.

“I’m sorry. Okay? I’m sorry. I don’t think I said that right. What I meant was I don’t expect that. I’m not expecting dates or… or anything from you.”

God, the word date really freaked her out.

“All right, maybe I didn’t say that right either. I didn’t mean it would be a real date, just date-like, date… adjacent. I’m not trying to pressure—I just wanted you to come with me to the stupid movie. That’s all.”

“Okay,” she says. “Let’s go.”

“Really?”

“Really.” She starts walking toward the theater.

“Don’t you need to get your chair?”

She looks back at me still standing there, at the chair beyond me, and shakes her head. “Nah, not mine. Come on.”

As we walk across the parking lot, I so badly want to reach for her hand, but she’s not close enough. I veer a little in her direction and she moves that exact distance away from me. She looks up to see me already staring at her, and I try to smile before looking back down.

“Of course I would much rather go to a movie with you than sit outside a store for hours for a game. I should’ve told Dade no. I don’t know why I didn’t.” I’m so thankful she’s talking. I can’t think of anything to say in return. “I’m sorry,” she adds. “I feel like I upset you or…”

“No,” I lie. “No, it’s okay. I’m not upset, really.”

She buys two tickets at the box office outside, and then she holds the door open for me. But it’s not a date. I’ll try to remember that.

The dollar-fifty theater is one of those places that confuses time and reality in a fever dreamscape. Blinding neon tubes scattered throughout, eighties carpeting with bright geometric shapes, and framed black-and-white photographs of old-timey movie stars.

“This is another good liminal space,” I tell her, as we walk down the haunted corridor that leads to the concession stand. “We definitely need pictures of this place for our zine.”

“Hell yeah, that’d be cool,” she agrees, looking around. “It’s as liminal as it gets.”

I assume we’re going straight in, since we’re already so late, but Jessa wanders into the winding concession line with no one there. I follow, and stand next to her as she orders a jumbo-sized popcorn and soda. When the girl behind the counter asks what kind of drink, she turns to me. “You pick.”

I get root beer because they have Barq’s.

We creep into the movie twenty minutes in—thankfully with previews, we didn’t miss too much after all. The giant popcorn and extra-large root beer serve double duty as a shield and disguise as we slide into seats in the back and prepare to watch the show—in more ways than one. That is, assuming Dade is equally as offended by his second viewing of Titanic as he was the first time around. One negative comment about this movie will have Dade excommunicated from the church of their relationship so fast. Titanic is Kayla’s romance bible. It’s more crowded than a usual Saturday night at the dollar-fifty, but I still spot Kayla and Dade directly in the center.

As we settle in, we manage to catch the last part of the introduction: old Rose about to begin her story. The footage of the underwater graveyard of the shipwreck fades into the grandeur of her memories, accompanied by eerie moments of classical music cutting in and out abruptly.

“People never talk about this part of the movie, and it’s my favorite,” I whisper to Jessa.

“Why?” she says, leaning close to me so I can hear her.

“The way Rose and Jack’s epic love story would’ve never been told had some treasure hunters not been searching for a mythic diamond in the wreckage on the floor of the Atlantic Ocean.”

She nods, looks thoughtfully at the screen. “I guess so.” Then she whispers, “The shipwreck is a pretty awesome liminal space too.”

I smile, loving that the whole liminal space idea has become our thing. She smiles back, even though she holds the popcorn firmly between us. I have my arm on our shared armrest, a hopeful, if silent, invitation to get closer to me.

The longer we sit here next to each other, the harder it is to pay attention to the movie. I keep thinking about how we’re like Rose and Jack, so different—Rose all uptight and proper (me) and Jack all freewheeling and cool (Jessa)—but somehow we just get each other.

Oh god, I’m in trouble. Because here I am, moving closer and closer to her by microscopic increments, imagining that we could be some kind of epic love story, and she’s munching on handfuls of popcorn like she doesn’t even notice my arm has been sitting there for going on an hour, falling asleep while waiting on her to reciprocate.

I’m so preoccupied by our arms that somehow the scene sneaks up on me. I finally move my arm back into my lap and take a sip of root beer, trying to get blood flowing out to my fingers again.

It’s the nude scene. Where Jack draws Rose wearing the diamond necklace—wearing only the necklace. I try my best not to give any outward indication of how I am internally squirming.

Jessa’s arm lifts up to the armrest as she shifts the popcorn bucket to her other hand. Don’t overthink, Bird. They’re just hands. And this is a sexy, romantic, meaningful scene and just last weekend our hands were all over each other’s bodies. It’s just holding hands in a dark theater where no one can see us.

I let my arm fall in beside hers on the armrest, let it sit there for a few moments while Jack sketches Rose’s eyes, her face. Then carefully, I gently curl my fingers inside her palm and… she doesn’t flinch. No, she jumps and practically throws the popcorn in my face, making me spill the root beer all over our laps.

“Shhhit!” she hisses. “Sorry, I’m so sorry,” she’s saying, not even looking at me before she’s standing up and scooting her way out of the aisle, drawing everyone’s attention. I wait a few minutes. But something tells me she’s not coming back.

I find her alone in the bathroom, scrubbing at the spilled soda on her shirt and pants.

When she sees me standing there behind her in the mirror, she looks down into the sink and shakes her head. “I am so sorry. I cannot believe I just did that. I’m—I’m sorry.”

“Jessa, stop,” I tell her. “Look at me?”

I walk over and turn off the faucet.

“What are you doing?”

“Do you regret what we did together?” I blurt out.

“No,” she answers right away.

“Then why won’t you look at me? I was just trying to hold your hand, and clearly you don’t want to touch me or you don’t want me to touch you. If you don’t like me like that, just say it. Please. Just tell me. I won’t be mad,” I say, channeling Silas’s words. I’d be fucking heartbroken, but not mad. “Just tell me,” I repeat. “Please?”





JESSA

She’s hurt, I can see it in her eyes, the way they’ve gone bright with the prediction of tears. I didn’t want to hurt her, I wanted to keep her safe. I didn’t want her to go through everything I’ve been through. I don’t want to push her into something she’s not ready for. She had a boyfriend that she wanted, a boyfriend she even had sex with, so she can be straight. Why would anyone choose what I live with when the socially acceptable option is available?

“Say something,” she says, and now the tears are in her voice, too. I want to stay strong and keep pretending this can be something light and casual, but she’s not getting it and I can’t hurt her anymore.

“I…” I look down at my feet. “Bird, you don’t want this.”

She wraps her arms around her torso, like she’s protecting herself from me. Like I’m not the one protecting her.

“How can you tell me what I want?”

“I know it’s exciting and edgy, but I’m not a tourist attraction you want to stop at. There are repercussions for—”

“You are not a tourist attraction!”

I soak more paper towels at the sink and continue scrubbing at my shirt, the brown stain most definitely permanent. “Bird, this isn’t a fling or fun or anything nice. If people see us, if they hear about us, if we even spend more time together than normal, they’re gonna come after you, too.”

She’s superhumanly fast as she closes in and grabs the paper towels and sets them on the counter, then takes my hands in hers. This time I don’t pull back.

“I. Don’t. Care.”

She’s staring me right in the eyes and I see the ocean-green color of hers, ringed with blue, looking determined, ready to take on the world. She has no idea what the world can dish out.

“You live with the fucking enemy, Bird. She will decimate you. You’ll care when they’re calling you dyke and queer and chucking food at you. You’ll care when the assholes corner you and threaten you with a ‘good deep dicking.’ You’ll care and then you’ll hate me for bringing you into it all.”

She’s shaking her head, her hair a beautiful curly curtain, another urge to touch, another urge to fight that touch. I drop her hands and turn to the mirror. I see myself, I look rough, eyes red-rimmed, bags under from not sleeping, strain showing through every part of my face and body. This isn’t easy. But so often the right thing isn’t.

“I’m trying to protect you, Bird.”

I see her reflection walking up to me, feel her arms as they wrap around, that safe, happy feeling in me fighting against all the good sense I have.

“Jessa, I don’t need that kind of protecting. I can take care of myself.”

“Like you did at the club?” I can taste the sneer in my words.

“Don’t do that,” she says, not pulling away. “Don’t go mean to get out of this. Tell me why. Tell me why you think we can’t be together.”

She’s right. It’s my reflex to make things mean. But I’m tired of sniping. I’m tired of hurting others in the name of survival and protection. I’m just tired.

“ ’Cause you’re straight, Bird. And I took advantage of you being high and this is all gonna wear off and you’re gonna want to go back to guys, and then you get to try to repair your reputation, and that means cutting me out. I’d rather be friends than nothing. You see?”

She pulls back and I can’t turn to face her. I squeeze my eyes shut so I don’t see her walk out. I wait for the sound of the door slamming, but instead her hands are on my waist, turning me around, her finger on my chin, tilting my head up, and when my eyes open she’s standing there with a confused look on her face.

“Okay, first: You did not take advantage of me. I was barely even buzzed when I kissed you, and I knew exactly what I was doing. And second, why are you just assuming I’m straight?”

“Dade said you had a boyfriend at writing camp, that you had sex with him, then it all ended, and maybe I’m a substitute, but not a good one.”

Her lips form a firm line and I can tell she’s mad, but instead of taking it out on me, she puts her hand on my cheek, the one with the slightest touch of yellowed bruise left.

“Well, I think I have a better idea of who I am and what I want than a guy I’ve said five sentences to my entire life.” She pauses and I can see she’s breathing heavier. “Besides, that was never meant to be shared. I told Kayla that in confidence, and it wasn’t even the full story. You’re not the first girl I’ve kissed.”

“What?” I breathe.

“I knew what I was doing—it wasn’t like some rebound substitute or whatever you’re thinking. I like you. I tried not to like you, but I do.”

“If you can be straight, you should. It’s easier. It’s safer.”

“I don’t think it’s that easy. It’s not a choice I can just make.” She pulls away and opens her bag, starts rummaging through until she pulls out her notebook—the one she carries with her all the time. “Look, at camp Silas and I were together, sort of, and yes, we did have sex, but…” She pulls out a picture, one I’ve seen before. It’s her sandwiched between a guy and girl, looking happy. “I also spent time with Kat. We kissed. It was great, but scary, and I wasn’t ready to deal with what that meant.”

“So you lost both of them, right?”

“No, we all realized that summer would end and we wouldn’t likely get together again regardless. I think they were both hurt and I wish I could’ve handled it differently, but I was confused.”

“See, you’re just confused, you—”

“I was confused,” she cuts me off, “but I’m not anymore, and I’m starting to understand that for me it’s always been about the person—who they are inside.”

“So you’re saying you’re, what, bi?” I ask her, allowing myself to feel the tiniest sliver of hope.

“I don’t know, that’s not how I’ve ever said it, but…”

“Well, how do you usually say it?”

“I don’t. I mean, I haven’t ever actually said it before.” She stops and exhales. “So, yes. I am.”

I try to set aside my own anxiety because I know this is a big moment for her, and one you don’t get to do over if it doesn’t go well.

“I’m bi,” she says, and her voice is trembling in a way I’d think would mean she was about to cry, except she’s smiling as she looks down at her feet. “That’s the first time I’ve ever said that out loud.”

I nod and smile. Clear my throat and try to find the right words. “Bird, I… I’m glad you told me that, and I’m one hundred percent behind you. Really.”

“Thanks,” she says quietly.

“But—”

“But?” she echoes.

“You might be ready to accept who you are, but I guarantee you’re not ready for the shitstorm that will come if anyone finds out about us. And I’m trying to be a good friend to you by—”

“No!” she shouts. “Stop saying that. Silas and Kat? They were my friends. Both of them. I cared about them. I still care about them, but I never felt for either of them the way I feel about you. You know we’re not ‘just friends.’ And you know this isn’t some cheap thrill for me. Right?”

Reluctantly, I nod again because I do know.

“Jessa, all I can think about is you, and how getting to know you has introduced me to one of the most incredible people I’ve ever met.” She moves closer to me now, and I don’t have the strength not to accept her outstretched hands. “And she’s secretly kind and caring and has one of the best hearts I’ve ever met. I fell for your heart, Jessa, I fell for who you are at your core,” she says, her hand pressed against my chest, my heart fluttering beneath it because I know that I’ve fallen for her too.

“If that means I get to duck airborne tots with you, I’m okay with that. What I’m not okay with is never kissing your lips again, never feeling your hands in mine, never being close to you. If you want to protect me from something, protect me from that.”

These are the kinds of words I never fathomed would be said to me. Like the poetess she is, she finds words that touch me so deep that I can’t hold both the worry and the sound of them in my mind, that I can’t stop my hand from touching her face, curling around to the back of her head, snaking into that soft hair, and pulling her toward me. The sweet smell of sorbet and honeysuckle fills my head as I lean in and we kiss, the movement electric. I can barely come up for air before she’s on me as well, my back against the counter, her body soft and warm on me, and for a moment I want to fall into her, and her into me and we become one and… I really wish we weren’t in a bathroom, because I want so much more but I don’t want it in the dollar-fifty theater crapper.

She pulls back and smiles in this flirty, mischievous way that fills me with happy trembles. “See, that wasn’t so bad,” she says, and lays a trail of kisses down my neck that pulls an involuntary gasp out of me before she rests her head on my shoulder, hugging me tight.

“Jessa, I don’t want to push you into anything, but if you do want to be together, I want to be with you.”

“I just worry about school….”

“If you want, we can take our time figuring out about school. I can wait until final bell to hold your hand, but it will be very challenging.”

She’s proposing, what? Secret dating? She’s suggesting an “us” is possible. For once the shame and disgust at myself peels away and I want an “us.” I want more.

“Okay,” I say in a measured tone.

“Okay to what?” She’s gonna make me say it.

“Wanna go steady?” I could not be more awkward.

She laughs. “Sure, Jessa, we can go steady. And later we’ll start a nuclear family, but who’s gonna be barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen?”

I laugh too, at the old turn of phrase, at how she jokes but makes it not mean, at how relieved I am that I don’t have to hide from her or my feelings anymore. And soon as I’m laughing, I’m crying, too. She pulls me back in for a hug, one hand stroking my hair, and I cry for what feels forever because something awful is draining out of me right now, something like hate and anger and shame and all the horrible things I have ever told myself about myself. And she’s there protecting me, absorbing all that emotion, and there’s no judgment and I’m not scared that a week from now this will become ammunition against me. I’m not scared at all.

“It’s been really lonely,” I choke out between sobs.

“I know,” she says quietly, her hand soft and comforting in my hair. “I know you’ve had a really hard path. But I wanna walk it with you—if you let me.”

“Thank you,” I say.

She’s smiling at me, and I know I must look wretched but she doesn’t seem to care, because she loves something deeper than everything I try to paint on each day, and that feels really good.

I could stay here in this weirdly bright black-and-white-tiled and fluorescent-lit bathroom, but a movie must have let out, because two kids come in shrieking and sticky-looking, followed by a harried mother, hands full of discarded coats and a giant movie popcorn tub.

“Wanna get out of here?” Bird asks, sly smile on her face. I want to kiss her, but my nose needs blowing and I grab a couple of brown paper towels and let her lead me out of the bathroom.

I’m in a trance, forgetting everything but Bird as she holds my hand, guides me out of the garish neon lobby, into the lot, my appropriated chair empty and alone as the doors to the store opened early, the store clerk tired of the waiting masses and ready to start their evening, Dade’s game purchased by another nerd. We’re in the car, she’s driving, putting in Tori Amos, and we sing together as she drives us around the city, no real plan but to be together. We stop to make out by the park, lonely playground structures watching our illicit embrace. We sing until I’m hoarse. Crying out lyrics so much louder than they’re meant to be.

She uses my phone to call her mom to tell her she got a ride home, and I get her back way later than promised, our laughter a constant, our hands squeezed together like holding on to a lifeline. She sneaks off in the yellowed shine of my headlights, curves and movements sparking something in my heart, something new and happy, something that feels like I belong to something bigger than just me. Something beautiful—all from one little Bird.



I show up at Dade’s the next morning, tail between my legs. He’s downstairs, painting a miniature ’67 Chevy Impala a deep black, the chrome already sprayed and his lower-level room reeking acridly from the chemicals.

“Aren’t you supposed to do that outside?”

“Are you supposed to be my mom? Oh wait, never mind, you’re actually here.” He finishes an area, leans far back in his chair, and stretches, then shoves out a hand. “All right, gimme, let’s get this started.”

He looks at me finally and realizes there’s no GameStop bag. “Uh, Jessa, where’s the game?”

“I…” I want to talk to him, I want to tell him about Bird, but I know he’ll tell Kayla and I don’t want to share before Bird does. I don’t want to fuck anything up. “I got your cash,” I say, and hold out the twenties he gave me. “They were out.”

He eyes me, and I know he sees the lie. “I saw you at the movie, you know,” he says, and stands up, leading me out back and sparking a cigarette. “I thought you hated Titanic.”

“I thought you did too, but you were there.” Real smooth.

“I went because Kayla wanted me there. I saw Bird too. Did you go for her?”

I don’t want her secrets spilled. I can’t trust Dade. I can’t trust anyone but her right now, and it’s an uncomfortable feeling because I was there for Bird. More than any hope of a Dade-La explosion, I was there to be with her.

“No, I just…”

“Jessa, I want to ask something, and if I’m just paranoid, then tell me to fuck off.”

“You can probably preemptively fuck off.”

“Come on, it’s serious. I’ve been thinking.”

“Now that is extremely serious. Why on earth would you think?”

He gives me a stink eye that shuts me up.

“Look, these past few weeks, it seems like you and Bird are planning a lot of stuff for all of us, and while I appreciate it, they kinda suck. I just… are you doing these things because Bird wants them? Or, and I may be an idiot to think this, are you fucking with me and Kayla?”

Heat and shame hit me hard, flushing up my face, stealing my voice, blanking out my mind. Dade isn’t stupid. He put shit together. He’s right… and wrong.

“Jessa, you know you shouldn’t chase straight girls.”

“She’s not…” I stop myself, almost exposing us. There’s only one choice. “I… well… I thought if you did more challenging stuff with Kayla, you might realize she isn’t right for you.”

He nods, takes a last drag, grinds the butt out in an ashtray, lights another. He hasn’t said a word. I want to say more, but nothing will really fix the mess I just admitted to.

He lets out a soft exhale of frustration. “You’re fucking with me and Kayla. I thought I was being paranoid, but you are. Why?”

I have a million reasons, but all of them seem too stupid to bring up now. Especially after the most epically amazing evening of my life. Especially when he’s looking at me with some kind of disappointment and a lot of anger, it all seems really fucking stupid.

I’m trying to protect you.

I’m trying to save you.

I’m trying to save our friendship.

I’m trying to save our future.

“I… I don’t know. I guess I was just hoping that maybe you’d see that Kayla isn’t…”

“Don’t make this about Kayla,” he grumbles, and takes a long pull off his cigarette, blowing out a cloud that dissipates slowly. I can’t help but feel we are dissipating now, not even falling to pieces but just blending into the atmosphere. “You are doing this to me, not her, and it’s messing with my life.”

“Your life has become nothing but Kayla.”

“Jesus, Jessa! It’s not about Kayla! I’m in a relationship. They take time, effort, and I can’t sit around and watch movies with you or play at journalism when I’m trying to build this into something. For fuck’s sake, I think I actually love this woman, and here you are constantly shitting on her and literally screwing with us because you’re what, jealous?! I mean, you planned shit to mess us up, what is that?”

“It’s not jealousy….”

“It’s something, Jessa, and it’s not okay. None of this is okay.”

And he’s right, in a way. I haven’t been kind to Kayla, I have been fucking with his relationship, and the way he says it, I really feel like a jerk.

“I’m sorry, Dade.” Have I been doing the wrong thing the whole time?

“Was Bird in on this crap too?”

“No. Just me.” There’s one lie I can tell without it seeming lame.

He looks out at the trees beyond us, the bright reds and yellows of fall almost gone. Bare, dead-looking branches clawing upward. “I think we need a break, Jessa. I think I need to focus on Kayla and give you some time to figure yourself out.”

The statement hits me like a punch. I don’t know where to go with it, don’t know what to say to make it stop. I’m in the house I built and it’s burning because of the very fire I started.

“How long?”

“I don’t fucking know, Jessa,” he says.

“What about today? Are we still hanging out today?” It’s desperate and sad, but I hope for a second that I can have even an afternoon to try and show why I’m still a good friend after so much fuckery.

“You gotta give me time, Jessa,” he says, and walks back inside.

I don’t have a damned thing left to say.





BIRD

I wish I hadn’t promised Jessa that we could keep this all on the down-low. Because, god, the way my heart is hammering, and my face will not stop smiling, and I keep getting this leaping feeling in my stomach—it’s all making me want to dance down the halls. I want to sing about it and jump on my desk and shout for everyone to hear how ridiculously giddy I feel, knowing that after the bell rings in only two minutes and forty-three seconds I get to see my girlfriend.

Girlfriend.

Everyone needs to know how amazing I feel.

She’s waiting for me at my locker when I get there. “Hi,” she says, smiling and looking down at her feet.

“Hi,” I echo, and even though I’m stupid excited to see her after existing in her absence for the past three hours since journalism, I keep an arm’s length from her and make sure I’m not showing my excitement.

It takes me three tries to enter my combination because I keep getting distracted by the way she’s standing there. Her back against the locker next to mine, one knee bent, with the bottom of her boot perched on the wall.

“So,” she begins quietly, only meeting my eye for a second while I gather my books. “What do you wanna do right now?”

“Bad news. I didn’t get a chance to tell you earlier, but I’m supposed to be babysitting the twins after school today.”

“Oh,” she mutters, and even though she’s also trying to hide her emotions, I can see disappointment etched all over her face.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

She shrugs and pushes herself off the locker, shoving her hands into her pockets. “No worries. Want a ride home, at least?”

“Yes, please.”

We make it to her car, and as we close the doors on the outside world, it feels like we’re entering our own private protective bubble of metal and glass. On autopilot I lean across the console, my hands reaching for her.

“Bird!” she snaps, backing up against the door and whipping her head around in all directions with this wild look in her eyes. “People…” is all she says, gesturing to the outside.

“Sorry, I forgot f-for a-a sec-second.”

“We have to be careful,” she says, her voice still sharp.

“I’m s-sorry; I was just happy to f-finally be alone with you, I just forgot.”

“It’s okay,” she mumbles absently, inspecting her rearview mirror. “I don’t think anyone saw.”

She barely even looks at me as she maneuvers through the student parking lot and out onto the drive that leads past the back doors and the faculty lot. It’s not until we reach the stoplight onto the main road that she lets out a long exhale, like she’d been holding her breath all day. When it changes to green, she turns, and waits two blocks before she finally rests her arm on the console and lets me take her hand. It’s a strange feeling to know she’s only willing to touch me like this now because no one can see. But then I interlace my fingers with hers, and when she looks over at me and smiles, I decide I don’t really mind that much.

“So, you have to go right home? You’re sure?”

“Unfortunately, yeah,” I tell her. “The twins are usually at Daniel’s parents’ house until my mom gets out of work, but they couldn’t watch them today for some reason. I don’t know. I promised I’d come right home so he could leave for work.”

“What about Olivia? She can’t do it?”

“Oh please, Liv does not babysit. Besides, she can’t miss”—I pause to try to get the Valley girl voice right—“cheer practice! I mean, as if !”

“Oh no,” she laughs. “God forbid!”

“I love when you laugh like that.” I lean my head back on the seat to watch her.

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, like a sweet little giggle.”

“Sweet? Giggle?” she repeats. “God, what are you doing to me, Bird?”

Now I giggle—at the idea that I might be doing something to her, especially if it’s anything like what she’s doing to me.

We get to my house too soon. I keep my hand on top of hers as she shifts the gear into park in my driveway. “Well, you wanna call me later?” she asks.

“Hey, what if you stay for a little while? I mean, we’ll still be babysitting, but they’ll take a nap at some point, and no one will be home until at least six.”

“Umm.” She squints at my house and holds her breath. “I don’t know.”

“I really, really, really don’t want you to leave, so please say yes?”

“No Olivia?” she double-checks.

“No Olivia,” I confirm. “And no parental figures. Just us and two toddlers.”

“Really, you want me to stay?”

I nod emphatically, and she starts smiling slowly. I unbuckle my seat belt, then reach over the console to unbuckle hers. She does that sweet little giggle again. I turn the key in the ignition to off and dangle her massive, endless chain of key chains in the space between us.

She smirks and gives me the side-eye as she takes them from me. “You’re dangerous, you know that?”

Inside, my house is chaotic as usual. Toys everywhere. TV on, volume blasting. Ava is sitting in the playpen in the middle of the living room, chewing on the remote control. And Aimee is standing up, dumping cereal all over the couch, because, being the bigger of the two, she just recently learned how to climb out of the playpen.

“Daniel?” I call out. “I’m home.”

I watch Jessa take it all in, but I can’t tell from her neutral expression if she’s horrified or if she’s seen worse or just doesn’t care. Kayla’s never come out and said it, but I know she doesn’t like being here—she’s only stayed over at my house a handful of times in all our years of friendship, compared to the literally hundreds of times I’ve slept over at hers.

Daniel rushes in from the hallway, discombobulated, as always. “Birdie, hi, how was your day? Thank you for getting home so fast. Hey, have you seen my wallet anywhere?”

“Daniel, this is Jessa,” I say, since he has yet to even look at me or notice the fact that someone else is here.

He looks up from the computer desk, where he’s been rifling through stacks of old mail and random papers piled in no particular order. “Oh, hello,” he says, smiling. “Nice to meet you, Jessie.”

She returns his “Nice to meet you,” but doesn’t mention him getting her name wrong.

“It’s Jessa,” I tell him.

“Oh, Jess-ah,” he repeats, emphasis on the A. “Sorry.”

“Uh, is that your wallet?” Jessa says, and we both look to where she’s pointing. At Aimee on the floor, no longer sprinkling Cheerios everywhere, but now unfolding Daniel’s wallet like it’s a book she’s trying to read and shaking it so that cash and credit cards and receipts are being flung out everywhere.

“Aimee, no, no, sweetie,” Daniel says, rushing over to pick everything up. “That’s Daddy’s.”

I drop our bags at the dining table and pull out one of the board books from the stack on the computer desk, because I know she’s going to start screaming the second he gets his wallet back. And in three, two, one… the glass-shattering shrieking begins.

“Birdie, can you—” Daniel says, but I’m already a step ahead of him.

“Yep,” I tell him, and sit down next to her with the book. She immediately ceases crying. “You can go, Daniel. I’ve got this.”

“All right, thank you.” He kisses Aimee on the head, then leans over the playpen to kiss Ava and says, “Love you, girls. Birdie, just call your mom at work if you need anything, and, uh… that’s it. I better get a move on. Bye, Jessa,” he adds, as he passes her, still standing in the doorway. “Hope we see you again soon.”

“Nice meeting you too, Mr. Rubens,” she says in an uncharacteristic act of politeness. I’m not sure he hears it because he’s halfway to the car.

“Sorry,” I tell her. “Come on in. It’s always kind of crazy here with the changing of the guard.”

She comes in and walks toward where Aimee and I are sitting on the floor. As she approaches the playpen, Ava pops up and startles her. She stands at the side of the playpen with arms outstretched, ordering in her demanding baby talk, “Uh, uhp!”

“Oh, should I, like, pick her up?” Jessa asks.

“Yah,” Ava yells at her, which makes her laugh. “Up!”

“If you don’t mind?” I cringe a little—I don’t want her to think I actually expect her to help babysit. “Sorry, once I get them settled, we’ll be able to hang out.”

“No, I don’t mind.” She shakes her head and lifts Ava out, holding her under her armpits at almost arm’s length. “Should I just set her down on the floor? Can she stand, I mean?”

“Dow!” Ava yells, squirming in the air.

“Oh, shit,” Jessa gasps. “You actually know what I’m saying. Okay. And I said ‘shit.’ Crap. I said it twice, did I just teach her to curse?”

“Now,” Ava babbles, kicking her feet. “Dow-now.”

“No, she’s heard the word ‘shit’ before.” I have to laugh at Jessa’s unfamiliarity with the ways of two-year-olds. “And yes, you can just set her down.”

Ava runs to where we’re sitting and plops down to share the book. She and Aimee start naming the colors and shapes and animals in the pictures, looking up at us for encouragement. I tell them to stay there in the living room while I go get them their sippy cups of juice from the kitchen and nod for Jessa to follow me.

As soon as she rounds the corner, I pull her into my arms and kiss her. She kisses me back for a second before pulling away, all wide-eyed.

“What?” I ask. “I’ve been waiting all day to do that.”

“But what about them?” She hitches her thumb over her shoulder.

“The babies?”

“Yeah,” she says, dead serious. “They can talk, can’t they?”

I laugh at her—I can’t help it. “The two-year-olds are not going to out us,” I joke, but she doesn’t laugh. She clenches her jaw and looks away from me. “Come on, you’re not for real, are you?”

She nods and crosses her arms. “Look,” she begins, uncrossing her arms again, lowering her voice. “The last thing I wanna be is a buzzkill, but you’ve gotta start being more careful, Bird. I mean it.”

“We’re in my house, Jessa. In my kitchen. They’re playing out there. It’s fine,” I whisper. “Besides, if memory serves me, we did a whole lot more than kissing at your house.”

She shakes her head. “Maybe I should just go?”

“No, please, don’t go. I promise I won’t try to kiss you again,” I say, dragging my finger in an X over my chest. “Cross my heart?”

“Okay,” she agrees, adding, “You know, we were in my bedroom, though. Alone. No one was going to come in. That’s a lot different.”

“I know,” I tell her as I go to the fridge for the juice. “I get it.”

I put on the twins’ favorite Barney tape and Jessa helps me clean up the spilled Cheerios and put their toys in their baskets, and I try to make my home a little more presentable. They murmur along with the songs and look back at us on the couch—where we sit a full cushion apart from each other—to say words and point at the TV, making sure we’re also paying close attention. The show cuts to a scene where Barney and friends all go outside, and the girls immediately start begging to go out too.

“Ow-eyed,” they keep repeating. “Ow-eyed, Merd.”

“No, not right now,” I tell them, and they get really whiny.

“Go ow-eyed, Merd. Now!”

“What do they want?” Jessa asks.

“They want to go outside,” I translate for her. “Outside, Merd… Bird.”

“Aww, Merd,” Jessa coos. “Well, why can’t they go outside?”

“Oh, um…” I have to think about it for a second. Everybody’s always saying no around here. There’s always something else that needs to be done, or no one has the energy or time or patience for yeses. I feel bad for the twins when Mom and Daniel seem to just not have enough to go around. “I was hoping they’d go down for a nap soon so we could go to my room. Wink, wink. But I guess we can take them outside, if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind. You don’t have to keep asking me that, Merd,” she says with a wicked grin as she stands up.

In our janky backyard, Jessa immediately starts romping around with Aimee and Ava. Kicking at the leaves and playing with the random toys they hand her, being enthusiastic about the things they say even though I know she can’t understand 90 percent of it. I start to rake up some of the leaves that are blanketing the entire yard. “Oh!” Suddenly a cascade of leaves is pouring over me like a waterfall. When I turn around, Jessa is finishing dumping a summer sand bucket full of leaves over my head.

The girls are laughing—belly laughing—hysterically squealing, “Uh-den, uh-den!”

“Again?” Jessa asks them. I guess she’s catching on to their toddler dialect. “Should we do it again?”

They scream in response, bouncing up and down. This time she bends over and grabs a whole armful of leaves and tosses them up into the air over me. The girls try to copy her, and manage to throw their own tiny handfuls at me.

“Why are you all ganging up on me?” I ask, pretending to be offended. “I think we should get Jessa!”

Soon, we’re all running around the yard, chasing each other with bundles of leaves. Jessa is the one to initiate jumping into the big pile I raked up. I jump in next to her, and then the twins are shrieking and dive-bombing us over and over, until we’re all just lying there in the leaves, side by side, looking up at the sky. The girls start pointing at clouds and saying what the shapes look like.

Unicorn. Dinosaur. Flower. Dog. Elephant. All in their own form of garbled English.

I lose track of what they’re saying because Jessa reaches for my hand in the leaves. I turn my head to look at her and she’s got such a bright, gorgeous smile on her face. I wish we could stay like this forever.

“I was just thinking,” she begins. “We should go to Boston—take a road trip. Go find your dad’s restaurant, you know?”

“What, just show up? Uninvited? Unexpected?”

She shrugs. “Yeah.”

“I couldn’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because. What if he doesn’t even want to see me?”

She frowns like she hasn’t considered this. “I don’t think that would happen.”

I look up at the clouds and try to imagine what that might feel like, this hypothetical reunion I’ve been dreaming about for years. It takes me a minute to realize that it’s gotten quiet. I sit up quickly, thinking somehow I let the girls slip away, but they’re both just lying there, asleep in the disheveled pile of leaves. Jessa sits up too, and gently plucks a few leaves out of my hair.

“Well, they’re finally napping,” she says.

She helps me carry them into the house and tuck them into their cribs. Quietly, I bring the baby monitor with us and we creep up the stairs to my room. I hold my bedroom door open for her and feel my insides clenching as she walks in. Her room is epic. Mine is pathetic. Her house is big and orderly and clean. Mine is, well, not.

“Ha,” she breathes. “Let me guess which side is yours.”

“It’s bad, I know.” I try to preempt whatever she must be thinking.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s nothing compared to yours.”

“I wasn’t comparing,” she says, and reaches past me to push the door shut. She steps in close to me, and god, the way she’s looking at me already has my breathing coming faster. Then she brings her hand to my face, her mouth to my neck, her lips grazing my lips, sparking a little jolt of electricity to my heart that makes me pull her closer. Her hands are strong yet gentle, roaming over my clothes, pressing her body into mine until we’re up against the door—every touch lighting me up from the inside.

My brain is buzzing, losing its ability to think anything as she as she peels my jacket down my arms, letting it fall to the floor inside out while she rushes to untuck my shirt from my pants—her touch the perfect balance of reckless and careful. Then her hands up my back, finally, finally on my skin, her warmth becoming my warmth. I walk us over to my bed and take her jacket off too, and I try really hard not to look at Olivia’s side of the room. We sit close to each other and I kiss her, slower now, softer, until we’re lying down, and she’s pulling me on top of her, my thigh nestled between her legs. She moans quietly and sighs against my neck, sending chills through my whole body.

I feel her hands in between us, reaching for the button on my jeans. She’s gazing at my face when I open my eyes, this easy smile gracing her lips. “Is this okay?” she asks, eyes glancing down to where her hands are lowering my zipper. Oh my god, it’s okay. It would be more than okay—it would be perfect—if not for the creeping distraction burrowing into my thoughts. Because I can’t quite ignore Olivia’s side of the room, or the entire world represented by Olivia’s side of the room.

“Um. Y-yeah, but, but…”

She pulls her hands back and puts them in my hair instead. My mind swims, heady with the all these competing physical sensations, the worry building up inside me. “But what?” she asks, out of breath, her voice wispy, dreamy.

I lean over onto my elbow. “I just wish we didn’t have to worry about getting ‘caught.’ ” I bend two fingers in my best air-quote gesture.

She props herself up on her elbows and says, “I know,” her voice more embodied now. “And I know you think I’m being ridiculous or something, but—”

“No, I don’t think that. Sometimes I just start getting self-conscious, like maybe you don’t want anyone to know because you’re… y-you know, embarrassed of me or something. Or worse, that you don’t want to t-touch me or, or kiss me.”

She sits up fast. “Are you kidding?”

I shake my head, too embarrassed of myself and my own stupid insecurity to even verbally respond.

“Bird, look at us,” she says, looking down at our bodies still half entwined in my bed. “I can’t keep my hands off you. I want you. Like, all the time. My grades are literally slipping because I’m daydreaming in class, just replaying every minute we’ve spent together.”

“Really?” I ask her, hating the hopeful little sappy girl inside me who’s twirling around and doing cartwheels in my mind.

“Of course!” she says, and her voice catches. “Don’t you think it kills me that we can’t go parading down the halls holding hands or that I can’t just come and bring you flowers at your locker or kiss you after class or even call you my girlfriend?”

“It d-does?”

She nods as she looks at me, and her eyes are turning wet and shiny.

“Jessa.” I touch her face. “Then let’s just do what we want; screw everyone else, right?”

She takes my hand and moves it from her cheek, sits up with her legs hanging off the bed, then takes in a deep breath and sighs.

I pull myself up to sit beside her, and try to explain. “I heard what you said before. Like, of course I know there are going to be assholes out there who will say shit and be horrible, but I hate keeping this a secret, like we’re ashamed or doing something wrong, when I’m not ashamed. And we’re not doing any—”

“Bird, just stop,” she says quietly, but firmly. “Stop. If all we had to worry about was the shit people say, then fuck it, yeah. But we could get hurt. I don’t know how to make you understand this. You could get hurt for being with me.”

“Jessa, I don’t care.”

“I wish you’d stop fucking saying that!”

“Hey—”

“No. You need to care. And you need to listen to me. People like us get attacked every day. Killed. Okay? This is serious.”

“But—”

“No,” she says again. “No. Just stop saying ‘but.’ Last year, don’t you remember in the news—that college kid in Wyoming?”

“You—y-you me-mean Matthew…?”

“Shepard,” she finishes. “Yeah. He was murdered. Tortured and murdered, for nothing. For just existing. All right?” she says, and she’s crying now, her words starting to get choppy. “I’m not just making this stuff up. When that happened last year, do you know how many people came up to me and told me he deserved it? How many people told me that should happen to me, too?”

“No,” I tell her, reaching for her hand. And I can barely get the word past the lump of tears working its way from my heart. “I did-didn’t know that.”

“And I don’t want you to ever have to know how that feels. I just want you to be safe and protected, even if that means we can’t be together. I would rather have that than anything bad ever happening to you.”

I put my arm around her and she falls against my side, tucking her head under my chin. “Come here,” I tell her, and we lie back on my bed together. I hold her so close and hum and rock her a little while she continues to silently cry. I fight hard not to say the words I so want to say to her right now. But I think them. I think them over and over and over and hope that she can feel them anyway.

She falls asleep, but I’m wide awake. Because I can see the line now. That invisible thread that connects us, hearts full and beating, here in my bedroom, to all that hate and darkness and death out there. Instead of fear or sadness and tears, I’m just numb.



Jessa startles awake to my mom’s voice over the static of the baby monitor, talking to Aimee and Ava. She bolts upright, saying, “Oh shit. Bird? Liv!”

“It’s okay. It’s okay. My mom just got home. It’s okay; we’re still alone.”

“Fuck,” she breathes, and runs a hand through her hair. “Okay. Um, okay, I should probably go.”

We straighten ourselves up before heading downstairs. I smooth her hair and she laughs as she points to my pants, zipper and button still undone. I look in the mirror and decide my hair can’t pass for not having been rolling around in bed and pull it into a quick ponytail instead.

She reaches for the doorknob, but I place my hand on her wrist—I can feel her pulse racing. “Wait a sec.”

“What?”

I kiss her.

She kisses me back but pulls away first, lets her forehead rest against my collarbone for a second. When she looks up again, she kisses me one more time and then opens the door.

Downstairs, Bailey is home from his after-school activities, playing on his Game Boy, and doesn’t notice us entering the living room. “Hey, Bay,” I call over to him anyway. “This is Jessa.”

“Hey,” Jessa offers. But he just grunts a syllable in return.

The twins come tumbling out of the hallway, my mom trailing behind them.

“Oh, hello,” she says, looking between me and Jessa. “Who’s this?”

“This is Jessa, my… my friend.”

“Jessa, nice to meet you. Are you a senior too?”

“Um, yes. Yep. Senior too. We have journalism class together.”

“Well, I was just thinking I don’t feel like cooking. Anybody feel like pizza?”

To this, Bailey shouts, “Yes! Pepperoni.”

“Sure,” I answer.

“Jessa?” Mom says, scoring a couple of points in my book for actually listening and remembering how to pronounce her name. “You’re welcome to stay for pizza.”

“Oh, no, I should get home. But thank you.” I hand Jessa her bag, and it’s an upside-down feeling to hear her casually say, “So, see ya in class tomorrow,” after everything.

“Right. O-okay. Bye, Jessa.”

I close the door behind her and turn around. Mom has the pizza place menu in her hand and when she glances up, she looks at me for a moment. A real moment. “You okay?” she asks.

I wish I could tell her no. I wish I could tell her the truth.

But the moment passes and she looks down, and just as I’m turning to go back upstairs, she says, “Jessa seems cool.”

“Yeah,” is all I can say.

“Interesting hair,” she adds.

“I like it,” I tell her, with perhaps a bit too much attitude.

“I didn’t say I didn’t like it, Birdie. Jeez, I just said—”

“I’m gonna go upstairs, finish my homework.”

“Okay, I’ll call you down when the pizza gets here.”

I go upstairs and lie in the dark and breathe in the scent of Jessa on my pillow. Like Irish Spring soap and the autumn leaves outside. And as if a switch is flipped inside me, I start crying.





JESSA

End of October is usually Dade’s and my time to shine. We marathon scary movies, come up with esoteric costumes, cook steaks bloody raw, and watch slasher flicks until long after the trick-or-treaters have come. But this year I won’t be carting a blank pumpkin to his place to find some humorous design to carve into it. I won’t be there to pass out candy ironically, which is the same as passing out candy unironically.

This year is different because it’s mostly been me and Falstaff in my free time when Bird isn’t available and when she is, well, it’s me and Bird being just about as bad as Dade and Kayla with the making out. Except to keep it safe, it’s in my car, bedroom, or any quiet liminal space we can find. One bonus of Bird witnessing the Mack chaos is that my house is no longer off-limits, as long as Mom’s still at work or doing whatever church things she does.

Bird has made it clear she likes neither scary movies nor bloody ones, and I’ve been racking my brain for something Halloween-y but also not scary, and think I finally found the right fit. I’ve got her meeting me after school with a backpack full of warm clothes, road snacks, a flashlight, and, of course, sensible footwear. We are both properly alibied with backup excuses if need be, so time stretches out in front of us, open and ours to be together.

She has no clue, but I went for something historic and poetic and—to use our favorite word—liminal. We’re still trying to finish the semester project, and with all the shit we’ve been dealing with, we have none of the photographs that we need despite having far too many words. It’s kinda the way of us—lots of words, a little less on the visuals and tangibles. But this afternoon will change that.

Last bell and I’m running to the parking lot to Betty the Buick and getting her going, so by the time Bird’s walking down the concrete steps, I’m pulling up with the window down and checking for anyone else, and when the coast is clear, I yell out, “Hey, baby, need a ride?”

She hops in with that flirtatious little grin I’ve found I like a bit too much, and buckles in, grabbing my hand after I shift into drive, and we pull out toward adventure.

“Okay, can I know where we’re going now?” She hates surprises, but I think this one is gonna be a winner.

“Jeez, you have zero fucking patience, Bird, you know that?” I say, pulling on my shades against the afternoon sun and hitting the highway. “Get us soundtracked, why don’t you?”

She flips smartly through the CDs and finds the Cranberries’ No Need to Argue and it blasts out “Ode to My Family,” a perfect start to the trip. Soon enough we’re shrieking to “Zombie” and feeling everything Dolores O’Riordan feels in our own way.

We’re getting out into the country, but I’ve got a full tank of gas and a lot of hope that I’ve made the right choice. Since we agreed on our secret relationship, I’ve felt like we needed some “us” time, and out here we’ll get it. Fuck, we’ll be the only souls within thirty miles. If you listen to the stories, the only living souls at least.

Once we’re well away from school, I firmly plant my hand on her thigh, squeezing the sexy soft flesh with hard muscle beneath, all my senses on fire. She reaches a hand to the back of my neck, toying with the hair at the nape, driving chills through me. I shudder.

“Someone’s walking over my grave,” I say.

“Hmm?”

“Something Mom always says, when you shiver like that.”

“It would be weird if time was that liquid, and somehow it was that. But I’m guessing it’s a biological reaction of some sort,” she muses. I find her so fucking adorable when she goes down these thought pathways.

“We should cancel all our plans, hit the library, and look it up immediately,” I joke. She laughs, she’s gotten good at seeing my brand of sarcasm as funny. And I see where, previously, I might have been a jerk and said something like, Good call, Einstein, must be biology. She’s taught me more kindness, and aside from her incredible kisses, it might be my favorite part of our relationship.

Our relationship.

I look over at her, in a jean jacket and a Smashing Pumpkins tee that looks stolen from my stash, her curves accentuated by the way it tightens to her. Her jeans torn and the heart I secretly drew on them during journalism right by the knee. Blue ballpoint, shredded denim, so incredibly sexy.

“Much as I love you looking at me, the road probably needs your attention,” she kids. I nod and snap back to the highway, which is still highway, but I realize I’m a mile from our exit. I love her humor, soft and fun and showing up every day like a happy surprise. Never realized how funny she was until we finally started relaxing together.

“So, do I get to know yet?” she asks as I take the exit, an old-ass gas station with pumps from the sixties and metal signs the only proof of life on the road, trees filling in spaces between fields.

“I figured we’d work on our school project.” Mysterious on purpose. I see her scrunch up her face at the avoidance, but she’s having fun too.

“Schoolwork, on a Friday? What alien replaced you, Jessa?”

“It’s Spooky Season, shape-shifters only. Maybe demon possession.”

“Wait, we aren’t going to a haunted house or haunted hay ride or anything like that, are we?” She’s suddenly concerned, scared.

“Abso-fucking-lutely not. I know you, and I don’t want to scare you. It will be just us.”

“Oh, good.” She relaxes, switches out the CD, advances tracks, and Poe’s “Angry Johnny” beats out, and unwittingly fits the mood. Creepy and fun.

When we pull onto a gravel-and-dirt road, I can tell she’s getting nervous, so I break out the research I planned specifically for this moment.

“Bird, what do you know about mill towns?”

“Um, kinda like coal towns, they’re company-based, but centered around a mill.”

“Okay smarty-pants. Spot-on. So the company essentially owned everything and set things up where people lived, worked, and played all on company property and with resources from the mill owners.”

She sings out a phrase, “I sold my soul to the company store.”

“Hell yeah!” I smile and nod, loving the way she knows old-school tunes too.

“Well, welcome to Gold River Mill Village,” I say as we approach the first house, the aged weatherboard siding perforated with holes and grayed over time, and the rusted tin roof pockmarked from time and abandonment. “Built in 1905, mill closed in 1970, and the mill burned in ’77.”

“Is it haunted?”

“People say so, but I think it’s just lonely more than anything.” I stop the car in front of another old house and hop out. “Definitely a liminal space.”

“What’s it transitioning to?” she says, stepping out and stretching, her shirt lifting up to show a tiny swath of creamy skin, igniting something in me.

“Either back to nature, or if I had my way, it would become a musicians’ retreat, where bands and artists could stay and work on their albums. It’s a silly dream, I know, but one I had the first time I heard about the place.”

She takes my hand, our fingers intertwine, and I’m reminded of how well we fit together. “Is there room for poets, too?”

“Always,” I say, and we lean in and kiss, the ghostly structures bearing witness to our happiness.

I break away and pop Betty’s trunk, revealing a big-ass duffel I picked up at Goodwill ages ago and covered with permanent marker and patches. I haul it to my shoulder, and then toss Bird the other item, a Polaroid camera, filled with film and ready to go.

She does not catch it.

“Oh shit,” she says, pulling it from the dirt and brushing it off.

“Don’t worry, that thing is a beast,” I say, and walk toward the house, which I’d scoped out last week, preparing for this.

She holds the Polaroid up and clicks a picture of me, and I’m just in time to flip off the camera.

“You don’t have to always be a badass!” She’s smiling, and I love the way the sunlight is hitting her face, like a picture off an album cover.

“I hate photos of me, I look terrible.”

“You look fucking gorgeous,” she says seriously, and I don’t laugh at her because she’s so serious she actually said “fucking.”

“Come on,” I say, leading her into the house. I drop the bag on the table, a big wooden sturdy thing left behind by the previous occupants. I start pulling out the necessities: picnic food, extra film, wood for the old stove, lighter, my small boom box, a pack of D batteries, and a sleeping bag.

“Um, that looks like we’re spending the night,” she says, a blush blooming on her cheeks.

“It’s an option,” I say, removing the pressure of anything. “Like Boy Scouts, I’m prepared. Now let’s get some photos!”

We spend the next hour exploring the town, looking into the houses, snapping photos and waving them as we wait for them to develop. I get a candid of her in the old general store, in front of a big wavy glass window with a few panes missing, like a future visitor of history, out of place yet so meant to be there. It’s a wonderful date. A date, yeah. I’m on a date I planned and it’s amazing. For a second I forget about movie marathons and piles of mini candy bars and Dade. It’s me and Bird and we are existing in this place that very barely exists and she is incredible and opening up my world and I’m here soaking it in like a thirsty tree root finally out of a drought.

When we get back to the house, the sun is setting and we’re getting cold. I throw the wood in the stove and abysmally fail to light the fire.

“You gotta start with tinder and kindling and then bring in the logs, and there’s a pyramid you need to make…. Here, let me.” Bird takes the lighter out of my hands, empties the stove, and starts over. I watch her tear out a piece of notebook paper and crumple it up, then put over it small twigs she gathers from the yard. She adds larger ones in the shape of a pyramid, without even setting the firewood in. She sparks the lighter and ignites the paper. It catches, the flame jumping from paper to twig to stick, and once it’s lit up nice and hot, she drops in a couple of logs.

“How’d you learn to do that?” I am stunned. This is so un-Bird-like.

“My dad. He liked taking us camping when I was a kid, taught us a lot about survival.” She stands back, admiring her work, then guides me to the fire and rubs her hands on my arms, warming me.

“Roller-skating and survival, very cool. Sounds like someone you’d want in the zombie apocalypse.”

“Yeah…” she agrees, and I can see her go distant, thinking about him. A dim sadness takes over her face.

“Have you thought any more about that Boston road trip?” I ask her.

“No,” she murmurs, and I see the flames reflected in her eyes as she stares at them.

“Okay,” I say, and wrap my arms around her. We hold each other quietly for some time. I love these moments. We don’t need anything, not even words. We’re just there with each other, not waiting to transition to the next thing, just being, until the next thing happens. Liminal people.

But my stomach growls loudly and she breaks out of it, and I take her to the table, where there’s a selection of my mom’s cookies (thank you, church social), chips, apples, Swiss Rolls, bottles of Barq’s, and some slices of Domino’s that I foil-wrapped and figured could manage the trip. Also a big-ass bag of Halloween candy I swiped from Dad’s stash.

“Dinner is prepared!” I call out, doing my best Magenta impression from Rocky Horror, which, judging from her expression, she didn’t get.

“Wow, it’s… it’s perfect,” she says, and reaches for some chips. I crack a root beer and hand it to her.

“Your beverage, madame.”

She smiles and takes it, but before she can get it to her lips, a crack of thunder rips out through the air, startling us both. Then she smiles even bigger.

“Ooooh, nice,” she says, and runs to the opening where the door used to be and looks out, as rain suddenly starts sheeting down. The smells of lightning and loam fill the place as the unpredictable fall weather sheets the town with water, turning everything into mud.

“Oh shit,” I say, realizing this night might disappear into a downpour.

“No, it’s awesome,” she says. “Just look at that.” She guides me to the door and steps behind me, her arms wrapped around my waist, her body against mine, head on my shoulder. “I love storms.”

I shudder as lightning streams across the sky, thunder following loudly.

“It’s beautiful,” she says.

“You’re beautiful,” I whisper, and I turn and kiss her hard, hungry for her lips, for her soft touch and the way she looks into my eyes when we part. We can only stay away for a second before we’re back together, hands exploring above our clothes, bodies pressed into one another, tongues tasting each other as we both catch fire like spark to tinder to kindle.

Bird pulls away and her eyes flick to the sleeping bag I rolled out close to the stove.

I nod and she takes my hand and leads me over. We sit down together, kissing again until I break off, remembering.

“Is this? Are you?” She can’t get the words out. I couldn’t either.

“Yes, but…” I lean over and turn on the boom box, the CD I burned for tonight already inside. But she hits pause before we can even get to the second chord.

“Jessa, are you okay with this?”

“Yes, are you?”

“Yes.”

I touch my hand to her face, run it through her curls, look her in the eyes, and see my fire reflected in hers. “If anything changes, you tell me, okay? We only do what we want to do.”

“Same for you,” she says.

I smile in agreement and she pulls me in for a kiss, and my finger hits the play button before I reach for her body, tugging at her shirt as the guitar seeps in and Mazzy Star soundtracks the most important moment of my life.

“I love this song,” Bird whispers.

“Me too,” I breathe.

She gasps as my hands travel up her shirt, palms brushing over her bra, feeling her nipples hard against the fabric, the need in me so strong I have to calm myself not to experience this all too fast.

“I wanna hold the hand inside you…”

“Fade into You” fills the room with its eerily romantic crooning.

Bird has her hands on my shirt and is pulling it over my head in one smooth movement, and I’m helping her with hers. It’s picture-perfect until we get to the bras.

We’re in a weird hug, trying to undo the clasps, and I’ll be damned if hers isn’t some kind of chastity bra or something because it will not undo, and she’s struggling too and I pull back and we both burst into peals of laughter, the rain echoing on the tin roof. “I got it,” she says, and reaches behind her back to undo her bra, dropping each strap, revealing creamy skin and the most gorgeous breasts I have ever seen. Kate Winslet has nothing on Bird.

“You are so beautiful.”

She ducks her chin shyly, covering herself, then thinking better. “Your turn,” she says.

Suddenly self-conscious, thinking about how one boob is bigger than the other, how my stomach is so visible with its slight pooch, how my body has never been seen in this way, I hesitate.

“… I look to you to see the truth.”

Mazzy is speaking the bible of tonight. Bird reaches out and runs a hand gently down my arm. “It’s okay if you want to stop.”

Just knowing that, I feel safe. I feel safer than I ever have because of Bird, this delicate gorgeous person who is willing to protect me from all my ghosts. I shake my head. “I want this so much, Bird.” I pull my bra off as her hand reaches out and touches me. The fire in me grows so high that it seeps out of me, into her, and we are again together.

She hooks her fingers into the belt loop of my jeans and pulls me in, another kiss, our chests pressed against one another, we lean down on the sleeping bag, facing each other. I reach for the button on her jeans.

“Is this still okay?” I ask her.

She smiles and nods, I undo it, and then the sound of the zipper teeth echoes in my heart. I slide her jeans down and she helps me with mine, the pants loose and slipping off without much resistance, just our underwear left.

She slides her hand lower, always looking at me, looking in my eyes, making sure this is what I want. I couldn’t want anything more. I want to fade into her, I want everything she has to give, I want her hands forever on me, her lips forever on mine. I want eternity with Bird in my arms.

Her hands touch the softest spot and the two of us gasp, a whispered “Oh god” parting her lips, the excitement heavy in her voice. I lean into her for another kiss as my world lights up.

The only thing I can think to whisper to her is:

“I love you.”

She smiles and looks me in the eyes again so I know it’s real.

“I love you, too.”





BIRD

After Jessa drops me at home on Saturday afternoon, I invite myself to Kayla’s house. My body is still humming, vibrating. I feel high again, but I’m not. I start laughing to myself as I walk to Kayla’s, taking my shortcut through the fields behind the school—another liminal space.

I have to tell her about Jessa, I decide on the walk over. I was afraid she wouldn’t understand about Silas or Kat, but I’ll make her understand about Jessa because I cannot keep this locked inside. She’ll be happy for me, I know it.

When I get there, my face is so cold and my fingers and toes are numb because I’m not wearing the right jacket for this weather. I don’t even care. Let the smile freeze on my face.

Kayla opens the door before I even have a chance to ring the bell.

“Hey,” she says.

“Hiii,” I say back, and I pull her in for a hug, spinning her around in the foyer of her house.

She laughs and says, “What the hell’s gotten into you?”

I laugh too because, oh, she has no idea what’s gotten into me. “I’m just happy to see you,” I singsong to her, and she goes along with a couple more spins before she lets go of me.

She backs up a few steps, stumbling a bit like I made her dizzy.

“You okay?” I ask through a laugh.

She’s nodding, but suddenly tears are streaming down her face.

“Oh my god, Kay. What? Are you all right?”

“No,” she breathes, shaking her head. “I’m not. I did something, Birdie,” she says, gasping through her tears, covering her face with her hands. “Something really bad.”

I get her out of the foyer and up the stairs to her room. She’s crying the whole time. I wait to say anything or ask any questions until her door is closed behind us and we’re sitting on her bed. This is what I’ve been waiting for. The breakdown. And I’m going to be here for her. She’s going to tell me exactly what the hell has been going on with her. She’s going to admit that she’s not okay and she’ll confide in me about whatever she’s doing to hurt herself, so I can help her finally get better.

“What is it, Kayla? You can tell me.”

“I cheated on Dade,” she wails. I touch her arm and she reaches for my hand. “I’m shit! I’m garbage, Bird. I can’t even believe I did this to him. I—I—” But she can’t finish because her voice breaks off into sobs.

“Well, hold on. What—what do you mean by ‘cheated’?”

“I had sex with Emmanuel at that stupid after-party, and I don’t even know why. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” She lets herself fall down against her mountain of pillows, looking so small, smaller than even the tiniest little-kid version of herself I used to know a lot better than this one.

“Oh. Oh, Kayla.” I reach out and rub her back as she cries. “Kayla, you’re not garbage, okay?”

“I hate myself,” she whispers.

“Don’t say that.”

She turns her head to look at me, and I feel as if she’s just drifting away. Miles away.

“Kayla, was it, I mean w-were you…”

“Spit it out, Bird.” The comment is nasty but I let it slide.

“Was it consensual? Were you, um, sober?”

“I was sober enough. I don’t know why I did it, I just did!”

I breathe a deep breath of relief, glad she wasn’t hurt in that way. When she sits up, it looks like she is going to pass out. But she’s stopped crying.

“Are you okay?”

“No. I’m not okay. I wasted my first time on someone I don’t even care about.”

“Well, maybe you like him more than you thought?” I try. “I mean, you used to like him a lot.”

“I liked his attention. But after, ugh.” She shudders. “I felt so sick. God, during I felt sick. I didn’t even like it. Is it supposed to feel like that?”

“Like—like what?”

“Like… it really hurt. I mean, did it hurt when you…?”

“Yeah,” I tell her. “The first time, it did.” But what I don’t tell her is that when the person is someone you do care about, all the ways it doesn’t hurt just matter more. And when it’s someone you love—and when they love you back—there are no words for any of it because it’s more than any pain or pleasure or fear or joy all combined together.

“Okay, well, at least it’s not just me.” She sniffles and tries to laugh for a second before looking like she might cry again. “I thought maybe I was being punished or something.”

“Of course not,” I tell her.

“I felt horrible the whole time. I haven’t stopped feeling horrible for weeks now. Or sick. I just wish I could erase it.”

“I know. But it’ll be okay.”

“Do you think I’m bad?” she asks, and she looks into my eyes like my answer is a matter of life and death.

“No, I don’t think you’re bad.” I pause because I want to make sure what I say next is separate. “I think you didn’t mean to hurt Dade.”

“I didn’t! I swear I didn’t,” she says like she’s pleading with herself.

“But I think you meant to hurt yourself.”

“What?”

“You’ve been hurting yourself for a while now, Kayla, and I’m worried. I’m really worried.”

She shakes her head like she’s coming out of a dream and says, “Dade can never find out, Bird.” She takes both of my hands now and holds them so tightly. “I’d die if he found out. I’d die,” she repeats.

“I’d never say anything.”

“You promise?”

“I promise.”

We don’t talk about my worry and we don’t talk about Jessa. Because Kayla has barely finished crying before Dade shows up unannounced with a movie he rented at Blockbuster that we’re supposed to simply drop everything to watch. He doesn’t even notice that she’s obviously been crying. The second the tape goes in, they act like I’m not even there.

So I go up to Kayla’s room, bringing the cordless phone with me. I call Charlie. The hallway phone at his dorm just rings and rings. I hang up and call back, and this time it only rings twice before someone answers. The guy tells me to hang on, and I hear him set the receiver down and yell Charlie’s name in the distance. It’s 6:23 by Kayla’s alarm clock. I wait until 6:32 before someone hangs up without even checking to see if anyone was waiting.

I go to Kayla’s computer and sign on with my AOL account. The yellow figure, the dialing, waiting, the connecting; it’s all much faster at her house.

Nothing new from Charlie. I’ve been trying to pin him down about a visit, but as usual, we keep missing each other.


Charlie,

I tried to call you again tonight. Just letting you know that you kinda have to say yes about me coming there because I already told Mom and Daniel you said it was okay. :-P

Guess that’s all for now. I miss you. See you soonish. Talk to you sooner (I hope).

Love, Bird

P.S. Any news on the father front?



I find the last email from Silas. I never did send him the poem like I said I would. So I pull out my notebook—our picture still there in the front cover, along with the photocopy about the restaurant—and I find the poem from the open mic night. I prop the notebook up against the monitor and transcribe my handwriting into a new email. No message. Just the poem. In the subject line, I type: Thank you for last summer.

Then I pull up Kat’s email address. Except in her subject line I type: I’m sorry for last summer. I almost hit send, but stop. In the message, before the poem, I give her the words I couldn’t until now.


You were right, Kat. I did have feelings for you. I’m sorry I couldn’t be honest with you—or myself. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I hope you can forgive me one day.

—Bird



I send them both, and look at our picture once more. This time I stick it in the back of my notebook. I need to keep it—for now, anyway—but I don’t need to look at it every day anymore. Because I don’t need to wonder if they were as close to love as I could get. Now I know for sure, they weren’t.

When I go back downstairs, Kayla and Dade don’t even notice me leaving.





JESSA

It’s Thursday afternoon, the first week of November, when I see the real Mack, the old Mack, for the first time in a long time. Sure, the Mack presence has been here, but not the sister I remember.

There’s nothing special about the day. Bird is babysitting and Liv is at the house, so as much as I wanna go over, the part of me that cares about my mental well-being is not going to be around that evil bitch—who I still cannot believe is in any way related to Bird. Dade still isn’t talking with me, so I’m sitting down at the kitchen counter finishing some math homework that I could probably do in my sleep when Mack comes out of her room and doesn’t smell like week-old garbage. She comes into the kitchen, pulls out a Tab, cracks it, and sits across from me.

“Precalc, ugh. I hated Mr. Kaplan, such shit.”

“He doesn’t bug me much.”

“He touches all the girls’ shoulders. Tried to give me a back rub, creep.”

“Is that lavender?” Her hair is wet, her makeup done. She looks good.

“Herbal Essences, think it’s Mom’s, ughhh ughhh ughhhh!” She does a horrifically accurate imitation of my mom’s sex noises, much more horrifying than the orgasmic sounds in the shampoo commercials. We have grossly thin walls.

“Ew, Mack, that’s nasty!” I laugh, and she joins in.

“Fuck precalc, Jessa, let’s do something.”

Uh-oh. “Like what?”

“I dunno, drive around, grab some fries. Fuck, I haven’t been to the mall in goddamn ages.” All normal, alcohol-free activities. I take a relieved breath.

“The mall, really? Are we mall people?”

“We’re mall people adjacent. Get your shit kickers on. If you’re good, we’ll hit Hot Topic and I’ll buy you a new dog collar or whatever you badasses are wearing for jewelry these days.”

When Mack was in high school, she was the shit. We’re talking valedictorian track, Gap sweaters, and Forever 21 gear all rolled up into the perfect person everyone loved to love. I had yet to become in any way alternative and imitated her every move. Until everything changed. But today I see that old Mack, ready to stuff our faces with mall food and make up stories about the people walking by, and look around for perfect purchases with whatever cash she’d scrabbled together.

“Okay, fuck precalc,” I say, knowing I’ll finish it during study hall tomorrow. Today’s looking to be a good day. I hold up my keys and head to the car, Mack in tow.

Me driving, she makes her presence known, ignoring all my CDs and popping in Britney Spears.

“Oh my gawwwwd, Mack, this is so fucking baaaad!”

She opens the window and turns it up, cold air blasting in and ruffling her long blond hair, nature’s blow dryer. “Get off your high horse, Jessamine! She’s awesome.”

“Wasn’t she a freaking Mouseketeer?”

“So was your precious Christina Aguilera.”

“I’m a mild Aguilera fan.”

“Well, get on the Britney train, bitch!”

She turns it up and sings along loudly, and for a second I get rolled up into it and sing as well, our eyes catching in the mutual moment of fun, leading to laughter and even higher volume. She turns it all the way to eleven.

When I pull into the Eastway Mall parking lot and cut the engine, the buzz in my ears is the pleasant familiarity of a live show. Mack cranks up the window and locks her door, and we walk toward the big entrance, some crazy seventies insignia of a sun meant to look like it’s blowing wind or something, but Mack always said it was about to suck a dick.

“Happy BJ, sun!” she calls out on cue as we walk in.

In the past, the place used to be packed, full of shoppers enjoying a commercial wonderland, two levels of shops looking down on a massive ice-skating rink on the ground floor. Today, we see the Ice Escapades running lessons in different areas of the rink, the cold air drifting up to knock against the heating system. Half the shops are running clearance sales, and I know the mall has fallen on hard times. At least there’s a Spencer’s, so we can go to the back area and giggle at all the dick favors they carry for bridal showers. Wonder if they make vagina straws for lesbian bridal showers. Probably not, since queer marriage isn’t even legal.

Mack guides us through a couple of hours of window shopping, until I demand crappy food-court grub and we hit the Great Steak & Potato Company and Orange Julius and stuff ourselves. It’s like I’ve kicked back into 1991 and she’s picking me up from my own Ice Escapades lesson, where I’ve busted ass for the past hour, and she’s treating me to the frozen orange juice and cream that is the wonder of Orange Julius and telling me how great I did before Mom and Dad pick us both up.

We wander back to the balcony overlooking the rink, and she’s quiet. I can tell she’s thinking of something. That cold devil in me thinks it’s jumping. I get ready to grab her.

“Jessa?”

“Yeah, Mack?”

“I’m so fucking sorry.”

At first I think she’s dipping back into depression, but I catch her eyes for a second and they aren’t full of that deep emptiness that accompanies her lows. It’s more like regret.

“For what?” I look away, the skaters loop around the rink, someone in a sparkly skating dress leans into a turn, her head whipping around faster than her body to prevent dizziness.

“For not being there. I know things have been shitty, and I’m a part of that.” She picks at her fingernails, not looking at me, either.

“It’s not your fault, you’re—”

“Sick.” She cuts me off.

We lean on the banister watching, the sounds of skate blades cutting into ice providing a beat to our awkward interlude.

“I want to get better. I know it doesn’t look like it, but I do.”

“Then take your meds.”

“They make me feel like I’m underwater, and they don’t work very well anyway. I know it looks like I’m not trying, but Jessa, it’s like climbing a rock face with no rope and high heels. I need more to get myself there.”

It’s quiet again. She never talks about this. We never talk about this. This is forbidden—taboo to the thousandth degree in our family. And here she is, laying it out like she’s comfortable as hell and I’m the therapist with the big couch.

“What can I do? I’ll do it. Whatever you need. I mean it.”

She shakes her head sadly, and for a second I can see that old protective sister face she’d get when Mom and Dad would fight around us. Right before she’d take me to her room and do my hair while playing Billy Joel or Pink Floyd.

“It’s not something you can do. It’s not something anyone without a lotta years in school can do. There’s programs, I’ve been in some chat forums online when I’m okay. There’s something called cognitive behavioral therapy. There’s new meds, too.”

For a moment, I see this tiny light in her, and I see it coming from me, too. It’s something we haven’t shared in years. This rarity in our existence: hope. And secretly, there’s some hope in me that if I do become her, if I end up on those roller coasters too, there’s something out there that can make it better.

“Okay, we’ll get that, ask Dad and—”

“Mom said no to everything.”

“What?” Rage rushes into me, flushing my cheeks, trembling my hands, buzzing in my mind. Mack could get better. Mack has new ways to get better.

“It’s inpatient, a facility out in freaking Kansas, and she can’t explain it away. I told her to tell everyone I went to college or some college prep experience, but she’s worried….”

“Well, fuck that, what did Dad say?”

“He didn’t. You know he doesn’t go against her.”

“Well, can you check yourself in? I’ll drive you to Kansas. I will leave today if you want. We can get there in a couple days.”

She puts her hand on my arm, like an assurance. Unfortunately, that assurance won’t be worth a thing when she cycles again. Up and down the Mack merry-go-round. I want to get off the ride. I want every day to be today. I want her better.

“Mack, you need this.”

“I can’t afford it, and Mom and Dad aren’t ready yet. Maybe in a while.”

“Do you have a while?”

We finally look at each other, and in her eyes that look like mine I see fear. I know my eyes are doing the same thing. I’m fucking terrified.

“I don’t know, Jessa. I’m trying, though. Don’t forget that. When I’m clear and okay, I’m trying, and I love you and I am so sorry.”

I put my hand on top of hers, my sister, who is finally back today.

“You never have to be sorry,” I say, then look back to the skaters, ’cause I don’t know how to say this while looking at her, not used to the phrase that we almost never use in our family. “I love you, too.”





BIRD

I’ve been planning this for three weeks. All I’ve told her is, “It’s a surprise” and “Bring your overnight stuff.” I’m taking a huge chance, because after a full week of arguments and an unrelenting string of no’s from Mom about borrowing her car, I’ve decided to do something I’ve never done before: ask Daniel instead.

I explain/lie that it’s Jessa’s birthday and I want to take her to see her favorite artist.

“Even though the concert is three hours away, it’s okay because I aced my driver’s ed class last year, and we’re meeting up with Charlie since the concert is only five minutes from him, and I’ve already arranged for us to stay with him overnight, so we won’t be driving back tired.” I try to cover all my bases because I don’t know for sure what exactly Mom’s biggest issue is with this weekend. If it’s relinquishing control over her car, or if it’s that she just doesn’t want me driving so far, or if it’s the fact that I’m going with Jessa. Or maybe—and I suspect this might be the real reason—she doesn’t want to relinquish control over me.

Before he can respond, I suck in another breath and continue my practiced pitch. “His roommate isn’t going to be there, so nothing to worry about on that end. We’ll be driving during the day, and besides, Jessa has a cell phone. I’ve been saving all my money for this one weekend and I already bought the tickets. It’s all worked out. But if I asked Jessa to drive us, then it would ruin the whole surprise, and then we might as well not even do it.”

I pause to see if he takes the bait; he’s still got that awkward thinking face he makes.

“And also, Daniel,” I add, pulling out every last thing I have in my arsenal, “didn’t you let Liv use your car to drive to Garrett’s family reunion two hours away last spring?”

I don’t leave him any solid reason to deny my request. If he says no at this point, then it can only be for one reason: I’m me and not Liv or Bailey or Aimee or Ava. Because as much as we like to pretend there’s no difference and we’re just one big happy blended family, he has never—not even once—told either me or Charlie that we can call him “Dad.” Liv doesn’t call my mom “Mom” either, but that’s because she has a mom who’s still in her life—not as much as she wants her to be, I’m sure, but she’s there, at least. Charlie and I haven’t had that in a long time.

“Okay, Birdie. I honestly can’t think of any reason why not,” he finally answers, and I don’t know if he really means that or he’s just thinking the same thing that I was—if you say no, it proves you don’t think of me as your daughter. “I’ll deal with your mother; don’t worry about it.”



I fuel up Daniel’s car at the gas station near Jessa’s house. I clean all the windows with the dirty/soapy water squeegee thing by the pumps. I go in and buy us two very special gourmet gas station crappuccinos, two bottles of water, a giant pouch of overpriced beef jerky, a bag of chips, and a sleeve of waxy chocolate-covered doughnuts for the road. At the register, I spot a cardboard display of small foil balloons mounted on plastic sticks. They say things like HAPPY ANNIVERSARY and CONGRATS and HAPPY BIRTHDAY. I grab the birthday one and add it to my order.

In the car, I pull my black permanent marker out of my bag and write UN- with a little arrow in front of the word “Birthday.”

Even with all that stalling, I arrived at nine forty-five instead of ten in the morning, like we planned. I wanted to leave early in the day, even though it’s only three hours away and the doors won’t open until seven. I don’t want to waste a single minute of this rare weekend of freedom by not being together.

I wait in the car for a couple of minutes outside her house before I decide I should probably just go up and let her know I’m here. I ring the bell, and I almost don’t recognize the girl who opens the door. Mack. Except this is not the Mack I met that night at Touchstone. This Mack is clean and fresh and bright, and her hair is shiny and falls loosely over her shoulders. She isn’t wearing any makeup, and it strikes me that she could be one of those au naturel, clean-faced Neutrogena models like Jennifer Love Hewitt.

“H-hi, hey, Mack,” I say.

“Um… hi?” she responds, looking confused. “Do I know you?”

“Um, um, n-not really. I’m Bird, Jessa’s friend? We met like a month or so ago?”

“Oh.” She nods slowly, but I can tell she doesn’t recognize me. “Sorry. Uh, yeah, come in. Jessa’s… somewhere.”

And then Jessa appears behind her sister. “You’re early!”

“Yeah, I couldn’t wait.”

“Mack, did you meet Bird?”

“I guess I did,” she says. “So where are you two going?”

“I don’t know,” Jessa tells her with a shrug.

“It’s sort of a surprise,” I whisper.

“Let me go grab the rest of my stuff and I’ll be right back,” Jessa says, and jogs off, leaving me and Mack alone in the entryway of their house.

She sizes me up as we stand there, and grins a little. “So, how long have you and my sister been friends?” she asks, and I can’t be sure, but I think she might be asking something else.

“N-not too long,” I answer. “We met right before the school year started, but it feels like a lot longer than that.”

She nods and hmms.

“Um,” I begin, keeping my voice quiet, “can you keep a secret?”

She steps closer to me; her eye contact is intense. “Do tell,” she says.

“I’m taking her to a Tori Amos concert up near Bentley Falls College.”

“Good job, Bird.” Her smile is enormous. “She’ll love that.” Just then, Jessa comes into the room, and Mack makes like she’s zipping her lips and throwing away the key.

Jessa sees and draws her eyebrows together, asking, “What did I miss?”

“Nothing,” we both say at the same time.

“Go,” Mack says, gently pushing Jessa toward the door. “Have fun.”

“O-kay,” Jessa says, turning around to look at Mack. “And you’re sure you don’t want me to—”

“Go!” she repeats, and then blows us kisses as she shuts the door on us.

As we walk to the car, I glance back at the house. “She seems good,” I tell Jessa.

She looks over her shoulder too, but when she turns back to face me, she doesn’t look like that makes her happy.

“Yeah, for now,” she mutters. But before I can say anything else, she pivots in that practiced way of hers, her whole demeanor changing seamlessly. “So, no hints, huh?”

“Nope. I told you, it’s a surprise.”

She smiles and shakes her head, looking at our feet for a moment before she speeds off down the driveway toward Daniel’s car, shouting, “Race you!”

She wins.

“Okay, first things first,” I begin, once we’re both in the car. “We have caffeine—or probably more like coffee-flavored high-fructose corn syrup—aaand…” I reach into the plastic bag behind her seat to pull out the gas station balloon. “For you.”

“Happy Un-Birthday?” she says with a crook in her non-pierced eyebrow.

“Yeah, it was a whole deception thing. I told Daniel it was your birthday and that’s why I needed to borrow his car for your surprise.”

“So bad,” she teases. Her fingers tickle at my thigh through my jeans, another tease.

“I know, I know. But this might be one of those rare instances where the end really does justify the means.” And I try to push away the thought of how, more and more, I’m sure that our plan to break up our friends was absolutely not one of those instances. But I don’t want to spoil our time—our precious time.

“How Machiavellian of you.”

“Thanks… I guess? And second things… um, second. I know you probably brought your own collection, but I bestow upon you all my very best CDs for our little road trip.” I hand over my bag that has my Joni Mitchells and Ani DiFrancos, and that Tori Amos album that we totally scream-sang together start to finish while driving around aimlessly that night. “You are in control of the radio for the next three hours.”

“Oh my god, yes!” She takes my bag and then reaches into hers to pull out an overstuffed binder full of her own CDs. “Score! Thank you, Daniel’s car, for having an actual CD player!”

“I thought you’d like that.”

“Wait, did you say three hours?”

I nod.

“Where are you taking me?”

“Away,” I answer.

“Mm, I like the sounda that,” she muses as she buckles her seat belt.

I make sure my printed directions are within reach on the dashboard and check all my mirrors before carefully pulling out.



The first hour of the drive, we go through the chocolate doughnuts and crappuccinos and Jessa has taken us on a tour of the highlights of the Velvet Underground’s entire catalogue since the 1960s.

She keeps her hand on my knee or at the back of my neck the whole time, and once we get on the highway, she even leans across the seat and kisses my cheek. It’s the perfect kind of day. Overcast and cool but not so cold we need the heat on. Windows cracked for fresh air. I’m feeling so good until I see the construction signs ahead, the roadblock, the neon-orange DETOUR signs forcing us off the only route I’ve planned for.

“Uh-oh,” I say as I reluctantly follow the signs. “We’re lost.”

“The detour?”

“Yeah.”

“Let me see the directions.”

“No, it says where we’re going.”

“Okay, well, how many miles till we were supposed to do something?”

“Like thirty miles, I think.”

“Well, just take the detour for thirty miles and then we’ll assess. Sound good?”

“Um, I—I—g-guess.”

“Hey, even if we do get lost, I don’t mind being lost with you.”

I laugh because it’s true. “Me neither.”

The song comes to an end, and I try to be subtle in my suggestion. “You know, I’m kinda in the mood for some Tori.”

“All right,” Jessa says, ejecting the CD and flipping through our massive collective stash. “I’ve got it.” She inserts the new CD and at first I don’t recognize the song, but it’s still familiar—I thought I was pretty much caught up on the Tori Amos discography since we discovered her music is something we share.

“Wait…” I glance over and she’s watching me, mouth slightly open, grinning like she’s waiting for me to catch it. “This is a Joni Mitchell song.”

“Yes! ‘A Case of You’—I knew you’d recognize it! Such a good cover, right?”

“Where did you get this?”

“It was a B-side.”

I’m quiet as I listen, soaking it in. “I remember that time you told me ‘Love is touching souls…’ ”

“That’s my favorite line of the whole song,” I tell Jessa.

“Hmm, yeah.”

We sing along together, and I roll my window down so the wind is flowing in. Jessa turns the volume up over the road noise.

As the song starts to come to an end, she’s already searching for her next selection.

“Can we listen one more time?” I ask.

She smiles and puts the song on repeat.

We listen again and sing loud and then quiet and we listen over and over. So many times I lose track, and then I suddenly realize I’ve also lost track of the detour signs. And we’re in the middle of nowhere. I can’t remember the last time we saw a gas station or a street sign of any kind. Just farms and pastures with horses and cows in every direction.

Jessa turns the volume down, reading my mind somehow. “What’s wrong?”

“I think we might really be lost this time.”

“Keep going,” she tells me, not seeming worried. “There…” She’s pointing up ahead on the right side of the road. “Stop there.”

There’s a little wooden booth up close to the road with a hand-painted sign that says Farm Fresh. “What, at the fruit stand thing?”

“Yeah.”

I pull up slowly into a patch of dirt that serves as a makeshift parking lot. Jessa’s already getting out of the car before I come to a complete stop.

She walks up, all friendly confidence, and the man in the booth is looking at her like she’s an alien with her faded blue hair. She buys us two pears and a bunch of apples and figs and asks for directions.

He directs us ten miles ahead, where we’re to make a left at the gas station and follow that road another five miles. At the gas station, we stop to fill up and take turns using the bathroom.

I pull Daniel’s car around the side of the building and we sit there with doors open, eating our fruit and looking out at the pretty rural landscape, made much more idyllic now that we’re not lost anymore.

“What are you smiling at?” Jessa says, through a mouthful of fig.

“You.”

“Want some?” She offers me the rest.

“No, I’m enjoying watching you eat it.”

She laughs and looks down for a second, then back out at the scenery, the wind blowing her hair across her face.

“Jessa?”

“Mm-hmm?”

“I was going to wait till later, but…” I look around, and this feels like the right time. “But I have something for you and I kind of want to give it to you now, if that’s okay.”

She nods and smiles. “Is it like an un-birthday gift?”

“It’s a poem. For you.” I open my notebook to the page. “Do you want to read it or do you want me to read it to you?”

“I want you to read it to me,” she chooses. “Always.”

“Okay. It’s called ‘Trespassing.’ ” I clear my throat, suddenly nervous, but begin anyway:


“Now when the sky turns gray

My heart stutters to catch up to itself.

With the earthy scent of petrichor heavy in the air

I close my eyes; I taste you.

Lightning crashes and

I see your silhouette in the afterglow.

Thunder rolls in the distance and

I can feel you moving closer.

Wind fills the lungs of this empty space

And your breath becomes my breath.

The first few chilled drops fall on the dusty ground

Like your autumn fingerprints on my skin.

In haunted houses I’m not afraid

Because of your hands, my hair, your thighs, my mouth

And two hearts, trespassing.

Each creak in old wood a comfort

Your soft sounds echoing in me forever.

Every time it rains, I think

Of you

And us

And that

Night in the storm.

How you reign over all of me

All the time now.”



I close my notebook slowly and wait before looking up at her, needing a moment to prepare myself for whatever her reaction might be. She could think it’s stupid. It could be too simple or too lofty or, or—

“Bird,” she says through a sigh. When I look up, she has her hands clasped together over her heart. “I don’t… I don’t even know what to say.”

“Because… you… liked… it?” I ask, hopeful.

“No,” she says, shaking her head. “I loved it.” She looks around and then leans across the seat and kisses me so sweet and small and soft. Her lips taste like honey from the fruit. “No one’s ever done anything like that for me. I know I don’t know anything about poetry, but I feel it.” She takes my hands. “And I feel exactly the same way about you… and about that night.”

“Good,” is all I can manage to say in return.



With our detours and stops, we make it to Charlie’s campus with a few hours to spare before the concert. I park in the student housing lot like he told me to, and Jessa’s so confused about what we’re doing. I keep laughing and telling her she’ll see, while I lead the way, trying to act like I know where I’m going or what I’m doing.





JESSA

She leads the way past a common area where a bunch of people are standing around talking and laughing.

“Now I’m completely clueless,” I say, starting to get slightly nervous. “Are we doing a college tour?”

“No, I promise your surprise is not a college tour!” She laughs. “Do you still think I’m that boring?” she teases, reaching for my hand to pull me up alongside her in the hallway.

I open my mouth to answer her, but just then some guy shouts, “Hey, Nardino!”

Bird stops short.

“Elizabeth Iris Nardino…” the voice calls out from the crowd of collegiates. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” he says, now right in front of us, taking up the whole doorway.

I look at Bird, and as she spins around, she’s smiling like I’ve never seen her smile before. She crosses in front of me, drops her bag on the floor, and throws her arms around his neck. And he hugs her back, squeezing her so that her feet lift off the ground, as he swings her side to side. Who the fuck is this attractive, sort of muscly older guy who’s hugging—no, embracing—my girlfriend?

“Wait, wait,” she says, pulling out of the hug, that glowing smile still lighting her up as she turns to face me again. “Jessa, this is my brother.”

Oh thank fucking god, brother. Brother. Thank you, sweet universe, for brothers.

“Charlie, this is Jessa,” she says, “Jessa, Charlie.”

I want to throw my arms around him too, just for the fact that he’s not one of my girlfriend’s ex-boyfriends. But I just take his outstretched hand.

“Hey, Jessa. It’s great to meet you; I’ve heard all about you.”

“Yes, yes,” I repeat, wondering what all he’s heard. “Me too. I mean, I’ve heard a lot about you, too. It’s nice to meet you.”

He’s radiating big-brother energy as he introduces us to the group in the common area, standing between us with a hand on each of our shoulders. People are watching TV and eating from takeout containers and playing Ping-Pong, but look up as soon as he announces, “Yo, everyone. This is my sister Birdie and her friend Jessa. They’re staying overnight. Don’t tell anyone and nobody fuck with them.” He pauses. They listen. He has a very chill yet commanding presence—sort of the way I wish I could be but never feel like I manage to pull off.

“Okay,” he finishes. “Carry on.”

Some say “Hey” or “What’s up?” or just nod in our direction.

But they listen to him. Must be nice.

He takes us up to his room, stopping at the floor below his to tell us that this is the girls’ floor and we should use the bathrooms down here. “Just trust me, the ones on my floor are not safe for humans,” he says.

“Okay, we’ll take your word for it, Charlie.” Bird is so relaxed with her brother. I like seeing her this way, confident and proud. It’s cute seeing her in the little-sister role, one I haven’t gotten to play in a while.

“I’m bunking a few doors down. My roommate’s away, so the place is yours.”

“Thanks, Charlie.” She gives him a quick hug and flashes me a mischievous smile and an adorable wink, which makes heat rush to my face.

After we drop our stuff off in his room, he takes us to the dining hall and treats us to a veritable buffet of all the world’s cuisines in one place.

We sit down with our trays and samplings of different food, and Charlie asks, “So, what time do you need to leave tonight?”

“I thought we were staying over?” I say, looking back and forth between them, noting their similar features and mannerisms as they stare at each other in some kind of weird, inaccessible-to-me sibling moment.

“We are,” Bird says.

Then she gives Charlie a stern, wide-eyed, tight-lipped look. I feel her body jerk next to me under the table, and then Charlie lets out a sharp “Ow!

“Right, that’s what I meant,” he says. “Tomorrow.”

“I don’t know,” Bird answers. “But Charlie, can I ask you something?”

“Shoot,” he mumbles, chewing on a mouthful of food.

“Um, what’s going on with your hair?”

“What’s wrong with my hair?”

“It’s just very…”

“Gavin Rossdale,” I finish for her. “Circa 1996. Rolling Stone cover. Terrible article, by the way. But his hair looked great.”

“All right,” he says, nodding with a little stifled laugh that reminds me so much of Bird. “I can work with that.”

Which makes Bird burst out laughing in a decidedly non-stifled way.

“No, it actually looks good,” she admits. “It’s just very different, that’s all. You must not have cut it since the last time I saw you.”

“Nope.” He shakes his head, perfecting the messy crisp waves look that only pretty guys like him can pull off.

“How long has it been?” I ask.

“Since what, the summer?” he says.

“No, we didn’t get to see each other at all last summer. I was at the—”

“Oh, yeah. The writing thing. So, when was it?”

“Spring break,” she answers immediately, like she’s been keeping track.

“As in last spring? Jesus.”

“Too long,” she says more seriously, and he nods.

“You’re right. It’s been too long.”

There’s an awkward break in the conversation, so I fill it. “Well, this was a really nice surprise,” I tell Bird. “I’m glad you brought me with you.”

She laughs and almost chokes on her food. Has to take a drink of water. “What? Him?” she shouts. “Charlie is not your surprise, honey.”

Oof. Honey. She just said “honey” out loud. She called me “honey” for the first time, in front of someone else. I’m internally panicking, looking back and forth between them. And she’s frozen too.

“Ah jeez, thanks, Birdie,” he says, playfully rolling his eyes. If he noticed the glitch, he doesn’t let on. “On that note, I’m gonna go get some more food.”

He stands and brings his tray with him.

“Fuck,” I breathe. “That was… well, nice, actually. But also a little too…”

“Close,” she finishes. “Yeah. Sorry, it just sorta slipped out. Honey,” she adds with a small smile. “I don’t think he even caught it.”



When we leave the dining hall, Charlie breaks off and tells us he’ll see us later. “Be careful. Have fun. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. Don’t do most of the things I would do. I’m gonna go call Mom and let her know you made it.”

We wander around campus for a while, and then we end up taking a walk around town—the campus is nestled in the middle of the city, and restaurants and shops populate the main drag. I like that Bird is leading the way. Lets me people watch. Most of the people we see are college students, and some of them are pretty funky, with cool hair and tattoos, either goth or disheveled and grungy or just plain dressed down.

“Do you think it’s okay…?” Bird says, nudging her hand into mine. I know what she’s asking—do I think it’s okay to hold hands here?

I let my fingers connect with hers and keep my eyes open. “I think so,” I finally answer, though it’s impossible to ever know for sure. But I take her hand for real, letting our fingers interlock.

We pass several people who don’t pay us much attention, and then there’s a girl who looks to be a few years older than us who smiles. It feels nice. I realize I’m smiling back, and when I look over at Bird, she’s smiling too.

We’ve been walking a few blocks when I see one of those old silent-movie-palace-type theaters from the 1920s, all grand and gilded with a big marquee and a giant vertical sign in lights that spans the height of the entire building. The building is sort of the star of the street. Can’t miss it.

“Can you believe people used to go see movies in those kinds of places?” Bird muses as we get closer. “Imagine getting ready to go to the movies and dressing up in your best and being treated like royalty.”

“I know, pretty cool,” I agree. I swing our joined hands and say, “Not cooler than this, though. Being able to hold hands. Out. In public.”

She comes to a stop on the sidewalk in front of the massive building. “Wanna see what it’s like to hold hands in there, like princesses or something?”

I laugh but she doesn’t. She just stands there smiling, and I get the feeling I’m missing something. “What?” I ask.

She looks up. So I look up.

“What?” I repeat.

She backs up a step and points at the marquee.


TONIGHT! TORI AMOS



I gasp, “Oh my god!” And my mind is barreling ahead with half-baked ideas about how we could try to get a Tori sighting: wait outside the stage door or try to find wherever the tour buses are parked.

“Come on,” Bird is saying, pulling me forward, toward the revolving glass doors.

I’m in shock. Actual shock. Disbelief. She has tickets. Two tickets. To see my favorite artist ever, in the most beautiful theater I’ve ever laid eyes on, with the most amazing person in the world, who has not let go of my hand for even one moment. I keep opening my mouth, but I have no words to describe how this feels.

“Are you surprised?” she finally asks me once we’re in our seats.

“Yes! I can’t believe this is happening.”

Our seats are way in the back, but I don’t think there is such a thing as a bad seat in this entire magical place. When the stage lights come on, I can see Tori onstage so clear, her fiery red hair and her piano. Her voice fills every tiny space in this cavernous theater, sending chills all through my body.

The first song is “God,” and this is already the best concert of the many, many concerts I have attended in my life. Is it because she’s my favorite artist or because the person sitting next to me, holding my hand, is my favorite person? I don’t know or care. Whatever the combination of reasons, it just is.

The last song she plays is “The Waitress,” and everything in between has been so perfect and better than I ever dreamed that when she returns for the encore, I’m just standing there next to Bird through the whole song, not even singing along, because I don’t want to miss any part of this moment.

I want to etch every single detail and sensation in my memory forever.





BIRD

We fall asleep in Charlie’s tiny twin bed, holding each other. I might have thought earlier in my planning process that this would be a perfect opportunity to explore each other some more, but as we lie here in each other’s arms, it’s already perfect.

We wake up early. It’s just starting to get light out.

Jessa must have woken a few minutes before me, because when I open my eyes, she touches my face and smiles so softly. I know I’ve never been happier in my life. I don’t think I’ve ever imagined I could be so comfortable, so free. I feel more myself when I’m with her, like this, just existing, than I’ve ever felt with anyone, not even when I’m alone. I don’t know how long we lie there, snuggled up, just savoring these minutes of being close.

“Hi,” I whisper.

“Morning,” she whispers back.

“I love you,” I tell her.

“I love you too, Elizabeth Iris Nardino.”

“Oh god, that’s right,” I groan, burying my face in her neck. “Charlie middle-named me in front of you.”

“Hey, I love your middle name. And your first name and your last name and your nickname. Basically all your names are my favorite names.”

I nestle into her more closely and whisper, “I love all your names too.”

“Why do they call you Birdie, anyway?” she asks, bringing our hands up into the pale light like she’s studying the way they look with our fingers entwined.

“I don’t know.” I shrug. “That’s just what they’ve always called me.”

“You never asked why?”

“I guess it’s an old-time nickname for Elizabeth. I looked it up once. But I think…” I pause and close my eyes to try to remember but can’t quite make the fragments of my memories stitch themselves together. “I think it was my dad, maybe, who started calling me that.”

“Well…” She lets go of my hand and pulls me closer, locking her leg around mine. “It suits you.”

I don’t remember falling back asleep, but we wake up to loud knocking on the door. Jessa practically jumps out of my arms and scrambles across the room to get to the other bed just as Charlie’s opening the door.

I honestly wouldn’t have cared if he’d seen us. But I know how she feels and I’m not going to argue about it anymore.

“Wakey, wakey,” he says, poking his head in.

Jessa’s sitting on the edge of the other bed. “Morning,” she tells him.

“Hey, I was gonna head over for breakfast, if you wanna join. I’ve gotta hit the library after, so I might not see you again before you head out.”

I sit up now too. “Yeah, let’s get breakfast, then.”

“Cool. Meet you downstairs,” he’s saying while already pulling the door shut behind him.

We throw clothes on, and she lets me kiss her quickly before I open the door.

He brings us to a different cafeteria for breakfast than the big dining hall the night before. This place reminds me of the kind of free continental breakfasts they have at hotel chains. We get some good coffee and bagels and sit with Charlie in a little corner booth, and as we talk, I have a hard time concentrating because all I want to do is tell him how happy I am. That Jessa’s my girlfriend. I can barely think of anything else to say, so much that I start to worry it’s just going to slip out like “honey” did last night.

“So, Jessa,” he says. “What did you think about Birdie’s surprise?”

She shakes her head and smiles. “It was awesome. Such an amazing badass night! I was totally surprised.”

“She really was,” I agree.

Charlie extends his hand across the table for a fist bump. “I suck at keeping secrets,” he says. “Did you notice how I almost let it slip last night at dinner?”

I nod, but there’s some kind of sadness building up inside me as I realize I’m getting pretty good at keeping secrets.

“Hey, Charlie, any news about Boston?”

His eyes dart to Jessa for a moment, and it occurs to me that he’s probably better at keeping secrets than he thinks.

“Jessa knows all about it.”

“Oh,” he murmurs, seeming taken aback. “Um, well nothing much, really. The restaurant—our dad’s restaurant that we found out about,” he adds for Jessa’s sake, “doesn’t have any kind of online presence. I’m gonna do some digging, I promise. Probably even today, after I finish this term paper.”

“Nice. Good,” I say. “That’d be awesome, Charlie. Thank you.”

“Yeah, of course. I want to find him as much as you do.”

Jessa says, “I keep telling Bird we should just go there. Drive up one weekend.”

“You think you really will?” he asks, sounding surprised.

“No,” I scoff.

Jessa looks down at her half-eaten bagel.

“Well.” Charlie glances at his watch. “I really should get a move on.”

I stand up to give Charlie a hug, and I suddenly feel like I could cry. This went by too fast. Our goodbye hug is much more sedate and somber than our hello hug was yesterday.

“You’ll be home for Thanksgiving?” I ask him as we pull away from each other.

“I will, promise,” he tells me, and I believe him, even if I can’t get used to his I-wanna-be-a-rock-star hairstyle. “And Jessa…” He opens his arms to offer a hug to her as well, and it warms my gooey sentimental insides that she actually accepts. “It was a real pleasure. I hope I’ll see you again soon. Maybe around Thanksgiving?”

“Yeah, that’d be nice. It was great to meet you, too—and thanks for letting us crash.”

“Anytime.” He takes a breath and sighs like maybe this goodbye is hard for him, too. “Birdie. You be safe driving home, all right? I’ll see you in a couple weeks.”

We sit back down after he walks away, this time on the same side of the booth, close to each other.

Jessa tucks my hair back behind my shoulder and studies my face. “Are you okay?”

I nod, but I’m not.

“You look like you’re about to cry.”

“I don’t know. I just sometimes forget how much I miss him. Is that weird?”

“No,” she says. “That makes more sense to me than I can even explain.”

“Yeah, I know it does.” I rest my head on her shoulder and she puts her arm around me for a few seconds. “You wanna get some coffee for the road and head out? Take our time driving back?”

“Sounds good.”



We’re walking through campus with our to-go cups and our bags. I loop my arm with hers and she smiles. “Is this still okay?” I ask her, and she nods.

“This is really nice.” She unlatches my arm and reaches for my hand instead. “This whole weekend has felt so good. Just being able to be out—well, mostly, anyway.”

“Yeah,” I agree.

As we continue toward the student housing where Daniel’s car is parked, someone jogs up next to us. “Hey, hey, excuse me?” this guy says. Jessa lets go of my hand and as we slow down, I can see two other guys are hanging back a few feet, watching. They all have the same kind of coffee cups as us, and I think I remember seeing at least one of them at breakfast.

“Yeah?” Jessa says sharply, cranking up her attitude meter to the nth degree.

“I gotta ask…” He’s grinning as he looks back and forth between us. “Which one of you is the guy and which one is the girl here?”

“Come on,” Jessa says to me, taking my hand again, but this time she’s pulling me away.

“No, really, I’m just asking.” When I look back at him, he says, “You… you’re the girl, right?”

“Wh-what?” I manage to say. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about when you two are getting it on in bed, who’s the man and who’s the chick?” He glances over his shoulder at the other two guys, who are cackling.

“What did you just say to us?” I shout.

“Come on!” Jessa whispers. “Don’t talk to him.”

“Hey, it’s a free country. She can talk to me if she wants. You don’t have to get defensive. I was just thinking you two probably haven’t had the right—”

“Just fuck off, dude, seriously,” Jessa says, cutting him off. But I’m getting the picture; pretty sure I know what he was going to say. “Not interested, all right?”

We walk faster, but he’s keeping up with us, laughing, his friends lagging behind.

“No, I’m just curious, how do you even have sex without a dick?”

I stop walking and turn around to face him, feeling all the blood in my body rushing to my head, making me dizzy, fearless. “I don’t know, how do you have sex without a dick?”

His friends start howling, keeling over with laughter now.

And before I have a chance to silently congratulate myself for getting that out without stuttering, Jessa’s shouting at me, pulling me away again. “Bird, come on!”

“Oh please, you couldn’t handle this,” he yells, and I glance back to see him grabbing himself, then giving me the finger.

“I seriously doubt that,” I say, but I let Jessa lead me down the sidewalk anyway.

“Fuck you, you fuckin’ bitch!”

“Fuck you!” I scream back at him.

“Shut up!” Jessa hisses at me, then yells over her shoulder, “We’re leaving!”

“Yeah, listen to your little girlfriend. Get the fuck outta here, dykes!”

I try to stop again, but Jessa yanks me forward so hard I stumble. “Keep walking, Bird,” she says under her breath. “Shit! Don’t say anything else. Where are the keys? Get them out now,” she demands. My hands are shaking with rage, but I find the keys. Jessa snatches them from me when we get to the lot, looking behind us every other step. “Hurry up,” she says. “They’re fucking following us.”

She unlocks the passenger door first and practically shoves me in, locks it from the inside, then slams it shut. Then she’s racing to the driver’s side. I lean over to unlock it for her, because, yes, they are following us. One of them throws a full cup of coffee, and Jessa slams the door just as it explodes all over the side of the car. One second earlier that hot coffee would’ve landed in her face.

“What the fuck?” she yells through the window at them. She grabs her hand and shakes it out quickly, pressing it against her jeans for a moment. I see the wet spot, and then that red welt already rising to the surface of her skin. They burned her.

“Oh my god, are you okay?”

It takes her a couple of tries to start the car, but she gets it going and even though they’re standing right at the front bumper, yelling unintelligibly, she taps the gas and the car lurches forward, making me scream and making them pound on the hood of the car before they scatter.

She peels out of the parking spot and keeps looking in the rearview until we’re all the way off campus.

“Jessa?”

She’s gripping the steering wheel, staring straight ahead.

“Jessa?” I say, louder.

She turns onto the main road and we drive down the street we walked along last night, past the stores and the beautiful theater, marquee now blank.

“Jessa!”

“Bird, just give me a damn minute to get us out of here, all right?” she yells at me.

Neither of us says anything until she pulls into a gas station several blocks away. She parks at a pump and lets her head fall against the steering wheel for a second before looking at me.

“Are you okay?” I ask her again.

“No, are you?”

“No.” I’m not okay. I’m mad and scared and can’t stop shaking.

“Bird, that could’ve gone so fucking bad. You can’t do that.”

“I was trying to stand up for us! I mean, did you hear what that asshole was saying?”

“Yes! And I wanted to punch him in the face, but not when there are three guys and just us. Okay? You have got to use your head!”

“I was.”

“No, you weren’t. He went from being a maggoty little douchebag saying some dumb shit to being a big angry fucking guy with something to prove because you antagonized him.”

“He was antagonizing us!”

“I know, but that doesn’t matter. Wrong and right don’t matter. Do you even realize you were seconds away from getting this scalding coffee right in your face?” She holds up her hand so I can see the burn mark, raw and pink. “Or worse. Okay?” she adds, and I can tell she’s holding back tears. “Sometimes you have to just walk away, Bird. When it’s three guys and just us, you have to walk away. You get that, right?”

I think it’s the first time I’ve seen real fear in her face, and it’s cold and sobering and scary, because I thought in so many ways Jessa was so fierce and tough that she could stand up to anything, defeat anyone, but she’s right. We both could have gotten really hurt.

“Yeah. I—I—I get it. I’m s-sorry.”

We fill up the tank and I get a cup of ice for Jessa’s hand. We switch spots so I’m driving again. We’re quiet for a long time. Jessa doesn’t use the ice. She doesn’t even soundtrack us.

“This morning started out so beautiful,” I say out loud, looking at the country road sprawling open in front of us. “This weekend was the best. Just us. Together. It was perfect. And I feel like they just ruined it all.”

She places her hand on my knee, and when I glance over at her, she’s turned all the way toward me in her seat, her eyes so soft and calm now. “Those guys are fucking nobodies. We’re not letting them ruin anything. They don’t get to ruin this amazing, special, wonderful weekend you planned for us.”

“Really?”

“No fucking way.” She brings my hand to her mouth and kisses it. “Think you can get us lost on the way home?”

“I can try,” I tell her.

“Good.” She smiles. “I’ll queue up some getting-lost music.”





JESSA

It’s the Monday before Thanksgiving break. I can barely see that little burn on my hand anymore, so I don’t know why I can still feel it. Bird is catching up on something in the library, so I’m solo for lunch. It’s quiet today. There are definitely fewer people outdoors now that the weather’s turning colder, but I’d rather freeze my nonexistent nuts off than spend one second in the cafeteria with Olivia Fucking Rubens.

Or at least it was quiet. Emmanuel’s sauntering down the sidewalk and I know he’s coming to talk to me. I’ve noticed this happening more often with people… first it was just Bird, back when we were only plotting together, then Bri and Paige would drop by from time to time. Word has gotten out, and my space has become anything but liminal. Every few days someone from a class stops by, makes that annoying motion for me to remove my headphones, and then asks me something. My standing A in precalc has gotten me a lot of tutoring requests, which I have to turn down because the way I think through math is nothing like our instructor.

The big influx of visitors occurred after our first couple of editions of the Bulletin went out, which included my reviews of some local shows. More than one student started their own “underground” band and wanted me to cover their set. I figure Emmanuel is gonna ask for a review as well, but turns out I’m wayyyy off base.

“ ’Sup?” he says, once I pull my headphones down.

“Hey, Emmanuel, how’s it going?”

“Awesome, Jessa. I just wanted to thank you for giving me the DL on Kayla and getting her to Touchstone. We have a thing going and it’s hot, all thanks to you.”

He extends a hand in a high five, which is awkward on so many levels, and I just keep staring up at him from my crouch on the sidewalk.

“What do you mean, a thing?”

He shrugs, puts his hands in his pockets, and gives me a doofy grin. “You know, we’ve been hooking up. It’s sweet. Kayla is wiiiiild, too. Absolute fucking beast. Anyway, thanks.”

“Oh,” I say, the information still not settled in my head.

“You gonna be at the Touchstone tonight for the Hardcore Holidays show?”

“Yeah…”

“Sweet, we’re on second, see you then,” he says, and walks away. The clouds clear enough for me to see the shitstorm for what it is.

Kayla. Is cheating. On Dade.

Screw the school rules, I pull out my cell and call Dade’s number. It goes straight to voicemail, which is not surprising. He never has his phone on—I would always tell him I didn’t know why his mom would agree to keep paying for it if he never wanted anyone to reach him. I let him know we have to talk about something important. I can’t just tell him on voicemail that he’s getting screwed over. Even I know that’s mean.

Inside, I feel confused. I mean, this is the end of them, right? It’s what I wanted, but somehow it feels shitty. Dade said he might be in love with her. When this started, love was kinda a fake bullshit thing to me that was about as real as my concept of god. Now, with Bird, I have an idea of why Dade vanished on me. I mean, I’d be better about it, but it’s hard when you just want to be with that one person all the time. Especially when you have school, hiding from your parents, college applications, and all the other day-to-day crap. It seems like there’s so little time all of a sudden when before, the days spread out like the endless drum solo in “In-a-Gadda-Da-Vida.”

I did this.

Technically, Bird and I did this, but she never seemed comfortable with it even though it was her idea. I was comfortable with it, though. She’s a nice person. I’ve been learning that. She has a kindness in her that I’m not used to seeing in people. Dwayne has the same vibe about him, never talking shit, instead finding fun stuff to joke about, cool things to learn. But me, I have that meanness and I plugged it all into Operation Break Up, and now that it’s been successful I feel like garbage.

Immediately I think about going to Bird. I need to feel better, but I also need to know what to do, how to work with other people’s emotions. Dade will be hurt, but if there’s a kind way of telling him, she would know. And maybe she could make me feel a little less like an asshole for setting up the entire Emmanuel/Kayla thing.

This isn’t school talk, though, so I wait until the end of the day, which makes sitting beside her in journalism excruciating. I do my best to feign excitement as we photocopy Polaroids and place them on our zine layout. When she arrives at Betty the Buick, she smiles and slides into the passenger seat like she belongs there—which she does. I smile at her as she buckles up, and we pull outta the lot, waiting the first few lights until we hold hands.

“I have something big I gotta talk over, your place or mine?”

She looks concerned, worried. I hate to see that, but this isn’t so much a car conversation. “My place is cool, Liv’s at cheer practice and the sibs are with their grandparents,” she says.

I get us there in record time.

Up in her room, I nudge the duct-tape line separating the space with the toe of my boot, not sure how to start. Looking around, you can see the effects of Olivia Fucking Rubens all over: cheer pictures, makeup and hair bows, a million photos of Garrett the mouth breather. It’s muted Bird’s presence. She’s minimized herself to a couple of stacks of books and a Klimt The Kiss poster and nothing else.

“You should redecorate your wall with Melissa Etheridge and Indigo Girls posters,” I joke, still a little freaked that Liv is her stepsister and I’m in enemy territory. One night, when we were getting deep, Bird asked me what Liv had actually done to me. I finally told her the story about stupid middle school me thinking the world was a better place. I made friends with this chill Jewish chick in my social studies class because I thought she matched the whole chill Greek chick thing I was about. One day, while researching the civil rights movements of the sixties, I mentioned the queer rights movement and Stonewall and without waiting for a reaction, my dumb ass told her I had a crush on her. I had this dream in my head that she’d say me too and we’d walk into school the next day, rainbow-clad and holding hands, the perfect lesbian couple.

Instead she outed me to the entire school, which led to me prematurely coming out to my parents, and led to the past four years of open harassment from at least half the student body. The other half was just quieter about it.

Bird breaks me outta my I-hate-Olivia-Fucking-Rubens reverie. “Okay, unless you want me to freak out, I need to kn-know… this big talk. Is it Mack? Is it—is it something with us?”

I look at Bird, her beautiful face, round in the right places, perfectly celestial nose, wide eyes that see me as I’ve always wanted the world to see me. My actual dream girl. My partner in my worst crime, which unfortunately worked. I know telling her will make her feel bad about her participation, but the Band-Aid needs ripping, that scab has to be picked.

“So, Emmanuel told me at lunch today that he’s been with Kayla. She’s cheating on Dade.”

“Oh,” she says, and looks down at the floor.

“I can’t believe it. Like, how did it work? I thought Kayla was decent or something. How shitty am I for putting this in motion? What the fuck do I do now?”

“You aren’t shitty, Jessa, we worked together on this,” she says, but she still isn’t looking at me.

“Yeah, but Dade said he might love her, that’s huge. How do I tell him?”

“I don’t know, Jessa, is it really yours to tell?”

“We may be on the rocks right now, but he’s my best friend! Telling him is literally my job. Wouldn’t you want to know if I was doing some shit like that?”

“You wouldn’t.”

“No, but you’d want to know.”

She’s picking at her fingernails. Looking everywhere but at me, her eyes unfocused on the wall of Liv photos.

“Bird? What do I do? How do I say it?”

“Um…”

“Um? This is big shit! Why aren’t you more shocked?”

She clears her throat. Takes a deep breath. I get it before she even says it.

“Kayla told me.”

Movies show people getting stabbed and it seems painful, steals their breath, and right now I feel like the guy from Saving Private Ryan, that knife descending slowly toward his chest, begging the other soldier to stop, pathetic, sad, hoping to stop it but knowing that centimeter by inevitable centimeter it will cut through and end everything. That pain spreads in me, cuts into my heart, takes my breath and brings tears to my eyes.

“When?”

It seems important to know the facts right now.

“That Saturday, after the mill town, after…”

After we said, I love you.

She looks at me and I see guilt on her face. She had to know this was wrong.

“What the fuck, Bird? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Kayla told me in private. It was in confidence.”

“Kayla, who shared lies about your summer boyfriend, deserves confidentiality?” I’m standing now, my voice is rising in pitch, I can feel control slipping away. I can feel the anger Mack gets, sudden and white-hot. I feel like I’m on a roller coaster, dipping between rage and grief. She lied. But am I overreacting? Am I about to tip down that ride I can’t get off? The fear adds in, and my emotions are a muddy puddle ready to trip me up.

“You would have gone right to Dade,” she says.

“Because it’s the right thing to do!”

What really hurts is that she kept it from me. We share everything these days. Car rides, lunches, beds, secrets. Or at least I thought we did.

“Jessa, please. Okay, maybe it was a bad judgment call, but I didn’t feel like I could—”

“Jesus, Bird, I told you I loved you, and you’re keeping secrets for her? Secrets that affect me and my best friend?” For a moment, I thought things were changing, that Bird had gone beyond a girlfriend and a love and taken Dade’s spot as my best friend. But lies, she knows how all the lies in my life weigh on me. At least Dade didn’t lie. “What else haven’t you told me?” The accusation comes out bitter and mean.

“Nothing! I swear.” Big tears roll down her face. I hate that I’m doing this to her, but something in me can’t stop, something in me won’t let go of this. It hits deep, this betrayal. “Jessa, please, I just didn’t think it would do any good.”

“And look what it’s doing now.” I spit the words out, looking away from her, angry she gets tears while my feelings just eat at me inside. I feel like letting all the awful, cruel parts of me tear at her in this moment, anything to keep away that knife that is slowly slicing into my heart. I stand up and start toward the door.

“Jessa, you don’t know all the particulars with Kayla right now. It—it—it’s—” She’s struggling. “She’s messed up and… Please, let’s talk this out.”

“You really don’t want to hear what I have to say right now.” I keep everything down, push it to where all the other anger and hurt lives, that horrible roiling pit in me, because no matter how agonizing it is to hold back, I just can’t let myself unload the poison on her. I need to get away. I need to punch something. I need to find a fucking void and scream into it. I need to go into a mosh pit, lie down, and let every last footfall stomp me into nothing.

“I need out,” I choke when she tries to catch my hand.

“From me? Jessa, are you breaking up with me?”

She’s all tears now, crying hard. The words slam into me and I know they aren’t right. Something smart in my brain says hold up. I let go of her hand.

“No, but I need a break.”

Dade’s words in my mouth.

“Well…” she mutters, her voice so sad. “H-how long of a b-break?”

“I don’t know. I’ll call you.”

As I walk away and she starts crying harder, I know how she feels with the not-knowing, but I also know that until I get control, I’m not gonna know how long I need either. If I get control, that awful mad voice inside hisses at me.

When I get to the car, I slam the steering wheel so hard my hands turn numb. I thought I’d changed. I haven’t. I thought I was better now than I used to be. Kinder, warmer, softer. But I’m not. I pump up Tool and peel out, heat on my cheeks telling me the tears finally made their way to the surface.





BIRD

It’s almost six o’clock the night before Thanksgiving. I don’t understand. It hasn’t even been forty-eight hours, but I really thought she’d call by now. I thought by now she’d realize she completely overreacted and she’d want to hear my side of the story. Every time the thought creeps in—what if this is it, what if she decides she doesn’t care about my reasons or my side or me—I try to push it away. We’re stronger than that. What we have is real. We’ll get through this.

But every minute that passes makes it harder to hold those thoughts back.

I’ve been lying in bed, staring at the ceiling for hours, listening to that Mazzy Star song on repeat, closing my eyes and replaying our perfect night together in the ghost town. Suddenly there’s a knock on my bedroom door. I jump up from my bed. Of course she’d show up instead of call.

I can feel the smile on my face collapse, the fizzy jolt of adrenaline that had my heart pumping fast just a second earlier, draining from me as soon as I see Charlie standing there on the other side of my door.

I should be happy to see him, but I can barely fake a smile.

He squints at me—at my reaction to him, I guess—and cocks his head slightly. “What? Expecting someone else?”

“Sorry. No, I— Forget it. Hi!”

I step aside so he can come in, and he looks all around like he’s forgotten what this room looked like. “I can’t remember the last time it was this quiet here,” he says as he sits down on Liv’s bed. “It’s kinda freaking me out.”

“Well, it’ll be loud soon enough. Mom and Daniel should be home any minute with the sibs.”

“Yeah? And what about Liv?”

“Who cares?”

“Going that well between the two of you, huh?” He gives me a knowing smile, glancing down at the duct tape—our own little Berlin Wall.

“Yeah, it’s going fucking great,” I say. It occurs to me, as I watch his eyes widen for a split second and his mouth twitches in amusement, that I’ve never really talked like this around him.

“Fucking great,” he repeats. “Okay. Got it.” He’s trying to get me to laugh or loosen up, but I just can’t. “Hey, how ’bout we get outta here before they all get home. Hang out, just the two of us… like old times?”

I nod. “That’s sounds great.”

“Not fucking great?” he asks, standing up from the bed.

“Sounds fucking great, Charlie.”



We end up at the dollar-fifty theater. It reminds me of Jessa, but at least it makes me feel connected to her. We stand at the front of the theater, looking at the movie times. I vetoed The Sixth Sense and The Blair Witch Project, still up from Halloween.

“Just the commercials gave me nightmares,” I tell him. “No scary movies.”

“Fight Club?”

“Ugh.”

“Office Space?”

“I already saw that. Besides, no comedies,” I add. “I’m not in a laughing mood.”

“Really?” he says. “Couldn’t tell.”

He vetoes Girl, Interrupted and Cruel Intentions.

“I could totally see The Matrix again, though,” he says, and I think that’s the closest we’re coming to a compromise.

“I guess,” I tell him with a half shrug. “I’ve never seen it.”

“What?” he shouts, his voice echoing in the empty vestibule. “Are you serious? How?”

“I was busy when it came out in the spring.”

He walks up to the ticket booth, the girl behind the glass clearly bored watching our selection process unfold. “Two for The Matrix at seven fifteen,” he tells her, sliding three dollars into the slot at the bottom of the glass panel.

“This movie is life-changing, Birdie. The special effects: ab-so-lute-ly kill-er,” he says, emphasizing each syllable separately. “But also, it’s like, deep. Brainy. I know you’re not into action or sci-fi, but trust me. Trust me. You’re gonna love it,” he tells me in the concession-stand line.

“Okay.”

“ ‘Okay’?” he deadpans, perfectly imitating my lackluster response. “That’s all you’re giving me is ‘okay’? Come on,” he grumbles, shaking my shoulders.

“Okay!” I say like Liv, when she’s practicing her stupid cheers. Ready? Okay! echoes in my head.

“All right, that’s the spirit.” He orders a box of Sno-Caps, remembering, sweetly, that I once said they only taste right in dark theaters, balanced by the complementary flavors of butter and spicy fake cheese dip. So he also orders a giant popcorn with butter and nachos with extra jalapeños, and two extra-large root beers because he knows all my favorite things.

This is definitely a cheer-Bird-up outing. And I’m fine with that.

The movie opens with a computer screen. A blinking cursor. Already I feel like Jessa would love this. I’m sure she did love it. Such a movie buff.

Okay, focus.

Hot woman in vinyl, kicking ass. Secret agents? There’s a phone. I’m very much confused. Yeah, Jessa would love this.

I wish she was here right now, next to me.

But I manage to find many pockets of time throughout the movie when I do not think about Jessa and our break. Particularly during those moments when Charlie is tapping my arm, making sure I’m paying attention, muttering “sick” and “sweet” under his breath during the action scenes.

And okay, even I can admit the bullet-dodging rooftop thing was both sick and sweet.

When the credits roll and the dim lights come on in the theater, revealing that we’re the only ones here on Thanksgiving eve, Charlie is sitting, literally, on the edge of his seat, staring at me, intense eyes all wide, searching my face.

“Right?” he says, bringing his fists to either side of his head, then extending all ten fingers with an explosion sound effect. “Mind blown, right? In. Sane. Right?” He pauses before adding another, sugar-rushed, “Right?”

I have to agree. “Right. Y-you were right, Charlie.”

On the car ride home, I can feel him watching me. I look out the window and try to keep my cool.

“So, which pill would you pick, Birdie?” he asks.

I shrug like I’ve been doing all night, and I’m afraid if I look at him I’ll start crying.

“Come on, pick one. Would you rather the awareness of a harsh, messed-up reality of a world that is nothing like you thought it was or blissful, mundane ignorance?”

“Right now?”

“Yeah,” he says, though I sense something has shifted in his voice. “Right now,” he adds, more seriously, like this isn’t just a hypothetical game to him, either.

“I don’t know,” I finally answer, and I can’t hold back any longer. I can’t hide it. I’m crying—sniffling, gasping, head-in-hands crying.

“Hey,” Charlie’s saying. “Bird? All right, tell me what’s going on with you.”

He pulls the car off onto a side street and parks.

“What’s wrong?” He places his hand on my shoulder. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. You know that, right?”

“Y-yes, I—I know,” I say through the shallow breaths and tears that I’ve been holding back for a lot longer than just the last two days.

“Talk to me, then.”

“I-it—it’s—it’s hard.”

“I know, Bird. But it’s okay.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you can tell me. And it’s okay,” he says calmly, quietly.

“It’s Jessa.” There’s no going back. “We’re not just… friends. I—I—I’m in love with her.”

He’s nodding. “And…?”

“And?” I repeat, laughing through my tears.

“Yeah, and…” he says, unfazed. “You’re in love with her, so why are you crying right now?”

“I think she broke up with me… or, or wants to break up with me, and it’s over something so stupid and I can’t even—” I stop to take a deep breath. “Charlie, I… I can’t even imagine us not being t-to-together. I can’t…” And I collapse back in on myself, head in hands again, barely breathing.

He places his hand on my shoulder for a moment and says, “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”

And then he just lets me cry without saying anything or trying to make me stop. When I have run out of tears and raise my head again, he’s looking at me like nothing has changed between us. I’m so thankful that he’s here right now, with me, in this very harsh, messed-up reality.

“When you came to visit me,” he begins, “I could tell something good was happening to you. I wasn’t sure, but I thought maybe it was her.”

“Really?” I sniffle. “And you don’t think it’s, like, wrong or, or…”

“No! Bird, come on. You know I love you no matter who you love, right?”

“Thank you, Charlie. I love you, too.”

“For what it’s worth, I like her.”

I nod. “Yeah. I thought you would.”

“You’re gonna be okay, no matter what happens.”

I scoff. “I’m not sure I believe that.”

“Well, believe this: There is no spoon, Birdie.”

“What?”

“There is no spoon,” he repeats. “From The Matrix, come on. There. Is. No. Spoon.”

“Your advice is weird, Charlie,” I say with a laugh. A real laugh.

He laughs too. “No, it’s not weird. Not really. It’s… you know, you have an obstacle that seems impossible, you’ve got to change the reality around it to create a new path.”

“Okay, Yoda.”

“Think about it,” he says.

I do. I think about it the whole ride home, but I’m not sure there’s a way to change this particular reality.

When we pull up outside the house, Charlie turns his car off and says, “Wait, Birdie. Before we go in…” He’s shifting in the driver’s seat to grab his wallet out of his back pocket, taking out a folded-up sticky note, and handing it over to me. “Here, I found this.”

I look down at Charlie’s handwriting. A phone number. A 617 area code. Boston.

“Is this…”

“Yeah.”

“Did you…”

“No,” he answers. “I wanted to wait for you.”





JESSA

Thanksgiving at our house is more of a practice than a celebration… a quiet dance of everyone doing their own task, no one discussing much more than the floats in the Macy’s parade as it blares through the kitchen from Mom’s tiny under-cabinet TV. I think we’re all thankful for everyone keeping to themselves. Mack is winning, hidden in her room since Tuesday, and for a moment I wish I could go hide in mine.

Instead, I peel potatoes. Sweet and russet. Just me and a knife and a layer of paper towels for peels. I sit at the table and focus on trying to get most of the skin off in one big long strip. It keeps me from crying, because they’re potatoes and not onions. Because I initiated this break. Because I’m dying a little inside every time I think of Bird, and I fire back up every time I think of her not trusting me enough to tell me about Kayla’s cheating.

Kayla.

That bitch has now taken everything from me. First Dade’s time, then Dade entirely, and now pulling Bird away to her side, to whatever fucking evil ends she’s headed for.

The girl is a parasite.

I think I actually know what hate means, ’cause I hate her now.

The knife slips and I barely nick my forefinger, slicing off some of the fingernail, but not drawing blood. “Fuck,” I murmur, and pick up the nail bit and flick it to the floor, where a waiting and disgusting Falstaff inspects it, hoping it’s potato peel. I chuck him a bit of sweet potato peel. Someone in this house should be happy.

“All good?” Dad comes by and slaps my back, startling me a bit. “Looks like a navy scullery over here.”

Yay, the same stupid Dad joke he makes every year.

“Yep, Dad, peeling potatoes, it’s all I’m good at.”

“Now, your mom has offered a number of times to teach you how to cook.”

“I think I’m gonna grow into a takeout kind of person.”

He shakes his head, the weak move to get Mom and me closer failing. Since talking with Mack, I’ve become even more distant from them both. That conversation was like cutting the anchor to a boat, and I’m drifting out, unable to find any connection to these two people who are supposed to keep Mack safe—even from herself.

I haven’t confronted them, because that isn’t the way of our family. That would be wayyyy too honest.

“I gotta focus, Dad, or I’m gonna cut myself.” I look to the knife, like it’s some sinister thing, dangerous in so many ways. He nods, knowing I can talk and peel at the same time, but unhappy with my new distance. It’s his fault, so why do I feel so guilty?

Thanksgiving dinner is the three of us this year. Mom and Dad both attempt to get Mack out of her room, but it ends up with Mack screaming, Mom crying, and Dad getting all red in the face. I sit in the dining room, watching all the food cool down and keeping Falstaff from grabbing the twenty-pound bird in all its crispy roasted glory. Nobody in our house actually even likes turkey. All this food, and no one will have an appetite. The sound of Falstaff’s eager panting turns to static in my head.

I need a break.

Stupid phrase. Even Friends showed how dumb it was. This amorphous statement that has no limits, no parameters. Here I am in my break, waiting for the transition, waiting for something to change and my feelings to align into a decision. I’ve become liminal.

I poke at the aspic Mom makes every year, the clear and red gelatin artfully dappled with parsley, topped with lemon wedges and olives, the horrific display of something Dad eats with gusto and Mack and I used to gag about when forced to take just one bite. It wobbles, alien and horrific in its culinary sin. A door slams. Mack’s probably locking it this time. Mom and Dad arrive, thin grim lips, sad eyes. They could be doing something about this.

“Well,” Mom says as she sits in her chair, then places the embroidered cloth napkin in her lap like old-school Emily Post etiquette will somehow get us through this. Dad drains the red wine in his glass and pours himself another. Mom gives him the stink eye and initiates grace.

“Lord, bless us and thank you for this bounty and the food which you place upon our table. Thank you for the health of our family and the—”

I can’t help it. I audibly scoff at that one.

“Jessamine…” Dad warns.

“Really, Dad?” I look at him directly, a challenge. He lowers his eyes, always avoiding. “And it’s fucking Jess-A.”

“What are you on about?” Mom looks to me, her blessing falling away as she stares at me, knowing why I can’t stomach it this year.

“Mack can’t even get out of bed. Last week she was manic as hell again, and we’re healthy? Looks to me like one family member is pretty fucking sick.”

“Delphine!” Mom only pulls that name out when she’s pissed. At least she can express one emotion.

“I’m not kidding, there’s something really wrong this time, and she needs better help! She needs to go into a program! Can’t you see she’s suffering?”

They look to each other knowingly, realizing I’m aware of the clinic in Kansas. Then Dad firms up into the steel visage he takes when Mack is out of line.

“Jessamine,” he says this time, “you are out of line.”

“Am I? ’Cause I feel like I’m the only one who’s worried about Mack.”

“Honey, this is an adult matter, not something you need to worry about.”

“No, I definitely shouldn’t worry that I’m gonna find her hurt or losing her mind and about to get her ass kicked in a club, or worse—oh wait, that already happened.” My mind goes to the bathroom last year. The blood. “I definitely shouldn’t worry that you’re too busy covering up that she’s sick to get her some actual treatment. God forbid I worry, ’cause then what would the stupid neighbors say? What will the neighbors say when she finally manages to cut deep enough?”

A terrible silence fills the room. What will happen if she kills herself? It’s the fear we all have. They can just ignore it, but it’s always waiting there and I can’t wait anymore.

“Or will that just make it easier for you? Church ladies love a grieving parent…. Much more socially acceptable than a crazy daughter.”

“Go to your room,” Mom says. Her face is red, lips white from how hard she’s pushing them together. She’s staring at me with the most anger I’ve seen from her in years. Me, breaking up the perfectly imperfect Thanksgiving. Saying the quiet part out loud.

“Fine,” I say. I want to sweep everything off the table. I want to scream at them. I want to spit in their faces. I stuff it all down, but I still want to do everything Mack would do. I’m scared about her, but I’m also scared that if or when I turn, they’ll do the same thing. Hide me away until I become a chore rather than a daughter. Or let me die to save face.

Instead, I get up quietly, set my napkin on my plate, and take the stairs to my room two at a time.

Upstairs, I understand the allure of a personal cave. I could stay here all day, safe from everything except my own brain. I would sleep and make it go away, but the adrenaline from the confrontation has me shaking. I think about calling Bird. I think about calling Dade. I think I have no one left to call and it’s all on me…. It’s all my fucking fault.

But I have music. I have stacks and stacks of jewel cases. I have all the people who over the years have sung about anger and pain and depression and so many loves lost.

So I start grabbing CDs one by one. Stacking them on my desk, pulling out a composition notebook as I slide the Tori Amos CD into my player, letting her speak the words I couldn’t create on my own:

“My scream got lost in a paper cup.

You think there’s a heaven where some screams have gone.”

In the poetry of Tori and Dar Williams and Janis Ian, I do the only thing I can think of. At the top of the page in block letters, I start the plan.


BIRD, I’M SORRY MIX





Black Friday, I sneak out butt early and drive to Pterodactyl Records, since I promised Dwayne I’d help with the chaos of the day. When I arrive, light is barely cracking the sky, I’m the first one there. I grab my Altoids case, all painted up in nail polish, and pull out a joint. I smoke it, far too fast. For once, the calm doesn’t go all the way through me. So I pull another out. I’m definitely high as the Hindenburg by the time I finish, but I don’t feel much better.

Dwayne is pulling in with his old red Bronco covered in band stickers. It shudders to a stop beside my car, and he pops out with a definite game face on. I open the car door and a billowing cloud of trapped smoke follows me, my feet feeling like they’re walking on clouds, my head absolutely in the stratosphere.

“Whoa, Cheech, hitting it a bit hard?” He’s already got a smile on, but behind it I can see a touch of… is that judgment or concern?

“Shitty Thanksgiving, I needed a pick-me-up.” I grab the car air freshener spray and give my Offspring shirt a few good spritzes. Now I smell like skunk and Black Ice.

“Well, nothing like the hordes of Black Friday shoppers to make for an easy post–Turkey Day reentry,” Dwayne says, and pulls out his keys, headed to the shop.

“Are you even running a sale?”

“Fifteen percent off the entire store, twenty off CDs, and thirty off cassettes.”

“You might get swarmed.”

“My bankbook can only pray.”

The door swings open and we wander in, flicking on the fluorescents, getting the register open; he’s already planned ahead and has signs taped all over the place showing the discounts. I’m hoping it gets slammed, I can lean into the bustle and forget thinking about anything. After all, avoidance is genetically passed on in the Papadopoulos family as a coping skill.

But there’s no one lined up outside, and when the clock hits eight I’m still sitting on my stool with Dwayne rattling off interesting facts about the latest release by Counting Crows. I’m not really paying attention, so when he hits my arm with the pricing gun, my two-cent price tag startles me.

“Care to share with the rest of the class, Jessa?”

“Hmm?”

“You’re obviously not happy, and completely distracted, and definitely stoned, so what’s going on?”

I look at Dwayne, a big brother with his shit together, a musical soulmate, and probably the only person left in my life who I can trust. His face is open and ready to listen. He never pushes me; just opens doors and gives me opportunities. I wish people in high school could be like this. I wish my parents could be like this.

“Bird and I took a break.”

“Man, that sucks,” he says, tugging at the knit cap he currently has containing his long-ass locs. “Your call or hers?”

“Mine.” I look down at my hands, chipped black nail polish, chunk of the right forefinger nail gone, knuckles clean even though I wish I’d punched something until I bled.

“Any particular reason or you just miss the single life?”

“She hid something from me. Dade’s girlfriend is cheating on him and she told Bird and Bird didn’t tell me. I didn’t know what to do… so I said we needed a break.”

He smiles sadly at me, and I can tell he’s thinking it over.

“Why do you think she kept it from you?”

“She said it wasn’t mine to know, or tell, so I guess she never trusted me.”

“You sure that’s what she said?”

“Well she said the first part.”

He drums his fingers on the counter, a thump, thump beat that I think I recognize but can’t quite place. “Well, if you’d known, what would you have done?”

“Let Dade know.”

“And then where would she be with her friend?”

“Fuck that, she’s cheating!”

“Fair, but she’d all of a sudden be responsible for sharing a secret. Breaking her trust with her friend. Cheating is fucked up, but don’t you think there’s a better way for Dade to find out? I’ll be honest, everyone finds out eventually.”

I hadn’t thought much about the impact to Bird, but Dade wouldn’t listen to me anyway, my word is shit with him these days. He’d think it was another trick to break them up. Regardless, she didn’t even try asking me if I’d wait, if I’d find a different way. She made the choice for me, and that royally sucked.

I shrug and Dwayne waits for some kind of response, but I honestly don’t have one. Then the bell on the door jangles and in walk our first few customers. The stream is steady but not overwhelming, and on some level I’m thankful not to have to answer Dwayne’s question. I don’t have these answers. I sure as shit know Bird didn’t have them when she made her decision to hide it from me, but somehow the hurt of her omission is becoming less bitter than the hurt of her absence. Still, I feel like I have to get my feelings in order before I try to make things work. My head feels fulla bees, and maybe a little hardcore rock might knock them out and make way for Bird.

It’s nearing five o’clock when I decide to head out to the Touchstone show going on tonight. A mix of noise rock and punk as usual on Friday, but they often play some brutal covers of Christmas songs when we get closer to the holiday.

“Jessa!” Dwayne is walking up to me with a bag and hands it to me.

“What’s this?”

“A little show of thanks. And a gift. You’re always welcome here, and I appreciate your help. Honestly, if you want a gig this summer, you know you’re hired, right?”

“Thanks, man, but I think of this as free music education.”

“Fair. Enjoy the stuff, and think about making up with Bird. Haven’t seen you happier than when you’ve been with her. That’s special.”

“Thanks, dude,” I say, and wave to him on my way out. When I get in the car, I look in the bag and there’s the CD and vinyl of the Butchies album, those sepia-toned faces staring back, me looking at them.

Falling’s just a game you play.

My mind is still a jumble, but I know one thing for sure: I do miss Bird. A lot.

The drive to Touchstone is done in my own uncomfortable silence.



I’m in my car hotboxing—for the second time today—then I’m chatting outside with Tuck, then I’m inside helping slice fruit for the bar, then the bartender does a shot with me. I watch the door a bit and Tuck brings back shots. I go blast my ears with noise rock and wander back to the bar, where the pours are dependable and handed to me without a second thought.

I’m not a big drinker, so I’m spinning by the time I flop down on the gnarly couch in the back of the stage area. I know I must be fucked up, because this thing is rumored to have so much old beer, spunk, piss, and probably all sorts of diseases that I would never touch it in my right mind. Jesus, Gwar had a small orgy on it, according to legend. I lean my head back to look at the band stickers and spray-painted symbols on the ceiling, watching them fluctuate with the music, the heavy beats bleeding into the shrieking guitar, a cacophony that knocks out any thoughts, any regrets. I’m filled with the everything-nothing of a raging, second-rate local band.

“Heyyyyy, ladyyyyy!” Natalie arrives and flops down beside me, giving me a side hug. “Didn’t think you’d be here tonight! Don’t you have better shit to get into?”

“Like what?” I say, and can hear the slow slur in my voice. Alcohol. Yay.

“Um, I dunno, like Bird Nardino’s pants?”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“Come on, Jessa, I’m not an idiot.”

It seems so important all of a sudden to keep Bird’s secret, to keep that closet shut until she wants to open it. “Bird and I…”

“Spend all your time together, work on projects, and get shit on by Olivia Rubens.”

“Is she spreading this shit?”

“Mildly guessing at it, more so than telling others. I think her boyfriend has been the main offender.”

“Well, that’s fucked up,” I say, and tilt back the PBR I’ve been nursing.

“So, where’s Bird?”

“Flew away,” I say, hoping to hold back the rumor mill.

“Damn.”

“Yeah, damn.”

There is a way to get the rumors shifted, and I can see at least three people from our school in the crowd watching Natalie, because Natalie is hot and watchable. I can protect Bird, but it’s gonna hurt her too. I don’t know which is better, and the weed and booze in me are making the decision hard.

“Pick a number between one and five,” I say to her.

“Why?”

“Just do it.”

“Five,” she says, making my choice for me.

I lean forward to kiss her.

I’ve been rejected before. Been slapped, cussed at, called names. Threatened with vengeance from boyfriends. Threatened in general. But Natalie doesn’t do that. She leans back, her lips shifting away from me. My world spins a little, and she puts her hand on my shoulder, pushing me back gently.

“No, Jessa,” she says softly.

“Why?” I can feel hot tears running down my face without my permission, the thick notes of sadness in my voice.

“Because you don’t want me.”

“I do,” I say, starting to sob against my will. “I want something.”

“You want Bird. I’m not willing to be your relationship suicide.”

“What if that’s what I want?”

“It’s too easy for a smart girl like you. I think you can figure out a better solution,” she says, and squeezes my shoulder.

I nod. I don’t want her. I want anything to save Bird, to keep her from being outed by her stupid evil stepsister, or god forbid Dade shares anything I told him about my crush on her because he hates me… or whoever else assumes things and then shares the lies. Or, in this case, the truth.

“Now, you are trashed and I don’t have a ride home, so let me have those keys. I’m driving back to my place and you, my friend, are sleeping it off. In the car.”

“It’s gonna be cold.”

“I’ll bring you a blanket.”

It’s all a bit hazy as we get to her place, as I get into the backseat, as she brings me the blanket and a Diet Coke and some Tylenol. As I lean into the heady sleep of the drunk, trying to figure out any way to save Bird from being outed, as I drift in and out of consciousness. Only something bigger, more juicy, will fix this.

Somehow the school needs to find out about Kayla cheating on Dade.





BIRD

The high-pitched three-note frequency kept replaying in my head all weekend long. Then the mechanical recording on a loop: “We’re sorry, the number you have reached has been disconnected.” Over and over, taunting us, until the line went dead. Charlie dialed three more times before I took the receiver from his hand and hung it up.

I let myself mope for four days and four nights, but this morning I woke up and something was different. I showered and got dressed and put my coat on, and I bundled up all my sadness and anger and frustration and disappointment, channeling all of it as I walked to school, prepared to march straight up to Jessa and change the reality around this whole “break” obstacle. I will make her understand, we will create a new path around it.

There is no spoon, I hear Charlie’s voice saying in my head.

I’m so focused on my mantra that I don’t notice it right away. How groups of kids are standing in clusters in the hallway, entranced by something they’re all huddled around. It seems like each pod takes turns shouting and gasping and laughing.

I wait at Jessa’s locker and the buzz of energy is palpable. Frenetic and shrouded, in that way only gossip is. I observe from the outside, not caring to be in on whatever it is.

It’s only when I see one body break away from a huddle down at the end of the hall, her familiar walk unmistakable as she hurriedly makes her way toward me, that I start to wonder what’s going on. It’s Liv. She’s clutching a magazine or something in her hand, shaking it in the air.

“Did you know about this, Bird?” she asks me, her smile twisted. “Brutal.”

“What is?” I ask. “And why are you talking to me? Aren’t you worried people will see and find out we’re related?”

“This,” she says, handing me the little pamphlet thing everyone seems to have a copy of, “is bigger than that.”

As I open it up, I recognize it, even though I’ve never seen it before. It’s a zine. It’s Jessa’s style. Telling the story of a sordid love triangle/affair, with magazine and newspaper headline words jumping off the page. SLUT and LIES and BETRAYAL. And in smaller, individual letters, k a y l a.

They’re all black-and-white and grainy, copies of copies of copies.

Looks like a ransom letter.

And it is. Except there’s no returning Kayla’s reputation after the ransom’s been paid.

The zine is everywhere.

I race to the student parking lot, not sure who I’m looking for first, Kayla or Jessa. I get outside just in time to see Kayla’s car. To hear her tires screeching against the pavement as she speeds right past me and out of the lot. I wave my hands in the air, but she must not see me.

I go back to where Jessa usually parks and I find her car there, empty. I know she has chem first period today, but I think I have a good idea of where to find her. I walk outside around the perimeter of the school, trying to let my steps and the air cool my blood, slow the hundreds of thoughts swirling around in my mind.

I spot her there, sitting against the brick wall between E building and the quad.

“Tell me this wasn’t you,” I shout, still clutching the ransom zine in my hand.

“Hear me out,” she begins, standing up.

“Oh, like you heard me out about why I couldn’t tell you a secret that wasn’t mine to share and how there’s a lot more at stake here than just Dade’s feelings? Oh. Hold on. That’s right, you did-didn’t!” I’m yelling at her and it looks like I’m about to make her cry, but I don’t even care right now. “You re-refused to hear me out and you left me hanging for five days without a—”

“But I—”

“No, you have no excuse, so don’t interrupt me!” I shout, and she closes her mouth, takes a step back, and puts her hands in her pockets. Except now that she’s not interrupting me, I don’t know what else to even say. “I can’t believe you would do this. I really can’t. How could you be so cruel?”

She’s shaking her head. “I wasn’t trying to be cruel. I was trying to protect you, Bird,” she says, taking a step closer.

“Protect me?” I shriek. “Wh-what—what could I possibly gain from this?”

“I was at Touchstone on Friday, and I found out that there are rumors starting about you.”

“Kayla will be crucified. There’s no repairing this damage. And she’s already not okay, which is why I didn’t tell you in the first place. She said she’d die if Dade found out what she did.”

“Oh,” Jessa breathes, like she might finally hear what I’ve been trying to tell her. “Wait, do you think she would do something?”

“I know she means it. In some way, she means it. And I’m scared for her—I’m not scared for me. And by the way, this…?” I toss the zine on the ground between us. “It paints her like she’s some kind of prostitute. It was once—it was her first time and it was awful for her. It was a mistake and it’s been eating her alive this whole time.”

“Well, that’s not the version I heard.”

“And you think Emmanuel’s version is real? What, a guy wouldn’t lie about how many times he screwed someone? And who are you—who are any of us—to be judging what she does, anyway?”

“Fine! Maybe I got it wrong. Maybe he was bragging. But I knew nobody would be talking about you today if this was out there. And I’m standing by that.”

“Jessa, god! I don’t need you to protect me from being outed. How many times do I have to tell you that? If you’re so concerned about protecting people’s privacy and how fucked up it is to be outed by someone else, why in the world would you turn around and do that to Kayla?”

“It’s not the same.”

“Maybe it is. You outed her. Except it wasn’t even the truth.”

“Bird…”

“And another thing, you did this to Dade, too! This is how you treat people you claim to care about?”

“It was for you,” she repeats.

“No, I’m not accepting that! You are not putting that on me. This wasn’t for me. I didn’t need that. You did this for you.”

“Why?” she says, almost breathless. “Why would I do this for me?”

“I don’t know! But I can’t sit around and help you figure it out right now. I need to go find Kayla before she does something stupid.”

“Bird, wait. Are we… Are you… Is this over?” she says quietly.

“You know, I honestly couldn’t believe you’d ask me for a break after everything we’ve been through. But now I think I need one.”

“A break or a breakup?” she demands. “Just tell me right now.”

“I’m not answering that.”

“Why not?” she whispers, and I realize she’s getting quieter because there are people out here. A few people. Most are just standing around smoking cigarettes. Not close enough to hear us but close enough to see us.

“Because.” I step in close to her and tuck her hair behind her ear, her eyes darting all over. I hold on to the sides of her jacket to pull her close and she’s shaking her head, about to tell me not to, but I do. I kiss her. Out here in the open where anyone can see. “Because,” I repeat. “You don’t get to control everything.”





JESSA

Bird not speaking to me is agony. Somehow my attempt to keep her safe from outing has rocketed her from my life. This is not the outcome I wanted. She’s not with me, and she’s not safe, either. She saw to that. Her kisses have always been powerful, but she used her kiss this time to prove a point. To make a statement. I got it loud and clear, and I’m not the only one. If I wasn’t so scared for her, that kiss might have been the biggest turn-on ever.

I know she didn’t say we were broken up, but I have no clue how to climb back up this hill. I’ve spent the past two days hiding in my room, sneaking down to grab food and pee when I hear my parents leave. I think Mack is low too, and they’re probably terrified I’m also going downhill… but I’m sad for a very good reason. The inside of my chest is cracked open and my heart is being slowly pulled out and crushed. I still love Bird and she doesn’t want to see me.

I blast Pantera and Megadeth, and though I keep trying to find the anger, which is so much easier to embrace, I can’t stop crying. I don’t want Mom and Dad to see the puffy face and red-rimmed eyes and ask me what’s wrong. Plus, some little evil part of me is glad they’re probably worrying. They should worry. Everything is going to hell in a fucking handbag and the world may just end on January 1, so let them fret I’m crazy. Let them worry for once.

I pull out the one photo I have of her. Bird in the general store of the mill village, surrounded by peeling white walls showing discolored paint below, sun casting in through the huge wavy glass windows, a spotlight of late afternoon sunshine on her beautiful face, looking up to the wood floors of the second story, hefty beams holding it aloft after a century of age, exposed brick a rough contrast to her smooth skin—velveteen, I remember, my hands aching now in the realization that they may never touch her again. But at least they got the chance. Love lost, right? So much better. Why does it feel like my losses are so much worse? Why does it feel like there’s nowhere left to go? Other fish, I don’t want them. I want Bird, and without her I’m drowning.

I don’t know how to fix this.

I’m skulking downstairs, trying to slap together a pathetic sandwich from the old pimiento loaf in the fridge (why does Mom buy this crap?) when I cross paths with Mack, who’s also emerged for parent-free sustenance. We look like horrifying twins, both in wrinkled clothes, ratty hair, puffy-faced and pathetic.

“Bad day?” she murmurs.

I nod and try not to cry as I smear mustard on the bread with a butter knife. She fills an old Smurf jam jar glass with milk, grabs a box of Wheaties, and starts walking away.

“Don’t let it eat you alive,” she says, and is gone before I can think of anything to say.

My cell phone lights up, my heart brightens, my sentence is over.

Then it all bottoms out. ’Cause the caller ID shows who it is: Dade.



It’s weird how alien yet familiar Dade’s place seems. Two whole months away makes me feel like a stranger, but I hope it’s like riding a bicycle or something and this wave will pass and I’ll remember how to feel normal. At first I think about knocking, but instead walk in as I always did, stepping down the stairs to the rumpus room that we sometimes watch movies in. He’s laid out on the couch, all in black, staring at the ceiling and smoking inside. Dade’s parents both smoke, and they’re cool with him smoking, but cigarettes indoors? His mom would flip. Hopefully she’s out of town for work or he’s getting grounded again.

“Hey,” I say, and flop into the oversized chair that’s been designated as mine from years of hanging out.

“Hey,” he croaks. He’s been smoking a lot, his voice harsh and thick from it. Or maybe he was crying. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him cry, but here he is and his face looks just about as crappy as mine.

“Sorry about Kayla.” I rub the palms of my hands on my jeans, they’re cold and sweaty. I’m actually nervous.

“No ‘I told you so’?” He looks rumpled and pathetic. No need.

“It was never about that, Dade. It was about what she was doing to you. But I’m sorry for my part in making things hard.”

He pushes his fists against his eyes, maybe forcing tears back in, maybe trying to get that blinding whiteness that comes from the pressure, seeing spots instead of missing her. I’m familiar with it.

“I tried to reach out to you as soon as I found out.”

“The zines were effective.”

He knows. But he still called me over, asking to “talk.”

“Yeah, not sure if that was my best move.” But I am sure it wasn’t. Because Bird is gone. It was my worst move yet in a string of terrible moves.

“I’d rather know than not,” he says, and sits up, hunching over like this has aged him. “I really thought she and I had something there.”

I think of all the things not giving me solace right now. Other fish in the sea. You’re young and will meet other people. It wasn’t meant to be….

None of these statements will work. I need something good. He needs more than those platitudes. The way music lets you know you’re not alone.

What would Bird do?

I stand up, go to the couch, sit beside him, and give him a hug. It’s still new to me—hugging—but Bird has proven it to be pretty effective. The kind of tight, comforting, sweet hugs she would give me. The kind that let you know you’re not alone and that it’s okay to cry and it’s okay to feel and right now sucks but it won’t always suck and so many other words and meanings all bundled into the simple gesture.

Dade and I have never had a physical relationship. We don’t hug. We don’t touch. But today, both of us counting our losses, we cling to each other in a desperate way that’s new. Nothing is said until the cigarette in his hand burns into the filter, stinking chemicals from whatever garbage they put in them. He puts it out, cursing, and then looks at me with a weird expression. Like hope and excitement.

“Why have we never considered getting together?” He says this shit like he’s asking why we’ve never considered joining chess club. I can’t talk. I’ve got nothing.

He continues, “I mean, we like the same things, we get along, why don’t we just…”

“Dade…”

“Hear me out. I mean, we share a bed when you sleep over, we spend hours on end together….”

“Dade…”

“It just makes sense, right?”

He leans in, a kiss already on his lips, looking for mine. It would be easier, safer. It would be diametrically fucking opposed to who I am. It would be wrong. I turn and his mouth swipes my cheek. Playing back Natalie’s rebuff in Touchstone, I place my hand firmly but kindly on his shoulder.

“Dade, I’m queer.”

“So? Isn’t everyone a little bit?”

“I’m not just a little bit queer.”

“You could still get with girls, I wouldn’t mind.”

“I don’t like guys, you know that.”

“But—”

“I don’t like dick!” I finally say.

“You’ve never tried before, you might.” The hope on his face turns my stomach. I want to yell or get upset, but I’m starting to realize that since Dade and I stopped hanging out, a lot of the self-conscious and angry feelings have also been absent. I’ve been kinder. I’ve had others being kinder to me. Maybe Dade and I are actually absolutely wrong for each other even on a platonic level.

“Dade, it’s not gonna happen. Never. And now we do need to talk.”

He collapses back on the couch, my rejection another breakup for him.

“I’m going to die alone,” he groans.

I put my hand on his socked foot, the least sexy place I can think of.

“You aren’t going to die alone. But that’s not what we need to talk about. We need to talk about us, our friendship.”

“Yeah,” he murmurs. “Wanna movie marathon tomorrow? Get things back in gear?”

“No,” I say, even though that’s exactly what I wanted a month ago. Hell, that’s what I wanted an hour ago. “I don’t think we’re good for each other.”

“I know, I know. You like girls.”

“No, Dade, it’s not just that. We were good as friends for a while, but something happened. We started insulting each other more. I thought it was okay to fuck with your relationship. You always thought it was okay to ignore me in school, in public. You were afraid to be seen with me.” That statement hits hard, because even though my choice wasn’t as selfish with Bird, it still must have felt similar. “You literally just thought it was okay to try to hook up with me. None of this is okay.”

“So we fix it,” he says, desperation in his voice.

“Can we? I’ve done some pretty crappy stuff during our friendship, said some worse things. You’re not clean either, but I think the blame game isn’t the one we want to play.”

“So what do we do?”

“We say goodbye. We say it was some really good years followed by a bad one, and we try in our next friendships to be better. At least that’s my plan.”

“There’s nothing to fix it?” he asks, but I can see no tears in his eyes. Just acceptance.

“No. But not all friendships are forever. You get the good memories, let the bad ones fade, and make new friends without forgetting to avoid the crap you did earlier.”

“Jesus, Jessa, did you find Zen or something?”

I stand up, pat him on the foot, and move to the stairs. “As Bush said, ‘Everything Zen,’ Dade.”

He chuckles as I walk out, or maybe he’s laughing-crying. I don’t know. I’m a little surprised that as I’m leaving, I hope the very best for him. No mean or vindictive feelings. But more than that, I hope that with Bird there is a way to turn things around.





BIRD

I skipped school to spend the past three days tending to Kayla. The first day she just cried nonstop until she fell asleep. She assumed Emmanuel had spread the rumors. He kind of did, so I let her believe it and I pretended to be as clueless as she was about the creator of the zine.

“Like, who would hate me that much to spend all that time making that thing?” she sobbed.

I shook my head like it was a mystery. I have gotten good at secrets… and lying.

“I’m never going back,” she said.

“To school?” I asked. “How?”

But she didn’t answer me.

When her parents came home from work, I told them she wasn’t feeling well.

I crept into my house that night and tried not to be around too much. I thought maybe the school would’ve called home and left a message or called my mom at work to confirm my absence and I’d get in trouble, but they didn’t. So I left my house the second morning and went straight to Kayla’s. She didn’t say much the second day. Mostly just stared into space.

We watched TV and I tried to get her to eat, but she said she couldn’t. She looked bad. She looked sick. I was so angry with Jessa I could barely think of anything else.

That afternoon I found a can of soup in the kitchen and made it for her.

She took a few bites and I started to think maybe this really was the thing that was going to turn her life back around. But five minutes later she was holding her stomach and running to the bathroom. I could hear her throwing up through the door.

When I get to her house the third day it’s pretty much a repeat, except Kayla’s hair is greasier and her skin is even paler. She actually asks me to make her soup again. But the same thing happens. She races off to throw up. This time I follow her, figure I can at least hold her stringy hair back.

I try not to look in the toilet because that would only set me off, but when she reaches for the handle to flush, I catch sight of the blood.

“Holy shit, Kayla. You’re throwing up blood. Should I call your mom?”

“No! It’s just ’cause my throat is so sore from crying,” she tells me, and I don’t know why I pretend to believe her.

That evening when her parents come home, I tell them she’s been throwing up. Her parents exchange a look, like this news isn’t surprising. “Maybe she should go to a doctor or something?” I try.

God, why are everyone’s parents like this? They’d rather watch their daughter wither away than admit she might have an eating disorder. Jessa’s parents are just as bad. And mine would like me to magically forget I ever had a father.

“But what do I know?” I snap at them. “You’re the parents. I’m just a kid, right?”



When I get home that night, Liv is in our room, like she’s been waiting for me.

“Where the hell have you been?” she asks.

“Like you care?”

“I don’t care. Just… what, are you not coming to school anymore? I mean, your mom’s gonna find out.”

“Well, I guess I don’t care.”

“All right. I’m just going to come out and ask….”

“Ask what?”

“Did Jessa kiss you the other day at school?” I look at her, and her mouth is suspended between a grin and a grimace. “ ’Cause people are saying she did.”

“Since when did you start taking an interest in my personal life?”

“Uh, since people are asking me if my sister is dating the resident weirdo lesbian of our class. It’s embarrassing.”

“What if we were dating, what would you do?”

She crosses her arms and rolls her eyes. “I’d tell you that’s disgusting and you should get your head examined.”

“Right. Well. Good to know you’d have my back, sis.” I turn to leave the room, and she calls after me.

“You better be at school tomorrow, because everyone thinks you’re staying away because of what people are saying about you and Jessa being… whatever, being gay together.”

“Oh no, not people,” I mutter as I take a few steps down the hall.

I hear her walking up behind me. “Hey. Believe it or not, I do have your back. Just start dating someone, okay? Like literally anyone. I know you had a boyfriend at your dork camp, so just tell people that.”

I start laughing. “I guess having my back means something different to you than it does to me.”

“It’s not funny, Bird.”

“No, it’s not,” I agree, but I don’t think she’s getting any of my subtleties. “I’ll be at school tomorrow, okay?”





JESSA

Snow fell early this year, and it seemed to put a quietude on the entire month of December. The cold and white on the ground swallowed everything acoustic, leaving an absence as painful and real as the giant sucking hole in my chest. Bird hasn’t called. Dade has, but I’m trying to keep the promise I made to myself. I’ve spent afternoons sleepwalking through the aisles of Pterodactyl Records and bumping around crowds in Touchstone like a pinball. Home is a battleground I avoid, with Mack being up more often than down, and I slink in and out like a rat haunting the walls and attic. More often than not I’m too stoned to feel much as I watch the downward spiral of my family. I can’t be bothered, though, because I’m in a free fall of my own.

Natalie has sought me out a number of times, stood beside me at shows, offered me better drugs to help me through it, but I turn them down. Last week she scored a bottle of Prozac in the hopes I might try something more mainstream, but I assured her it was a phase.

Dwayne tried to broach the Bird topic, but I told him it was off-limits. I pushed us back to music. Fiona Apple, Elliott Smith, Sinéad O’Connor all speaking to my heartbreak and anger. My old friends in this dark hole of a winter.



It’s the last day of school before winter break, and I’m trying to simmer in my grief when Olivia Fucking Rubens shows up at my lunch spot, hands on hips, lips puckered like an asshole. She won’t move and I finally pull off my headphones. “The fuck do you want?”

“You need to stay away from my sister, you stupid hooker.”

“I do, do I? Well, I don’t fucking see her here!”

“Do you have any idea of the damage you’ve done? It was one thing when this shit was quiet and I thought you actually had a fucking brain, but kissing her on the quad? Here? Do you even know how many people are talking about it?”

At first I think about sitting here, taking the blame, placing it in the black hole inside me and keeping Bird safe. But that’s what made this monster—lying, pretending, hiding. I pull myself up to my feet, tired of her talking down to me, shove my face close to hers, and hiss, “It wasn’t me who kissed her. Bird made that choice, and you need to fucking respect it.”

Her eyes widen for a second, then get back to an angry squint. “I don’t care who did what gross queer shit to each other, I don’t need a dyke for a sister, so stay the fuck away.”

“She’s bi, not a dyke. And I’m a lesbian, not a dyke. And you’re a goddamned hateful bitch.”

A crowd is forming, the hint of a fight alluring in the bleh pre-Christmas slump. “Well, hopefully the good half of her will find a boyfriend,” she snaps, and turns on her heel, walking away.

A boyfriend. The safe choice. The smart choice. But will she love him? Can she love anyone else? I don’t think I ever will.

All the emotions, all the crap, everything I’ve been shoving down and hiding comes up and I reach out and grab that silky, perfect ponytail of hers and yank as fucking hard as I can. Her head pulls back, body following, tripping into me, and when we collide, she becomes vicious. Her hands are raking at me and I’m punching and next thing I know we’re getting pulled apart by Paige and Bri and Emmanuel and other classmates I’ve just begun to realize aren’t out to get me. I let them, and when Olivia tries to rush back at me, Paige steps between us.

“Enough, Rubens,” she says, pushing her back gently. “Walk away.”

“She’s a fucking dyke! She’s recruiting—”

“Shut the hell up, Liv,” Bri cuts in. “Enough is enough.”

Liv looks around and I do too, and I see a lot of the less popular faces, all scowling at her. All mad at her. All standing up for me.

“Pull that shit again, I’ll let your father know about you and Garrett,” Bri murmurs. Liv looks scared. Evidently Bri has something on her. “Bathrooms have ears. Back off Jessa and stick to your own crowd.”

Olivia Fucking Rubens knows when she’s been beat, and she walks away. I look at Bri and Paige and the others, all standing around, and for once I realize I may not be as alone as I thought.

“Thanks,” I murmur, brushing dirt off my jeans and jacket.

“No prob,” Bri says.

“It’s what friends do,” Paige adds. “Let’s go grab some fries from the caf. I’m famished.”

I sit with them at an actual lunch table, and we talk about anything but Bird, who is nowhere to be found.





BIRD

All of winter break I’ve been with Kayla, the two of us just existing alongside each other, watching talk shows and bad Christmas movies. Emmanuel has been calling her house every day of vacation, trying to convince her that he had nothing to do with the zine.

The next time the phone rings, I answer for her. “She doesn’t want to talk to you—stop calling!”

“Thanks,” Kayla mutters, and changes the channel from Jerry Springer to MTV. The phone rings again, and this time Kayla answers. “What?” she shouts. “Oh. Sorry. Yeah, Mom. She’s here. I know. I am. I will. I’m doing it right now. Yeah, I know. I know. Okay. Bye.” Then she hangs up, points the remote, and turns the volume up on the TV.

I look at the time on the VCR. It’s almost noon, so I know what her mom was calling for—to make sure I’m here. And I’m here to make sure Kayla’s okay. I get up and go to the kitchen, pour her a glass of water, grab a yogurt and spoon, and shake out two pills from their respective bottles. One is a prescription-strength multivitamin, the other a little blue pill that’s supposed to be helping with her depression, helping her want to eat and stay alive. But when I come back into the living room and hand her the water, she just rolls her eyes. It’ll take her the next two hours to finish the stupid yogurt, but she at least takes the pills without arguing.

“Are we good?” I ask her, even though I know we’re not.

She shrugs and mumbles, “Yeah.”

“I know you’re still mad at me for talking to your parents, but you know it was only because I was worried and—”

“I know,” she interrupts.

“Hey, you know, I was thinking maybe we could work on some college applications sometime this week. It’s not too late to put your art portfolio together. I thought I might even try to research some writing programs. A long shot, but—”

“No,” she says flatly. “Can’t think about that right now.”

I reach for the remote and mute the TV.

“Hey,” she starts to protest.

“Can we talk?” I ask.

“We are talking,” she answers.

“But we haven’t been talking the way we used to. Not for a long time.” I take a deep breath and exhale. “I wanted to tell you about what happened over the summer. Finally.” I go to my bag and pull out my notebook. Open to the back, pull out the picture of Silas and Kat, and hand it over to her.

“That’s Silas, really?” She holds the picture closer to her face, squinting. “He’s not at all what I was picturing. I can’t believe you—I mean, I guess he’s sort of… cute. Or could be. If he lost the ponytail and glasses.” I’d be offended, but these are the most consecutive words she’s said to me in a month, so I let it go.

“Yeah, well, looks aren’t everything.”

“Maybe if you’re a guy,” she scoffs, and sadly, she’s not exactly wrong.

I sit down next to her on the couch, squeeze in close so I can see the picture too. I haven’t looked at it in a while. “I don’t know,” I muse. “I thought he was pretty cute even with the glasses and ponytail.”

She gives me a little sideways grin. “He must’ve had a really great personality.”

“He did—or, does,” I answer. “You know how sometimes when you get to know someone, and they’re like really amazing, they start to look amazing to you too? And the opposite. You can think a person is gorgeous and then if it turns out they’re horrible, they start to look… I don’t know, ugly.”

“Not really.” I wonder if she actually means that—the old Kayla would get it. “So what’s G.I. Jane’s story?” she asks, dragging her finger along Kat’s buzz cut.

“That’s Kat,” I answer.

“Kat,” she repeats, popping the T, inspecting the picture even closer, but I speak up before she can say anything else about her appearance—I’m not letting this conversation get derailed.

“She was very cool. Really funny. Great writer,” I tell her. “She was the other person,” I add before I lose my nerve.

“What other person?”

“The other person. In the ‘mysterious love triangle,’ ” I add, using Kayla’s own words in an attempt to lighten the mood. “The one I wrote the steamy kissing poem about.”

The silence that follows is… interminable.

She hands the picture back and finally looks up at me. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I—I thought you wanted to know.”

She inches away from me, or maybe I’m imagining it. “Why would I want to know that?”

“Okay, well, maybe I wanted you to know.”

“Why?” she asks, voice all sharp like she’s talking to one of her parents instead of me. And now I know for sure she’s inching away, moving to the next couch cushion, pulling a throw pillow across her stomach. “It’s true, isn’t it, what people are saying?”

“What are they saying?” I can hear the challenge in my own voice now.

“You know what they’re saying. I’m a goddamn social pariah and even I heard about the fight with Liv and Jessa—over you, kissing at school. In front of people?”

“Yeah, I heard about that too,” I admit, still not sure what to make of the whole ordeal, whether I should be offended or honored in some weird way. “Imagine Liv, trying to defend my reputation or whatever?” I try to joke, not sure I really want to finish this conversation I’ve started.

“So. About you and Jessa. It’s true, isn’t it?” she repeats, and this time her upper lip is curling in disgust with the words.

Don’t do this, Kayla, I think. It doesn’t have to go down like this. I’m trying to hold back the mounting anger I’m starting to feel course through my veins, but I can’t hide the tremor in my voice. “If what they’re saying is that I love her, then yes, it’s true. We’re on a break,” I add, “but I still love her—I’m still in love with her.” I am, even if I keep letting the days go by without speaking to her, every day that passes making it seem more impossible to bridge this stupid distance I insisted I needed.

“So you’re just gay now, is that it?” she asks, this horrible bite to her words.

“Well, I—I’m bi, but—”

I stop, because Kayla’s shaking her head and smiling, then slowly laughing.

“What?”

“This is just… hilarious.”

“What is?”

“You! Sitting there, passing judgment on me. Acting like I’m so fucked up and I’m sick and I’m making bad choices and I need help and my relationships are unhealthy… and you’re with Jessa? For fuck’s sake, Jessa of all people!” she shouts, throwing her hands up and letting them crash down in her lap.

I’m on my feet now. “Let me get this right. You’re comparing your eating disorder to me falling in love?”

She stands too, wobbling from weakness as she walks toward me. “You told my parents I needed mental help, and they believed you because you’re supposed to be so goddamn stable and such a good fucking influence,” she screams, then laughs again as she turns to walk away from me. “But look at you. You can’t even decide if you like guys or girls! Un-freaking-believable.”

“Hey!” I shout after her. “That’s not true, and since when do you hate queer people?”

She spins around fast, and she has this look in her eyes—all feral like that day when she flipped out on her parents. “I don’t hate queer people. I just hate you!”

“No, you don’t.”

“Yes I do! You’re a hypocrite. You’re a terrible friend, you always have been, and I hate you! I hate you—you’re the one who’s sick! You’re disgusting,” she adds, losing her voice from the strain.

“No, Kayla. You’re sick. And I honestly don’t even think you believe any of the things you’re saying to me right now.”

“I do too,” she tries to yell, but it’s barely a whisper.

I’m shaking my head and can feel my insides cooling, the hottest parts of my anger melting away. Because I see it. I see what she’s doing. She’s hurting me because hurting me will hurt her. And maybe I see what I’ve been doing too—throwing myself into Kayla’s problems to avoid my own. “All right. I’m not doing this, Kayla. I’m not even mad—I get what this is—but I’m not gonna stand here and take it like your parents do.” I pause to get this last part right. “Let me know when you’re ready for my help. But for now, I’m leaving.”

“You’re leaving? You’re leaving me?” She’s crying and laughing and I feel like this moment has been coming for a lot longer than even this past summer. “Get out, then!” she snaps.

“Okay,” I tell her. And then I do. I go.



At home that night, I sit in my living room after everyone has gone to bed. I wish Charlie was here. I told him I didn’t mind him going on some kind of last-minute ski trip with one of his college friends’ rich family. Can’t blame him for not wanting to be here; I don’t want to be here either. So I make a packet of hot chocolate in the microwave and wrap myself in a blanket on the couch with my notebook and pen. I want to write myself out of this, but all I feel is numb as I stare at our stupid Christmas tree. I fan the pages of my notebook and find the envelope in the back. I unfold the article about my dad’s restaurant and reread it. And I suddenly wish I was the kind of person who wouldn’t hold back so much, who would take up space, who would get angry and yell and say things I don’t mean. Get angry and yell and say things I do mean.

I look at the fuzzy picture of my dad—a stranger now—and fantasize about screaming at my mom the way Kayla screamed at hers. Make her answer for all this time lost, all these questions I have—the questions Charlie has too. I wish I could run to Jessa right now and say fuck it—fuck all this dumb shit that’s been coming between us—and take her up on her road-trip-to-Boston offer. Get some real answers. Demand them. But I guess I’m just not that kind of person.





JESSA

It’s New Year’s Eve, and I’m hoping Y2K will bring on the apocalypse, so maybe the world will match how I feel inside. I’m going to a show at Touchstone later, a lineup of local alt-rock wannabe bands. But they toast with whiskey instead of champagne at midnight, so it might get interesting. Mom and Dad left earlier, all gussied up for some all-day country club thing Dad gave her as her Christmas present. Mack has retreated to her room.

Not ready to leave yet, I sit in my room with Tori singing to my soul. I think back to the concert, when it all seemed romantic, when the words somehow turned themselves into hope. But the truth, at least of Little Earthquakes, is that the album is about pain, disappointment, grief, loss. Give me life, give me pain, give me myself again…

The cramped loneliness of her stories in each song, how even on the cover of the album she’s boxed in, that is me. I am in her space and I want out. I bide the time painting my nails, the polish loud and chemical, black, as always. I get out the makeup kit Mom got me last year and actually use it, dark red-purple lips like a scab, streaked black eyeliner thick and mean. A mask. You’re just an empty cage, girl, if you kill the bird…

Dragging a Slayer shirt over my head, I prepare for war. I pull on my heaviest pair of Doc Martens and drag out the leather jacket I spiked up last winter.

I’m ready to shit-kick and get shit-kicked in the mosh pit. Tonight I want to hurt something and myself. I want to feel something else, be destructive and destroyed, give in to the black hole, and fuck it if what’s inside is crazy. I don’t owe allegiance to anyone anymore.

Downstairs, I’m grabbing my keys and attaching my wallet chain when I hear it. Deep, heavy, racking sobs. Painful in their sound, surely tearing apart Mack’s body as she lets them wash over her. This sound is familiar, like a siren in the distance. Someone is hurt and needs help. This is a bad noise.

Walking down the hall to her room is like a scene in a horror movie. Fear creeps up my body, tightening my jaw, cinching my neck, bringing out goose bumps and a rumble deep in my insides. It’s been a year since I’ve heard her cry like this. Three hundred and sixty-five days, plus or minus some, and all the red never washed out. I used to think Mack was a modern-day Ophelia from Hamlet, going mad. But these days I wonder if I’m turning into a new breed of Ophelia, watching the blood spill as someone else does the crime, but still holding all that guilt.

Is it bad that I selfishly don’t want her to open the door? I want to go out and hurt myself in a crowd instead of seeing her hurt again. But if I ignore her, then no one is listening to Mack. She’ll be alone. She won’t be safe.

“Mack?” I ask softly, and the sound ebbs for a moment. I try the handle, her door is locked. “Mack, are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

Fine. I fucking hate that word. It holds a million meanings that aren’t even close to the actual. It’s a waste of a word, and here it is saying something Mack definitely isn’t.

“Mack, let me in and show me you’re fine,” I say, the fear in me bringing out a rough tone in my voice and a cold sweat through my body.

“Just go, Jessa.”

“No, Mack, let me in.”

I start pushing on the door. She’s still sobbing, not talking anymore. Not fine.

I’ve seen it on cop shows. I’ve seen it in so many movies Dade showed me. But the act of kicking in a door is nothing like they make it look. It doesn’t splinter as I slam hard with my boot. It stays right there, a big boot print on the pristine door. My dirt, ineffective. I kick again and it shudders. I take an extra step into the hall and project my body forward, like I’m rushing into the mosh pit, like I’m body-slamming some Juggalo who’s 250-plus, with muscle, like I’m trying to do some damage. And I do.

Finally the lock gives way and the door swings open, and there is Mack and the knife.

I think 90 percent of my nightmares have been right here. Me and Mack and the knife.

But the red. It’s not there. She hasn’t made the first cut. She’s screaming, crying, unintelligible phrases except for “I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.” I’m moving toward her faster than I thought possible. My brain all animal, all fear.

I reach for the knife, a mean kitchen blade meant to slice through a turkey or roast. I grab it away from her tissue-paper wrist, from the scars left from another night like this one. I feel it bite into my palm. It’s still sharp from Thanksgiving. Dad standing in the kitchen with the honing steel, the shink, shink noise of the sharp becoming sharper. I feel the cut more than I’ve felt anything this month. It’s real and white-hot and the red finally blooms. Except it’s mine this time. For a second I’m relieved, until my brain understands the damage. I wanted to hurt tonight, but not in this way.

Mack is in my other arm, the words repeating in a mantra that doesn’t summon anything for me. “I can’t, I can’t, I can’t, I can’t…”

I hold her close. I put the knife out of her reach. I dial 911 with bloody fingers on the cell my parents gave me for exactly this purpose. I don’t know what I ask for, but I hope they’re coming fast.

I hum to her. The only thing I can think of is Dar Williams’s cover of one of Mack’s favorite songs by the Kinks, “Better Things.” It’s a sweet song of hope—hope that I don’t think either of us has. I hold her, my blood seeping into the back of her shirt.

I know you’ve got a lot of good things happening up ahead.

Are there? I don’t know. But we need fake hope. Mack and I need something.

“Mack, you’re gonna find better things,” I murmur into her hair, her head pressed into my shoulder, and I hope she will, I hope I will. I hope we grow up one day and look back at all this and think it’s incredibly fucked but that we survived. I hold her so tight and she keeps crying and I feel hot tears on my face and I just hope for once that we can make this better the right way.

We’re still on the floor together when I hear the emergency crew coming in the front door, calling out. I respond, and they’re here. Me explaining she’s suicidal. Me telling them she’s the one who needs help. She fights, but the cops are here too and restrain her. She’s going to the hospital. No, I don’t want to ride along. No, I don’t need first aid; it’s just a scratch. Yes, I’ll let our parents know. The ambulance is here and gone in a flash that was actually an hour. The paramedics looking at me like I’m an idiot, me lying that I’m eighteen and not seventeen and a half, and fully able to refuse medical assistance.

I call Dad and don’t know what to say to his voicemail. I write a note and leave it on the counter, my blood dripping across it, sticky smears. I wrap my hand in the same towel Bird used to cover the frozen corn for my face. No one is left to care for me tonight.


Mack tried to reboot. She’s at the hospital. I’m done. You need to fucking help her.



There’s only one place to go. There’s only one person right now I can be around. I can’t worry about the shit of the last month. I can’t worry about anything. This is me choosing to grab a safety rope, and I hope to fucking god she’ll understand.

I get into Betty the Buick, blood oozing from underneath the towel, coating the tan leather of the steering wheel. I shove that hand in my pocket and head to her house.

Almost there, I see a flash of white on the sidewalk, like a ghost, a memory of her. But I stop and realize it is her. Bird. All her beauty there and tears streaming from her eyes. Inside me, a mix of so much emotion blasts through the black hole and overwhelms, tears flowing down my face too, no sound… just all the things I’ve been swallowing coming back up.

I put the car in park and get out.

“Bird!”

She looks scared, then relieved, wide eyes on me.

“I’m so sorry,” I sob.

She says something as I rush to her, the hug in my arms aching for her body.





BIRD

It’s four forty-five and the sun is setting on the last day of the year—the last day of the century. I’m standing outside in the backyard because I don’t know where else to be. Everyone else is inside, getting nervous about what will happen at midnight. Because somehow, after all these months of Y2K madness and technology people working around the clock to try to fix all the problems with all the computers, no one knows if it will really work.

Either society collapses at the stroke of twelve, like the past hundred years have just been some kind of Cinderella-esque dream and we’re about to be plunged back into the Dark Ages, or the spell will hold and things will move ahead like they have been, no one the wiser.

It takes me ten tries, but I get my last clove cigarette lit.

There’s no sound anywhere except the hissing of my lungs sucking in the smoke and pushing it back out again.

Time is running out on college applications and I don’t have any plans and I honestly don’t even really care.

No word from Kayla since last week, after our friendship imploded. But that’s freed up space for my brain to hop back on the Jessa train with a vengeance. Especially tonight. Because not too long ago I imagined I’d finally have someone to kiss at midnight, and even though I’m still so mad at her, it’s New Year’s Eve, and if the world is ending in seven hours, I want to hear her voice. Feel her touch. Hell, even if the world isn’t ending, that’s what I want.

I lie down on the ground and make snow angels all by myself.

I’m pretty sure I’m clinically depressed.

I hear the screech of the back door. I stop angeling, but I bring the clove to my mouth again and inhale deeply.

“Are you friggin’ getting high out here?” Liv says.

I tip my head back and look at her, upside down, standing on the top step in slippers, her arms wrapped around her body, covered only by a midriff sweater, which strikes me as the most pointless article of clothing to ever be designed.

I raise the black cigarette in the air. “It’s a Djarum. And haven’t you been practicing how to ignore me for the past eight years? Can’t you just, like, do that now?”

“You need to pull your shit together, Bird.”

“Why, ’cause I’m embarrassing you?”

“Pretty much.”

“Well, I feel sorry for you, then… embarrassing that easily. Must be tough to be you, Liv.”

“Such a bitch,” she mutters to herself as she goes inside and slams the door behind her.

Something in my head slams closed too, or maybe it’s finally cracking open. I jump to my feet and don’t even savor the last drag off my very last clove; I just let it slip from my fingers and fall into the snow.

I follow after her and I don’t even take my coat or boots off. I catch up to her in the living room, where Daniel and my mom are sitting with Bailey and the twins, watching TV.

“Birdie, come on—you’re tracking snow in,” my mom says.

I shove past Liv and she shrieks.

“Hey!” Daniel almost yells… as close as he comes to yelling, anyway.

I’m pounding up the stairs and I push the door to our room open as hard as I can, letting it smash into the wall. My hands are aching to do something. They could tear down her pictures and posters. But no. That’s not enough.

My eyes focus on the stupid silver duct tape.

She walks into the room behind me just in time to witness me pulling that line up; the ripping sound it makes as it tears away from the carpet is more satisfying than any words I could think to say to her right now.

I gather the tape in a giant gross sticky ball and throw it at her face.

“Ahh! What is wrong with you?” she shouts, deflecting the duct-tape ball in what I’m sure is a volleyball move she’s perfected.

And now Mom and Daniel are calling up the stairs. “What’s going on? Girls?”

“Nothing’s wrong with me, Liv!” I shout. “That’s the point—nothing is wrong with me!”

I shove past her again, make my feet loud on the stairs. I’m headed for the door. But Mom’s following, saying, “Hold on, what is the problem?”

Liv is halfway down the stairs and I think she’s going to pile on, but she just sits down on a step and watches.

“Hey,” Daniel says, grabbing my arm, albeit gently. “Where do you think you’re going? Your mother’s talking to you.”

“Oh, Daniel.” I laugh through his name, shaking his hand off me. “Don’t try to act like you’re my father all of a sudden.”

“Elizabeth!” Mom shouts. “How dare you talk to him like that?”

“It’s okay,” Daniel says.

“No, it’s not!” she yells at Daniel, then to me: “Apologize right now.”

“Why?” I ask her. “It’s true. Do I call him Dad ? Did Charlie ever call him Dad ?”

Mom lets out this exaggerated breath and glances back at the younger kids, who are staring up at us. “Daniel, can you…?” She gestures and he gets it.

“Come on, guys. Bailey, Liv. Help me get the twins—we’re gonna give them some space.” Liv actually stands up and helps for once. Mom waits to say anything until they’re gone.

“What’s this really all about?” she finally asks, crossing her arms as she stands opposite me in front of the door.

“Does it need to be about something else?”

“Did Charlie put you up to this?” she asks. “Because I already told him to drop it.”

Charlie didn’t say anything about having any kind of conversation with our mom. But good for him. “Well, I’m not dropping it. We have a father out there somewhere, and it’s not fair for you to act like he doesn’t exist.”

“Daniel is your father!”

“But he’s not. He’s our stepfather. And you’re Liv’s stepmother. You’re not her mother—she has one already—and I don’t see anyone forcing her to pretend differently! I want to know where he is.”

“He left us, Bird!”

“He left you, maybe, but not me. Not Charlie. I was young, but I remember him and he loved us. He wouldn’t have wanted to never see us again. I want to know where he is,” I repeat, more firmly. “Now.”

She stands so still she’s almost vibrating. “You’re being naive.”

“And you’re being selfish!”

Daniel emerges from the other room now. He walks up to Mom, whose jaw is clenched so hard I think her teeth might crack, arms crossed so tight, and places his hands on her shoulders. “Just tell her, honey.”

So, even Daniel knows more about my own father than I do.

“Tell me what?”

She shakes her head, looks back at Daniel, uncrosses her arms, and goes over to the computer desk. After pulling a small silver key out of a piece of Charlie’s childhood pottery, she opens the one locked file cabinet drawer and reveals a stack of mail. Handfuls of envelopes. It looks like Dad’s handwriting. She wouldn’t. She thumbs through them and selects one, holding it out to me.

“I don’t have a current phone number, but here. You can write to him.” She’s handing me the cream-colored envelope, pristine and crisp, as if it was just delivered. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

I take it from her. As I turn it over, I see there’s a stamped postmark in the top right corner that says BOSTON and 1994. The envelope has my name on it. His address in Boston is in the top left corner. I run my finger under the seal and tear the envelope open, its contents not easily dislodging after five years. It’s a card. A watercolor of a small bird on the front. Finch, I think. Inside, a ten-dollar bill slides out into my hands, revealing careful cursive handwriting that reads: Happy 12th birthday, my Birdie! This card reminded me of you. I hope you’re spreading your wings. Love always, Dad.

I look up at my mom, at the stack of mail still in her hand. I can make out Charlie’s name on one of the envelopes.

“Are those all from him?”

She doesn’t need to answer.

“I can’t believe you,” is all I can say.

“Birdie,” Daniel begins, “you don’t understand.”

“No, I don’t understand!”

“You’re old enough to know.” She takes a giant breath and looks at Daniel for support. “Your father left us for another man.”

“What?” I breathe.

“Yes, that’s right. He’s been living in Boston with another man all this time, Birdie.”

“Well… s-s-so what?” I shout. “Would it be different if he was with a woman? Would you have let him exist if he had left you for a woman instead? What gave you the right to just… just, just erase him from—”

“I was trying to protect you!” she interrupts.

I laugh, even though I’m starting to cry, even though I’m more angry and hurt right now than I’ve ever been in my entire life. “That’s a terrible excuse, you know that?”

I grab my bag and coat off the rack and open the door. Mom snatches my coat from my hands. “Stop it, Birdie. We need to talk!”

“You had ten years to talk—you never talked! You never said a word. And I’m not going to sit here and listen to you try to justify keeping him away from his own kids.”

She’s shaking her head. “You’re my kids—I’d never let someone like that around my children.”

“We’re his children too!”

“He has AIDS, Birdie,” my mom blurts out, in a pathetic attempt to stop me in my tracks. It has to be a lie, I know that, but still. My heart. Just. Stops. “So, yes, I was protecting you. And your brother,” she shouts at me. “I’ve always been protecting you.”

“You’re lying!”

“She’s not lying,” Daniel says, quieter.

Now my heart pumps double time, fluttering yet so unbelievably heavy inside my chest, because I don’t think Daniel would participate in this kind of deranged story, even for my mom.

“I can’t,” I’m saying. “I c-can’t even… I need to go. I need to get of here.” I yank my coat from her grasp and I’m out the door.

I need Jessa.

I start walking in the direction of her house, and I’m crying so hard now I can barely see two feet in front of me. If it’s true—it can’t be true, but if it is—I have to stop to catch my breath. If he’s sick, there’s no time to wait and wonder and waste. I make it three blocks before I realize I’m still holding the envelope. I wipe my eyes and look at it before I carefully tuck it inside my notebook. I know what I need to do. But I’m terrified I’ve found my courage too late.

The headlights blind me and I get ready for round two with Mom, but then I realize it’s Jessa calling my name. It’s Jessa running toward me. It’s Jessa, here when I need her the most.

We hug and kiss and I can’t really understand what she’s saying. I think we’re both trying to apologize over each other.

And then I see the blood.





JESSA

We are back on the road, Bird driving now, insisting on it after she wrapped my hand up. Once we got off the sidewalk, she opened the passenger-side door, helped me in, and then quietly drove us to an Eckerd’s.

“Don’t leave,” she told me, a serious look on her face. I’m going nowhere.

When she comes back with peroxide, antibiotic cream, gauze, a roll of medical tape, and, somewhat inexplicably, a road atlas, I just sit in the car with the door open, feet on the crumbling asphalt, slick with melted snow, her outside the car bending toward my palm, pulling away the now very red and sticky towel. I look, almost vomit, and have to look away.

“Shit, Jessa, this is kind of deep, I think.”

“Can we just patch it up for now?” I’m still crying, thin rivulets of tears sliding down my face. She looks up at me with concern, and my heart trips a happy beat before reality comes back in and pain and grief all show up for the party.

“This is gonna hurt,” she says, and pours the peroxide over my hand. The pain is fiery, and I feel lightheaded for a second as the whole palm foams up. I stomp my foot, not allowing myself to vocalize this. She quickly swipes the blood from around the wound with gauze pads, then gently cradles the hand as she grabs another stack, already primed with antibiotic cream, and lays them on top of the angry thick slice in my palm.

She grabs the gauze and starts wrapping it tightly, but not so much it makes my fingers numb. Then she tapes it down, gently kisses the bandage, and helps me back in the car, then buckles my seat belt for me. Closes the door and sits in the driver’s seat.

“Now, I need to know why you’re hurt and who in the fuck did this to you so I can kill them.”

I open my mouth to say something, but the crying just starts again. I manage to choke out the word “Mack” and she nods, understanding, putting her hand on my okay left one, squeezing tight.

“Is she all right? I mean, is she safe?”

I nod. “She’s at the hospital.” She waits for me to explain, but I can’t.

“Do you want me to take you there, or…?”

I shake my head.

She looks around my dirty, bloodstained car, like she’s trying to think of somewhere to go. “Wanna get out of here? Like… away?” she asks.

I nod again. She knows what I need.

“Will you come to Boston with me?”

I crack a small smile, let out a small laugh. “Sure, let’s go to Boston.” Because why not drive the five hours to Boston, tonight of all nights? I will do anything with Bird, because she’s the only thing making sense to me right now.

“Okay. But I’m driving,” she says. I’m glad because all of a sudden I feel exhausted, like somehow every last bit of my energy was spent walking toward her in the street and once she let me back into her arms, the last of me sputtered out.

The pain is a come-and-go throbbing, keeping time with my heartbeat. I let the rhythm reverberate in me, a tangible sensation keeping me present, keeping me here with her. At first I don’t know what to say, but then I remember I already found the words; I’ve spent the past month curating the right ways to apologize, and the fifteenth iteration of Bird’s I’m Sorry mix puts it all together. I slide the CD from the sleeve I put it in, ready to drop in her locker after winter break.

Nirvana hits it right on the head with “All Apologies.” We listen through a couple of more tracks—Evanescence’s new one, “Forgive Me,” and the classic “Always on My Mind” by Willie Nelson.

“You were,” I say.

“Hmm?” Bird exits her own reverie.

“Always on my mind. This whole time apart, you’ve never left my brain for even a second.”

She nods. I can tell there’s something she wants to say, but she’s holding it in. She’s acting like we’re okay, but I’m afraid this time something has changed that won’t go back, that somehow I’ve put a crack in the windshield and as soon as it gets cold, the whole thing will shatter.

I place my good hand over her free hand and look at her, this amazing person who has never asked me to be different, has never asked me to hide, has only encouraged me into so much good, and a mix of hope and some kind of self-blame builds up inside me. The CD is good, but it isn’t enough. I need to give her something of mine. Let the ice burn away and be honest with her.

“I should never have done the thing with the zines,” I admit. “It was wrong.”

She nods and I see tears again. I want to kiss them away, but right now is the time for careful distance.

“I should have told you about my idea,” I continue. “Let you find a better way to approach the rumors, and think more about all of it.”

“Jessa.” She’s finally talking. “It wasn’t that you needed to tell me. It’s just, you were so focused on this idea that you have to protect me that you ended up hurting people. I know a lot about this. And I know hurting other people hurts you, too. I mean, your words and actions matter more than you think. That’s what has been so frustrating for me—it’s like you didn’t even realize that.”

There it is. Truth from Bird. It burns. I swallow my arguments, because they don’t help and they certainly will drive her further away. I’m not Loner Jessa forgotten by the school populace, I’m not operating in a void, I have people who listen to me and who I care about, and I can hurt them. I guess I never even considered that because I was always so concerned about people hurting me.

“But,” Bird adds, “I made choices too. Not telling you, not trusting you. I know that hurt you. And for that I am incredibly sorry.”

Damn, she’s so good at this. She opens up and lets me in without fear. The least I can do is try to do the same.

“I think I understand why you didn’t. You had to keep her confidence. And it would have been impossible to get me not to tell Dade. And I’m sorry for cutting you off while I figured that out. I should have talked more and not gone into my head.”

She nods again, eyes laser-focused on the road. “That was really hard. The part where you cut me off, I mean.”

“Yeah, it was. You know, before I heard about the rumors and stuff and made all these very bad choices, I was going to give you this CD and apologize. I don’t know if old Jessa could have done that, but you taught me to think at least a little bit.”

She smiles, and it’s like Christmas finally showed up for all the joy in me.

“Want to know what I think?”

I do.

“I think you try to protect me and Dade and others because in a lot of ways you can’t really protect Mack—you can’t protect her from her sickness.”

It hits like a truck. And I think I’m gonna cry but then I start laughing, this weird, alien noise that’s choking and wild and loud, and Bird isn’t laughing but is waiting to hear what’s going on. I calm myself down.

“You know, I think I managed to protect her tonight.”

I realize now that she’s pulled to the side of the road. Her palm is against my back, right where my shoulders meet, making slow, gentle circles.

“What happened tonight, Jessa?”

“She… she tried it again. She tried, and I grabbed the knife. I wasn’t thinking, I just… I couldn’t see all her blood again.”

“So you gave your own?”

She gets quiet and so do I. Thoughts swirl in my head so fast I can’t keep track of them, and everything feels as though it’s some dream or hallucination and soon I’ll snap out of it and this insane night will have never happened.

“I think I’m a coward, Bird.” I look down at my hand, the bandage starting to pink up. I’m gonna need more gauze. Maybe stitches.

“I think you’re a badass. You certainly had to be brave to grab that knife.”

I shake my head, blue hair swinging like a curtain. “More like stupid.”

“Jessa, you saved her life. You protected her when it really mattered.”

I did, but inside I feel like I just hit the pause button. Sooner or later, someone will hit play, maybe even Mack herself, and the tape will run out to the end. “I’m fucking terrified.”

“Of your sister hurting herself?”

“No, of me.” I’m picking at my nail polish again, and little flecks fly off. They’ll stick to the vinyl car interior, like glitter but black and dull.

“Why?”

“What’s in her, it just kind of took over one day. She used to be herself, and now she’s sometimes still in there, but most of the time it’s the crazy highs that lead to fights, or depression—which is even worse. Which leads to things like tonight.”

“But you aren’t like that.”

“But I could be. We have the same genes, the same source. There’s no test, but one day I could just go crazy, it could be a train barreling toward me and I am the inevitable tracks.”

“But you still aren’t her.” Bird’s words are firm, and I can feel her belief in me, something so precious to me. Someone who believes I can be good and better.

“Bird, my kind of luck isn’t the kind where I don’t get it. My kind of luck is I do get it and I’m just as bad or worse.”

“But you are different. You aren’t her. Look, since I’ve met you, you’re more… aware, responsible. You take bad things and approach them looking for a solution. If you got sick, Jessa, I know you would work until you could get well.”

“Stabilized.”

“Stabilized.”

“Meaning I could capsize at any point. I will never be better if I get sick. I’ll just be stable. Who would want that? Who would want me?”

“I would,” she says, and puts her hand over my thigh. “I would be happy to live that life with you. And if the boat tips… well, I’ll be there with life preservers and the coast guard and flares and everything we need to get you back to shore.”

I put my good hand over Bird’s, soft skin against my fingertips. She flips it and we interlace fingers, hers squeezing mine in encouragement. For all that has happened, for all the crazy crap I’ve pulled even without being bipolar yet, she still believes in me, she still wants me. Maybe still loves me. I clear the tears in my throat.

“Bird, I think that’s the kindest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

She pulls my hand up to hers, kisses the back of it, and says, “People need to say nicer things to you. I plan on making that happen a lot more.”

She sets my hand back down to check the directions she scribbled on a piece of notebook paper. I hear the opening chords of “Fade into You” play, and she looks up and smiles at me, and I smile back, knowing exactly what we’re both remembering right now. Alone in our ghost town, just the two of us, sharing our bodies and souls.

“My favorite song,” she says. “Turn it up.”





BIRD

I’m having a hard time trying to figure out the road map under the parking-lot lights of a rest stop in New Jersey. Jessa stands beside me, unwrapping the package of crackers she got from the vending machine, trying to give me one. “No, thanks,” I tell her.

“So,” Jessa begins. “There’s probably a story behind Boston? Why we’re going there right now, tonight?”

“Yeah. There’s a story. It’s kind of huge.” I pause, trying to figure out where to even start. My dad’s words from the birthday card I never received echo in my head. My Birdie. My Birdie, he called me. “I got in this fight with Liv tonight. Actually, we’ve kind of been fighting a lot lately—and I’m not the only one, I hear. Although, our fights haven’t come to blows. Not yet, anyway.”

She looks down and inhales sharply. “Heard about that, huh?”

I nod.

“You’ve been fighting about me?” she asks.

“About the rumors. Apparently it’s been wreaking havoc on her social life.”

Jessa lets out an anxious puff of air, then says, “How are you doing with it all? Has anyone said or done anything too bad?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. It’s okay. Is it weird that I don’t care? Not really confirming or denying anything. People have mostly just been staring; that’s the most uncomfortable part.”

“Yeah, I hate that,” Jessa agrees.

“Well, Liv has been on me constantly to just get a boyfriend, start dating someone, anyone. And I—”

“You could,” she interrupts. “I would understand.”

“Jessa,” I say firmly, “I am already in a relationship with someone.”

She blinks several times, like she might start crying again.

“I—I’m talking about you!” I tell her, abandoning the line I’m trying to draw along Interstate 78 to wrap my arm around her. “Honey,” I add. “Babe. I’m talking about you.”

“Oh. Okay. I wasn’t sure if we…”

“We were on a break, and you know I side with Rachel over Ross on this. A break is not a breakup. Not to me. I mean, it’s not to you, is it?”

“No. It’s not to me, either.”

“Good. Okay, I’m glad we sorted that out.”

She waits a beat, then clears her throat and brings us back on topic. “So you fought with Liv tonight?”

“I did. And it ended with me pulling up the goddamn duct tape.”

“Finally!” she shouts, and I see her light up for the first time tonight. “Bird… I have to tell you, I’m really loving this side of you.”

“What side?” I ask shyly, because I know what she’s talking about. Maybe I do have a new side, one that’s not so buttoned-up and afraid to take chances.

“The side that kissed me at school and gave zero fucks about who saw. That was completely badass, by the way. Hawt.”

“Really?”

She nods and I look around quickly before I pull her closer to me, kiss her now like I kissed her then, except this time she just closes her eyes and lets me.

When we part, she says, “Yeah, really.”

I laugh and so does she.

“Well, my mom and Daniel are not quite as happy about this new side of me. I got into it with my mom—like full-blown into all the shit swept under the rug.”

“Whoa, I thought you pretty much get along with your mom.”

“Yeah, as long as I do what she wants and never question anything, we get along great,” I say, only realizing now that this is not something new; it has always been this way with her. “I confronted her about my father.”

I fill her in on the hidden letters, I show her the envelope with his address my mom has had all this time. I read the card out loud to her. “He said ‘my Birdie.’ My Birdie,” I repeat.

She murmurs, “Holy shit,” as she reads it for herself, holding the card gingerly at the corners, like she knows this is a fragile artifact to me.

“And… I found out the real reason she’s been keeping him away.”

“Why?” She hands the card over, and I place it back in the safety of its envelope.

“He’s… he’s…” There’s only one way to say it. “He’s gay, Jessa.”

“Oh my god!” she shouts, suddenly coming alive.

“But she told me… She said he… She said he has AIDS. Said she wouldn’t let someone like that around her children.” I can’t help but let out a stifled laugh. “Can you believe that?”

“Oh my god,” she repeats, quieter this time. “Are you okay?”

I shake my head. “Still processing, I guess. I mean, she’s probably lying, right? About the AIDS thing?”

“Maybe,” she says, looking down. “I mean, Liv essentially told the better part of school I was an AIDS monkey once, so yeah, people lie about that shit all the time.”

“I hope no matter how fucked my mom’s logic is, she wouldn’t lie about something that serious. But if it helped her get her way, she just might, right?” I ask, but when I look over at Jessa, she doesn’t seem convinced. “Actually, I hope she is lying, because if he’s sick, if he’s dying… I don’t know what I would do. I always imagined we’d have this great relationship somehow, someday. But if…”

“Hey,” she says, her voice soft and solid, placing her hand on top of mine. “I know you’re scared. But I’m here and if—if—it’s true, you won’t be alone. Okay?”

“Okay,” I tell her.



At 10:58 p.m., with only one hour and two minutes left in the entire millennium, we’re finally pulling up outside the address on the envelope.

My father’s house.

I stare for a moment at the brownstone, and I can’t quite make myself believe that my dad is actually inside. I’m pretty sure I’m parked illegally, but I turn the car off anyway. I look up and down the street. This neighborhood is filled with rainbow flags and historic-looking brick structures showing their age, but also brightly lit up with decorations left from Christmas—this world feels foreign, nothing like our street back home.

“What if he doesn’t want to see me?”

“I’m sure he does. Who wouldn’t want to see you?”

“You didn’t, at first.”

“What?” Jessa looks genuinely surprised, then gets serious. “What are you talking about?”

“The night we met. At Six Roots. The open mic.”

“Bird, when I first saw you on that stage, the incredible poetry coming from you, I not only wanted to meet you, I was straight-up crushing. I had no idea you knew Kayla, and when I told Dade I thought you were, well, hot…”

“He laughed,” I interrupt, finally understanding.

“Yeah, and I told him to shut up, and then you came right to our table and I figured out you were, you know, Bird.”

“That I am.”

“And in usual me fashion, I freaked, knocked over a coffee, and ran to the crapper.”

I’m laughing now, a silent shaking through my whole body. “Oh my god, Jessa! I totally thought this whole time you two were laughing at me—at my poem! I hated you for weeks over this. Weeks.”

Jessa’s eyes widen as she covers her mouth with her bandaged hand and mutters, “Oh, fuck me…”

I smile at her, at my own absurdly belated realization that she always liked me, she always saw me, she wanted me first. It’s a warm, cozy feeling, knowing that what we have didn’t grow from roots of anger, but awkwardness and awe and one big misunderstanding.

“I can’t believe you never said anything! You’ve been thinking I was that bitch the entire time you’ve known me?”

“I secretly forgave you.”

“Secretly. I. Was. Crushing. Hard. From the beginning.”

“I was too,” I admit.

She leans over and plants a small kiss on my now very red cheek. It’s sweet and innocent and just what I need. I feel the memory of her lips tingle on my skin and can’t wait until the hard shit of the day ends and we can find a real place to crash in each other’s arms.

“And I loved your poem, Bird,” she adds. “I’ve loved all your poems.” She takes my hand and interlaces her fingers with mine. “So, now that we can safely assume he isn’t going to laugh at you and dump a unicorn latte in your lap, think you’re ready for this?”

She’s smiling at me; god, I love her smile—I’ve missed her smile.

I take a deep breath, summoning all the bravery I’ve been building with her. As we head across the street to the brownstone and up the front steps, Jessa walks beside me. But I pause before ringing the bell. There’s a party going on inside, and I can see people laughing through the window, wineglasses in their hands, smiles on their faces. Somehow I was expecting a quiet home, maybe even a little bit dark and sad. Instead, this home is filled with light and music and happy people. One woman leans in and kisses another woman, and no one notices. I notice. Then Jessa takes my hand in hers, looks me in the eye, and says, “We got this.”

My hand is trembling as I press the doorbell. At first I don’t think anyone hears it over all the music and people laughing and talking. I knock instead, and awkwardly look at Jessa and mouth, What do I do? But then the door opens, making me jump.

The man who opens the door, I recognize him—Baker, of Nardino & Baker. Seth Baker. Except he’s older now than he was in the grainy photo, and has an even bigger smile than he did in the picture.

“Hellooooo, stragglers!” he’s bellowing before he realizes we aren’t late party guests. “Oh, sorry, can I help you?”

Jessa nudges my shoulder gently with hers. “H-h-hi, I—I—I’m…”

I trail off, words too hard right now—not enough in this moment to explain who I am. The door opens wider and there he is, older than in my memory but still himself. Still my dad.

“Seth, who do have we here?” He’s grinning, red-faced, likely from the contents of his glass, having a wonderful evening, and here I am, interrupting. But as he gets a good look at me, his face shifts and he absently passes his wineglass to Seth. It changes, not into disgust or fear or anger, but something else. Something like disbelief and joy, maybe, I hope.

“B-B-B-Birdie?”

My heart is thundering and words aren’t coming and I nod and now he holds his hands out toward me, this man I remember so well, but only in pieces, like from a dream: his capable hands holding firewood and showing me how to get it lit, his body demonstrating the moves on the skating rink, his arms around me. For once, it isn’t a memory as I slam into him and hold on tight. Dad.





JESSA

Bird and her dad haven’t let go, and I feel myself smiling, at this man who seems to really love her. I see his eyes, green ringed with blue just like hers, and he’s so clearly happy to have her back. I know how that feels.

“Well, I’d say you should come on in,” the other man says. “I’m Seth, Chuck’s partner.” He extends a hand to me, but my hand is outta commission, so I kinda wave.

“I’m Jessa.”

“It’s warmer inside,” he says, and tugs on Chuck’s shirt. He and Bird finally part, and we follow Seth to a cozy kitchen filled with plates of appetizers and bowls of dips and big ice-filled tubs of drinks.

“Welcome to our humble abode,” Seth says, and pulls two Frescas from the tubs. “Sorry, most of our drinks are boozy.” Nobody really likes Fresca.

“Bird, I don’t understand, how did you…” Her father’s voice has tones like hers, I can see where the lilt in her speech comes from, the way she’s almost musical in how she talks.

My phone buzzes, distracting me. I look to see Dad’s cell phone number on the caller ID and tuck it back away. This makes nineteen missed calls. Suddenly they can’t leave me alone. Too little too late. I have to be there for someone else now.

Seth looks over at Bird and her father, and I follow his gaze, the two in conversation now, definitely deep, emotional. She looks okay, though—good, happy.

“Hey, so, how do you know Bird?” Seth asks. I’m glad he knows about her. That means her father told him, that means he’s been thinking about her, isn’t hiding her like my parents hide Mack. That kind of thoughtfulness… it means something, and I feel safer just hearing that.

“I’m her girlfriend.” Hell, if I can’t be out at this party, I’m gonna need a permacloset.

“Oh, that’s great.” He cracks a big smile. I guess he must’ve been anxious Bird wouldn’t know about the gay thing. “Well, they’re going to need some time, I think. Would you like to meet some of our friends?”

“Sure.” I’d like anything to avoid awkward small talk… even if it’s awkward group small talk. Seth walks me around the room and introduces me. Most of the people here are queer, coupled up, and awesome as hell. I can’t stop listening as I hear “how we met” stories and catch discussions of the bids to put in state gay marriage laws. It’s a roomful of people like me and people who support others like me. There’s so much warmth and love and a lot of terrible puns (typical adults). And this incredible sense of belonging. Everyone is being themselves. No lies, no masks, just being. It feels amazing. I’ve never had this before.

I’m drawn away by more buzzing, more messages. I hold up my phone to the lady I’m talking to, an editor at a local entertainment paper, who I’m actually having a great conversation with about music reviews. She gives me a nod to go take it.

I step back to the kitchen and Seth is there, putting another tray of mini quiches in the oven. “All good?” he says, closing the door and shedding his oven mitts.

“I think I’ll let my parents know we made it,” I say, cell phone in hand.

“The back porch is right out that door, nice and quiet,” he responds, and I make my way to face the repercussions of calling Mom and Dad back. Better not to have them call the cops. Better to deal with them now than to put it off even longer and make it worse. Time to grow up, Jessa, and answer the phone.

Outside, it’s cold and the moon has a snow haze around it, threatening flurries or more. I breathe in the icy air until it burns at my throat. Strings of lights illuminate the porch, and it’s a kind of oasis from the bustle of the party inside. I sit on a wicker bench, the material creaking as I shift forward and stare at my phone, deciding to call Dad. Dad, who was cool with me having a girlfriend. Dad, who has royally fucked up with Mack. Dad, who is imperfect and still Dad. I dial and prepare myself.





BIRD

We’re just looking at each other. In a small room filled with shelves of books and records and an old-timey record player—older than the one he left behind with me. We sit opposite each other on a worn old chesterfield sofa. And every time his eyes fill up with tears, he laughs, sighs, shakes his head. As I look back at him, it’s such a strange sense of familiar—like I’ve seen his face a million times but never once, either.

“I really wondered if this day would ever come,” he tells me.

“Me too. I wish it didn’t take so long, though.”

He nods, and looks down at his hands in his lap. I notice a silver wedding band on his finger. “Listen, I’m not sure how much your mother has told you, but I—”

“Nothing. All our lives, growing up, she told us nothing. Until tonight, anyway.”

He squints like his eyes hurt, like there’s something so bright and harsh he can barely stand it. “And she told you…?” he starts but trails off, studying my face more intently. And I know what he’s searching for—I nod, wanting him to finish. “That I’m gay?”

“Yes.”

He waits a moment, like he was bracing for something, before he speaks again. “You have to understand—”

“No, I do. I’m—I’m with Jessa. I mean, she’s my girlfriend, so I do understand. I’m bi, so… um… I…”

I watch as at least ten different emotions project from his face, ranging from concern and fear to maybe understanding me right back.

“Sorry, I’m still getting used to saying that,” I tell him.

“No, I’m sorry. I was taken aback a bit. I wasn’t expecting you to say that. I’m proud of you—I’m not sure I have right to say that, it’s not as if I did anything. But I’m proud of you. Knowing who you are, and being brave enough to… to love.”

“Well, you did teach me about love, Dad,” I add, finding his name still easy to say, somehow.

“I tried reaching out for years. I always worried you and your brother would think I just left you. I didn’t. I swear, I didn’t. I fought so hard to try to stay in your lives. It was the times, though. Twelve years ago, gay father? There was no way I was getting visitation.”

I shake my head. “I’m so angry at Mom for this. I don’t think I can ever forgive her.”

“I have a lot of empathy for your mom, Bird. I put her in a hard position.”

“What really happened? She said you left for someone else—a man. Was it Seth?” I dare to ask.

“No. No, that’s not it. Seth—he’s my partner, yes, but we were business partners first—friends first, only friends for a long time,” he explains. “I didn’t leave for someone else. Or if I did, it was for myself. I tried, though. I loved our family. I loved your mother in my way. I really did. I still do.”

I shake my head. I don’t understand how he can say he still loves her in any way, not after what she’s done. I want him to be outraged along with me. So I reach into my bag and show him the cream-colored envelope.

“I didn’t know these existed before today,” I tell him, pulling the card out and opening it up, rereading those words. “She never gave us any of them.”

“May I?” he asks, extending his hand.

I nod and pass him the card.

He looks at the picture on the front and… smiles as he opens it. “I remember this card.”

“How are you not angry?” I ask him.

“How can I be angry when you’re sitting here across from me?” he answers. “Besides, I wasted more years than I care to admit on being angry.”

“At Mom?”

“At life.”

I look down at my hands in my lap for a moment before I can meet his eyes again. “You called me your Birdie. In the card. Is that how you think of me?” I pause, trying to summon enough bravery to add, “Still?”

“Always,” he says immediately.

“Why ‘Birdie’?” I ask. “I mean, I know it’s an old English nickname for Elizabeth, but did you come up with it or…?”

“No.” He almost laughs or gasps, half confused, half amused. “No, you did.”

“Wh-what?”

“When you were little, you couldn’t say ‘Elizabeth,’ so we tried to teach you ‘Beth.’ You—you don’t know this?” He pauses and I shake my head. “Well, this one day we were all at the park together—you, Charlie, your mom—and you pointed at this little finch and said, ‘Bird,’ and then you pointed to yourself.” He laughs, and adds, “ ‘Beth, Bird.’ You were so proud and so sure that Bird was your name. There was no arguing. It fit,” he explains, staring off like he’s seeing the scene playing out in his mind right now. “And we all just started calling you that. It stuck. So yes, you will always be Bird, my Birdie.”

“I’ve never heard that story before in my life.”

“I’m sorry,” he says.

I’m not sure what he’s apologizing for, but I can feel the tears rising through my chest and throat. I try to hold them back. “Mom said you’re sick. With… with AIDS. But she was lying, right? She just wanted to scare me; she didn’t want me to come. Because you look fine. You don’t look sick at all. Right?”

“She told you that?”

I nod.

“I am fine. I’m healthy. It’s not a death sentence like it used to be, Birdie. I don’t want you to worry or be scared. You can’t catch it from being here with me.”

“No, I—I’m not worried about that. But… it’s true?”

“It is, but it’s okay. Really.”

“I hate her,” I say out loud. “I hate her for taking this time from us.”

“I don’t want you to hate her,” he says, so calmly. “We have time. I promise.”

I try to believe him. That there’s time, that we won’t be kept apart anymore, that this love I’ve always held safe for him in a quiet corner of my heart was there inside him, too, all this time.

“Me and Charlie, we’ve been looking for you.”

He smiles at the sound of Charlie’s name. “You have? Both of you?”

I nod, and I can’t hold the tears back any longer. “We really needed you. We still need you.”

He nods and his chin trembles, in that same way Charlie’s does when he cries—though I haven’t seen him cry in a long time. “I need you, too,” he whispers.





JESSA

The phone is picked up on the first ring, and I’m expecting Dad, but it’s Mom who answers, voice edged with anxiety and fear. “My god, Jessa, are you all right? We are so worried, where are you?”

I take a deep breath. I’m gonna stay calm, since I have no real plan. I have no idea what to say. I’m safe but not all right. I’m not sure if I want to come home, but I know I will. I can’t live like this anymore. I can’t do what we’re doing anymore.

“I’m okay, Mom; I’m with Bird.”

“Oh, thank the Lord,” she calls out away from the phone, “Hon, she’s with her friend Bird.”

“Put her on speakerphone!”

“What? How? Is it this button?”

I hear her hitting random buttons on Dad’s cell. I roll my eyes and wait for him to inevitably take the phone from her and switch it over to speaker.

“Hey, Jessa, we’re both on now,” Dad says. His usual cool tone is not there, and I’m not sure if those are tears in his voice. “Are you okay?”

“Hey, yeah, I’m okay. I’m gonna spend the night with Bird.”

“Sure, hon, but there was a lot of blood in the house, and Mack was—”

“How is Mack?” I divert the question and look down to the wicker bench outside the brownstone.

“She’s stabilized, she’s okay, she was actually scared about you when they let us speak with her. What happened?”

“I grabbed the knife before she got to her arm this time. Unfortunately, grabbed the wrong end.” I let out a pathetic laugh for my pathetic joke. This isn’t funny. I was seconds away. She could have died. She could have fought me and I could have gotten hurt worse. What I’ve got hurts like a real sonofabitch and might need stitches, since it’s oozing through the bandages Bird gave me.

“Jessamine, are you really okay?” My mom is either laying it on thick, or she actually cares. I mean, if they spoke with Mack at the hospital where people could see… they’re more out there than in the past.

“No, Mom. None of this has been okay. Mack is really sick. We have to talk about that.”

“We can definitely—”

“Now. We have to talk now, because otherwise we’re just gonna go back to our pattern of ignoring how bad it is, and I don’t want to come home too late or any of the other nine million nightmares I have about how she dies from this.”

There’s a long pause. I can hear breathing, so they didn’t hang up. Probably sharing a look with each other before telling me this is “adult stuff.” Fuck this shit.

I’m about to hang up when Dad chimes in. “You’re right, Jessa. She is really sick and we have been minimizing it. There’s a lot of things people say and do around mental illness, and I guess we were trying to protect you and ourselves from it, and Mack has been paying the price.”

Unexpected. Even more so that Mom doesn’t contradict him.

“We talked with her, Jessa,” Mom says. “We’re going to get her specialty care. The place she told you about. She may not be home for a few months, but we can go visit her after the first couple weeks.”

I don’t know what to say because they’ve never listened this well, to me or Mack. Maybe they were protecting us or maybe they were ashamed, but all that is nothing. This, here. Them saying they’ll get her what she needs. It’s hopeful. It’s healthy in a weird way. Maybe I can live with that.

“That’s… that’s really good. That’s a great decision.”

There’s an awkward silence. But then I realize something I need from them. I need it for myself. To be okay.

“One more thing…”

“Of course,” Dad says.

“I want to start seeing a therapist too.”

“Are you sure, Jessa?” Mom, of course, the doubting Thomas.

“I’ve been scared for a long time that I’ve got what Mack has. And honestly, I think it might help all of us to see someone together, too, but I want to find out if I am bipolar, and start learning how to live with it before it gets as hard as it is for Mack.”

Another pause. Big ask. They’re gonna say no.

“Okay,” Mom agrees. “We’ll do it. Anything to keep you girls safe.”

I’m surprised that there are tears running down my face. Relieved, definitely. Fear and years of holding back, letting go in a quiet, cold stream. Running the final remains of my heinous eyeliner job down my cheeks, turning icy cold in the winter air.

“Thank you,” I say. “I really needed that.”

“When will you be home, Jessa?” Dad, getting to the important facts.

“Sometime tomorrow afternoon. As long as Y2K doesn’t end us all.”

“I think we’re safe. At least at home will be safe.” He means all our home computers will remain working, but I’d like to think home will be safe too.

“Thanks, Dad.”

“Happy New Year, Jessa,” Mom chimes in.

“Happy New Year to you both. See you in the next millennium.”

I close the flip phone and look at the clock face on the front. 11:53. Almost midnight. I’m sure Bird will spend the moment with her dad. I don’t blame her for it, but it is a lonely way to ring in the New Year. Cheerful conversation escapes from within the house, muffled out in the yard, all those people just like me, but happy, proud. I smile to myself, feeling that little bird of hope deep inside sing just a tiny bit.

The cold in the air finally breaks and a light flurry of snow starts up. It catches in the streetlights, white flecks in the golden glow, magical almost. For a second I would like to be at a crossroads in a magical land. For a second it feels like I am at a crossroads in a magical land. But this is my life, and I am at an actual crossroads, and I think I made the right turn this time.

I pull out my Discman and the new earbuds Dad gave me for the holidays. Inside the player is my newest mix. My I Love You mix, just for Bird. I cue it up, the very first song. But before it spins, the lamplight is blocked and I’m looking up at the best part of this past year and the next. Bird.

She hits pause on the player. It’s sexy, the confidence and ease in the motion. I pull out my earbuds.

“I thought you were gonna be with your dad.”

“I think he understands the importance of the New Year’s kiss. After all, what we’re doing at midnight tonight is a sign of what we’ll be doing for the next year.”

“Ooh, superstition. I wouldn’t have pegged you for that. Are there resolutions, too?”

She sits down beside me, interlaces her fingers through mine, leans her body against my side, her head on my shoulder. “Spend more time with you doing anything but fighting?”

“Wow, you have the same exact resolution as me,” I joke, looking out at the snow coming down thicker, fluffier, adding a beautiful shine to the night.

“So,” I say, and lean my head against hers. “Ready for the end of the world?”

I turn my phone toward her. 11:59. Sixty seconds left.

“I talked to my parents,” I say.

“Yeah?”

“They’re finally doing the right thing. And I got myself okayed for therapy.”

She squeezes my hand. “I’m proud of you.”

And she is, and I’m so fucking proud she’s proud of me. Something in my chest, in the place where the black hole lives, turns the other way, growing and expanding with warmth, happiness, potential. It feels like I have light in me and it’s opening out to the world and I learned how with her, somehow I learned how to love myself more from loving her.

Muffled chanting comes from all directions, counting down from ten. At eight, Bird says quickly, “One more resolution?”

Seven.

“What?”

Six.

“When we go back home, I want us to be together. Out and together,” she says, talking fast, trying to fit every last word in. “Because you set me on fire—every part of me—and I can’t keep hiding that, Jessa.”

“Okay,” I answer, not only because I want the same thing but because she has set me on fire too. Every part of me.

And then we whisper along with them: “Three, two, one.”





2000





BIRD

It’s after midnight. The snow keeps falling, no screams come from inside the brownstone, no sudden planes dropping from the sky. In the distance, the city’s fireworks display kicks off in blossoms of gunpowder color over the harbor, illuminating the skyline.

We turn to face each other and I feel like I’m looking into her soul, like she’s looking right back into mine. She’s smiling as our lips press together, my tongue slipping in to taste hers, her teeth on my lower lip, the shivers passing between us more excitement than cold.

“Happy New Year, Jessa.”

“Happy New Year to you,” she echoes, and then looks around. “I guess the world didn’t change after all.”

“Yes, it did,” I tell her, and tuck her perennial blue hair behind her ears.





JESSA

I look at this amazing person who has taken me from anger and grief and frustration and cruelty, and taught me about a world I had no idea existed. About love that heals and cares. About hope and happiness and a hand that fits perfectly in mine.

“Actually, Bird, I think you’re right. It did.”

She smiles and leans in again, her lips soft and warm on mine, and then we watch as the fireworks explode in the distance.
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