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JEREMY WAS QUIET IN the driver’s seat. He was carrying at least two sleepless nights’ worth of baggage under his eyes, and it occurred to me again that he was an expert at letting his overachiever compulsion wear him down. He’d scored early acceptance into poli sci at McGill months ago, had won Suttonville High School’s Youth Leadership Award two years running, and there wasn’t a senior within miles who could touch Jeremy when it came to knowledge of international relations, but that obviously hadn’t stopped him from staying up all night cramming for our World Politics final.

This is how it works when you’ve been with someone for a year and a half: you know when he’s being too hard on himself without him having to spell out the facts for you. “Did you eat breakfast?” I asked. “I have a cereal bar in my knapsack if you need it.” Jeremy always forgot to eat when he was busy. I’d gotten into the habit of showing up at our Anti-Violence League meetings with packages of peanuts and corn chips. God knows what would happen to him in Montreal when I wasn’t around.

“I had a muffin,” he said, right hand landing on my knee. “Thanks.”

He tossed his curly hair back, and that movement, in combination with the warmth of his hand on my kneecap, was enough to put me in the mood for something besides flipping through notes on treaties and ideologies. He was good at that too. We’d had lots of practice during the past ten months.

“Are you coming back to my house after we finish this?” I asked. My voice never smoldered suggestively until at least afternoon, but it was definitely toasty.

“I can’t. You know I have to meet up with Amara to go over the AVL notes with him.”

I did know that; I’d just forgotten. Jeremy had been instrumental in setting up the AVL with Mr. Amara last winter, in response to two tragic incidents. Rose Mahacek, one of last year’s most popular seniors, had been sexually attacked by a friend of her brother’s while he was crashing at their house. Eight days after that hit the headlines, an eleventh-grade guy had stabbed a convenience store clerk during a botched robbery. A week later the victim died, and word leaked out that Seth Driskill, who had been absent from school all week and who, of course, continued to be, was the one who’d done it.

In the dismal aftermath Jeremy got a bunch of students together and interested in doing something positive, and Mr. Amara, a confirmed social activist himself, was more than willing to help out. The rest is history — me and Jeremy, the monthly AVL bulletin and blog, outreach meetings with various community groups. I ended up doing more writing for the AVL than for our chronically under-developed school paper. It seemed the more aware I was of violence, the more it happened. Kids bullied by groups of malicious eight-year-olds in the schoolyard. Wives murdered by tragically controlling husbands. Partiers shot outside downtown clubs as a result of nothing more than bad timing. The school paper seemed frivolous in comparison. Hence my plan to tackle hard-hitting journalism at Carleton University in Ottawa in the fall while Jer beefed up his political muscles in Montreal. I’d received my acceptance in February. It was a done deal.

I tried to think about the way our educations would help us grow as people rather than agonize in advance about our time apart. Besides, Montreal was less than a two-hour train ride from Ottawa. There’d be plenty of opportunities to see each other. In the meantime, we had a World Politics exam to write, and as we pulled into the school parking lot I shifted my brainpower towards the more fruitful activity of skimming through class notes.

The two of us sat fervently absorbing our notes in our own separate universes until evidence of the June sun streaming through the windows showed up on Jeremy’s forehead in the form of sweat. “Have some water,” I told him, reaching for my knapsack.

“No, I’m fine.” He held up one palm, the universal sign for stop. “Let’s just get in there and do this. If we’re not ready now, another ten minutes isn’t going to help.”

His eyes were anxious, and he promptly shut them and massaged his sockets with his fingertips. “We’re ready,” I assured him. “Don’t worry. You’re going to ace this thing no problem.”

He shrugged like it didn’t matter either way, exhibiting completely un-Jeremy-like behavior. He never pretended to be apathetic about education like lots of our classmates did; he never pretended to be apathetic about anything that actually mattered.

We strode into the hall at exactly the same pace. He has longer legs than me, but I’d noticed that he automatically slowed down whenever we were together. I threaded my fingers through his as we approached the stairs. We were writing the exam in one of the main science labs on the second floor, and a crowd of people were already milling around in the upstairs hallway.

“Good luck,” Jeremy told me. “Not like you need it.” His top teeth gripped his bottom lip, and the accompanying agitated vibes that leaked into the vicinity made me rest my weight against him and stroke his arm.

“I’m okay,” he said, but he was using his crisis mode voice. He rested his hand between my shoulder blades and attempted to propel me forward with him, but I didn’t move.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. It was beginning to dawn on me that whatever was going on with him might not have anything to do with our final.

“Nothing.” His hand dove into the back of his hair, fingertips immediately disappearing in waves of black. “Nothing. Come on, we don’t have time for this now.”

“Don’t have time for what?”

“Nothing.” His gaze ricocheted off mine and hung on the nearest row of lockers. “Nothing.”

So much nothing that it rendered him speechless. My mouth dropped open a little as I racked my brains for potential nothings that he might be referring to, but before I could make any progress with that his hand cupped my elbow. “Let go,” I told him as he tried to urge me on again. “Just tell me whatever it is.”

Jeremy shifted his hand from my elbow and pinched his jaw with it. “We’re about to write our last final, Ivy. We can’t talk now.”

I focused my eyes on his and held them there. Jeremy had always been good-looking, even in ninth grade when most guys looked either unformed or ruddy with acne, but most people couldn’t see it right away, probably because he didn’t act the way you’d expect a good-looking guy to act. He acted like it didn’t matter what he looked like and like it shouldn’t matter to anyone else either.

“Please,” he said. “We’ll talk later tonight, after all this is done.”

I spun away from him, and I wasn’t going to say another word about it. A crowded school hallway wasn’t the ideal place to have a serious discussion.

“Ivy.” His fingers encircled my arm. “I’m sorry.”

I swung to face him. “It’s okay.”

But it wasn’t. He squinted hard as he released my arm, his troubled expression freezing me on the spot. “What’s going on with you?” I went on. “You can tell me, you know that.”

Tell each other everything, that was one of our rules.

Jeremy’s head drooped. Someone had opened the science lab door, and kids were streaming in up ahead. Nadine Noh’s heavy perfume assaulted my nose as she jostled her way past me. Someone else trampled the back of my heel, apologizing as he blurred by.

Jeremy straightened his back so that I was staring at his full height. He opened and closed his mouth. He’d had braces when he was a kid, and now he had a perfect bite. His perfect bite frowned at me for another ten seconds, and then he said, “I didn’t want it to happen like this. Your exam …” He motioned helplessly to the science lab.

“I don’t give a fuck about the exam. What are you doing?” I don’t believe in swearing for emphasis. I cringe when people pepper their sentences with four-letter words, and I cringed as I questioned Jeremy outside the science lab, but not because I gave a shit about my own outburst of bad language.

Jeremy had hunched over again. A bead of sweat slipped leisurely down the side of his neck, as though it didn’t matter what was unfolding between us. “Do you remember what we talked about after Christmas?” he asked. He scratched his neck, catching the sweat droplet with the side of his finger.

Claustrophobia. He’d raised the subject a couple of days after the holidays: “Do you ever feel like our relationship is in danger of being claustrophobic? Do you think it’s normal to wonder what it would be like to have sex with someone else?”

Fantasizing was normal, we were only human, but the claustrophobia part had worried me. As the conversation went on it became clear that what he honestly wanted was to sleep with someone else before finishing high school. Shocked, I told him he should do it, if that’s what he was after, but that there wouldn’t be any going back. We’d be finished. Then my paternal grandmother passed away unexpectedly just after New Year’s and he went back to being the supportive, crazy-about-me-and-only-me Jeremy Waite that I knew and loved. He apologized for ever having mentioned his thoughts out loud. Said they were the product of a high school culture that valued sexual experience over meaningful relationships and that he should’ve known better than to have been influenced to begin with.

He’d felt profoundly guilty about it and was more there for me than you’d ever really expect anybody to be. I’d let my doubts and disappointment get lost in grief about my grandmother, and over time the conversation had nearly been forgotten.

I’d thought it had nearly been forgotten. Obviously I’d been wrong.

“You’ve been with someone else?” I asked. My tone was so shrill that it made my ears ache.

“No, no, I would never do that.” His teeth worked over his bottom lip again. “I just mean that I think it’s time to reconsider us as a couple. Next year was always going to be so complicated for us — all the traveling and trying to stay connected on top of everything else. This way we have the summer as individuals, to work certain things out for ourselves.”

Certain things like sleeping with someone else before high school was truly over with. “This is a sex thing again,” I told him. “Don’t kid yourself that it’s anything else.”

People were listening as they passed, but I refused to be embarrassed. The master of social causes was telling me that he needed to get good and laid over summer vacation. In some ways he wasn’t any different from certain beer-swigging, freshman-banging members of the football team. I was livid.

Jeremy’s puppy dog eyes filled with sadness. He tried to hold my hand, but I shook him off. “Don’t act heartbroken,” I told him. “You’re such a hypocrite, Jer. Pretending you’re so ethical and above it all. How long have you been planning this? Since Christmas?”

He mutely shook his head. One of his hands wound around the back of his neck, but he never stopped looking at me.

“So you’re a coward, too. A coward and a fake.” I wanted to tear him into psychological pieces. I knew him better than anyone. I was the person to do it.

Only obviously I didn’t know him quite as well as I’d thought.

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “You’re right to be angry. I hate hurting you like this. What we have is really special, and I know I’ll probably regret it too, but …”

I didn’t hang around to hear the rest. I walked away before my eyes turned sticky. I thought we’d had everything settled, that we could go out into the world and learn new things but still have each other to come back to. I’d been so sure about him. How could I be so sure and still be wrong?

The science lab was freezing, and I rubbed my arms as I stepped inside. I chose a seat near the front and kept my eyes on the bit of counter in front of me. The science lab is a stupid place to write a final. There aren’t even proper chairs, just stools, and mine was off balance. I rocked on the uneven legs as I uncapped my pen.

The exam wasn’t difficult. Keeping my focus was a challenge, but for the most part I did okay. It wasn’t until I’d handed my paper in and let the door swing shut behind me that I really went to pieces. I scurried through the hallway and down the steps, bits of me breaking off and falling to the ground along the way. I felt shrunken and incomplete. Lost. I felt all the things you’re never supposed to feel just because you don’t have a boyfriend.

I couldn’t stop rushing on my way to nowhere, drenched in sweat that made it impossible for anyone to tell if I was crying. I didn’t know either. I didn’t know anything except that it was over. For the first time in eighteen months I was completely alone. The person I mattered most to in this life was me, and that wasn’t remotely close to being enough.


TWO | LUCAN
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SHE LIKED ME. I’M not the kind of guy who thinks that about every girl he meets, but I was sure about Annalea Gayle. We had to do this group mobile design project in Manufacturing Engineering Technology, and the two of us ended up doing, like, eighty percent of the work. I didn’t really care about the division of labor. It was just weird spending time with someone who wanted me to like her so badly. The pressure was intense.

I thought she’d back off after the project was finished, but no, she kept calling and texting to say that I’d left my green hoodie at her house and did I want to drop by and get it? I have a thousand hoodies, you know? It didn’t even matter. Bring it to school with you whenever, I told her. But she’d never managed to remember it, and just when I thought summer had resolved the issue here she was calling my cell again. I squinted at it in the sun, debating whether or not to answer as every step took me closer to my apartment.

Okay, Annalea, let’s see what you got this time. “Hello?”

“Lucan, hi,” she chirped. “It’s Annalea. Where are you, anyway?”

“On my way home,” I told her as a middle-aged guy in a fedora pulled his straining-at-the-leash Welsh terrier by me. He’s deceptively cute, but he bites. The dog, I mean, not the guy in the fedora. They both live in my building, and the first time I’d run into them I’d nearly had my fingers chomped off. Thank God the fedora guy had good reflexes. “I just finished the math exam,” I added. “I’m a free man.”

Annalea giggled into my ear. It probably would have been easier on both of us if I’d blown her off weeks ago, but I hadn’t figured out how to do that without being outright mean. The girl couldn’t seem to take a hint. “I feel sooo bad that I never got your hoodie back to you,” she said. “If you want I can stop by your place right now and give it to you — finally.”

It was June 20. I wouldn’t need a hoodie for months. “You don’t need to do that,” I told her. “I haven’t missed it. I don’t think I even remember what it looks like.”

“I should’ve returned it weeks ago,” she insisted. “I’ll be there in about twenty minutes.”

“Okay. Cool.” I mean, what else could I say?

I whipped out my security card, swiped my way into the building, and put on my game face. I’d take my hoodie back, end of story. I was absolutely not going to make any future plans with Annalea. This was the end of the line for us.

A few minutes later she was buzzing me from the lobby. She’d been over once before, about two months back, for the mobile project, and her house wasn’t far. The one thing I genuinely liked about hanging out at Annalea’s house — or anybody’s house — was the space. There’s usually somewhere you can escape to if you have a house, even if the basement gets cold in winter or the den TV makes a weird humming noise. With Michael away at university, sometimes I hung out in his room, just for variety.

Anyway, there was no one around at the moment, only me and Annalea, and she handed over my hoodie like it was something precious. There was some sweat on her chin, and then I knew she must’ve walked over. It was pretty hot outside, but that’s one way I’m lucky; I don’t sweat much unless I’m shooting hoops or running or something.

“Thanks,” I said. The air between us smelled like flowers. I guess it was either her deodorant or her perfume.

“So what’re you doing?” she asked, flipping her naturally blond hair behind her back.

“Not much.” She actually had really nice hair, which she tossed around all the time to show off because the rest of her was chubby. She always looked like she was ready to bust out of her clothes, especially her tops. Maybe that wouldn’t have mattered if I’d liked her, but I didn’t. I just didn’t want to be mean when there was no cause for it.

“It’s poker night,” I added quickly. “At Paolo’s.” A bunch of us had a semi-monthly poker thing going — my best friend, Des, Jack, Paolo, and some other guys. Mostly I lost money, but it was still a good time. There wasn’t any poker planned for that particular night, though. I just didn’t want her to think I had forever.

“I play sometimes too,” she said, smiling. “I’m pretty good.”

“Yeah?” Was I supposed to ask her along to an imaginary poker night? Not in the game plan, Annalea. “I kinda suck, but it’s more just to, you know, hang out with the guys.”

“Guy’s night in,” she summed up.

“Yep.” The two of us were standing around by the door, and I didn’t know what to say anymore. “Thanks for dropping this off. It’s been a while — are you sure it’s mine?” I stared at the green zip hoodie like it didn’t look remotely familiar.

Annalea didn’t laugh at my joke. She did a slow scan of the apartment from our place at the door. “It’s funny, it looks bigger than I remember it. Did your mom redecorate or something?”

“Nope.” Not unless you counted her thirty-one-year-old boyfriend, Julian, as a decorative object. He’d been loitering around the place for the past couple of months. Running into him in the kitchen in the mornings, which happened a couple of times a week, made me want to scrub my brain with antibacterial soap.

Annalea bounced past me and into the living room, where she stared at the painting over the TV. Actually, it wasn’t a real painting: it was a print of a David Hockney called Day Pool with Three Blues. When Mom had asked Michael to hang it a few winters ago she’d said it reminded her that summer was on its way.

“I wish I could dive right into this picture,” Annalea said. “Would you mind getting me something cold to drink?”

I got her a Coke. It wasn’t diet, but I wouldn’t have given her diet anyway. That would’ve been insulting.

“You know, I don’t think I saw your room last time,” she said, sipping her Coke.

“It’s a sty. Trust me, you don’t want to see it.” Not many girls had been inside my bedroom, and I didn’t want to go there with Annalea Gayle. Like I said, there was no one around. I was afraid once we got in there we’d never get out.

“It can’t be that bad. I swear I won’t rag on you about it.”

I took a deep breath, only Annalea was doing that thing where she stared at me so hard that I had to avert my eyes. “Okay, if you think you can handle it. Just don’t say I didn’t I warn you.” I led her down the hall and opened my door. The bed was crammed against the wall, with the covers thrown back and my black sweatpants rolled up in a ball on top of my pillow. My TV and laptop were both on top of the cluttered desk, my math binder open in front of them but half its contents spilled out on the carpet. I scooped the loose pages into my hand, yanked up my bedspread, and dropped the notes on the bed. A dozen video games camped out on the floor by my bookshelf, but I left them there, along with the Rocky T-shirt I’d worn to bed last night. My empty backpack was down there too, next to a pair of jeans that may or may not have had another day’s use left in them before I’d toss them into the laundry basket.

Annalea reached down and picked up a half-full glass of water from my nightstand. “So do you drink yourself to sleep every night?”

I smiled for her sake. Could we get out of my room already?

Annalea set her Coke gently on the nightstand along with my unfinished water. She held her arms at her sides like a soldier. “You don’t like me very much, do you?”

“What?” I frowned at her. “I like you fine.” You returned my hoodie and you have nice hair. Could we not do this?

“Right,” she scoffed. “That’s exactly what you say when you honestly like someone.” She pushed her arms up under her cleavage, making her breasts look even more gargantuan. “Is it because I’m fat?”

“You’re not fat.” I couldn’t help but notice her nipples jutting out because of the air conditioning. The longer I noticed the sharper they got.

“I guess you don’t mind fat girl boobs,” she snapped.

My head shot up. “You’re not fat.” Looking her in the eye was more awkward than facing her man-eating boobs. I should never have answered my cell.

“I’m not totally fat, but I know I’m not skinny.” Her breasts slumped as she unfolded her arms. Her cheeks were starting to flush pink, and her eyes might have been watering a bit, but then again, maybe not. “You already know I like you. How come you never gave me a chance?”

“I just …” I dug my thumbs into my jeans pockets and shrugged with my elbows. “I’m not looking for a girlfriend — it’s not you. It’s nothing personal.”

“Well.” Annalea sat down on the bed, which meant I was now staring directly down her top. Okay, she didn’t just have nice hair, she had nice breasts. I was starting to get hard looking at them, which was unfair because I still wanted her to leave. “I never said I was looking for a boyfriend. I mean, not a serious boyfriend anyway.”

She took my right hand and guided it to one of her breasts. It was more than a handful. I squeezed. I stroked. I moved my fingers around it. But mainly, I stared. I didn’t feel guilty enough about not liking her to stop, especially when she wriggled her top off and unsnapped her bra. I sat down on the bed and Frenched her. She was a good kisser. She didn’t jam her tongue down my throat like the last girl I’d kissed, and she didn’t ruin it by trying to talk.

I molded a hand around each breast, the tent in my pants reaching serious proportions. I didn’t think it would be fair to take things any further, but I wasn’t ready to quit yet, either. And then — shit, this was bad — and then my mother was standing in the open doorway with her sunglasses clinging to the top of her head. Her mouth fell open, a gasp of air escaping. Her hand shot towards the doorknob. She slammed the door shut so hard that a framed photograph of my dad at the top of my shelving unit collapsed.

“Lucan!” she exclaimed from the other side. “I … I want to talk to you. Meet me in the kitchen as soon as possible.” Someone laughed enthusiastically from behind her. Fan-fucking-tastic. Julian Caravello, the guy who sent my mother’s bed squeaking, was now an eyewitness to my limited sex life. If she really needed a boyfriend she could’ve at least picked someone her own age, someone quiet and intelligent, like a university professor or a dentist, not someone with a gorilla laugh like Julian Caravello’s.

“Al-riiight!” I shouted aggressively to make up for the humiliation.

Beside me Annalea was turning twenty different shades of red. She dove back into her bra and locked her man-eating breasts in. “I’m going to die of embarrassment,” she cried, yanking her top over her head. “I can’t believe your mom saw that. O’God. O’God. What is she going to do to us? I can’t believe it! And who was that laughing? OH. MY. GOD.”

“You should just go,” I said, watching her chest heave. “I’ll deal with it. Don’t worry.” I touched her arm like we were in this together, which was a lie because Annalea was the only one leaving. I’d have to face Julian on a regular basis until he and Mom burned out their “romance” and broke up. It was bound to tank sometime, but as far as I was concerned it couldn’t happen soon enough.

“Okay.” Annalea fluttered her eyelashes in gratitude. “But walk me out, Lucan. I’m not leaving this bedroom on my own.”

I walked her all the way to the front door without running into a soul, and when we got there Annalea jumped towards me and kissed me quick. “Call me, okay?”

Noooooooo.

“Okay,” I agreed. I didn’t want to lie, but I needed her to go. What I really needed was to have resisted the temptation to squeeze her boobs in the first place, but since I’d flunked that one I at least needed her to go.

I staggered to the kitchen, cursing myself. Mom was sitting at the table with her purse down at her feet. She stroked her face as she watched me. “Who was that?” she asked. “Have I met her before?”

“She was here a while back, working on a project.” I pulled a chair away from the table and sat on it. I didn’t know how long the conversation would go on, but I might as well be comfortable.

Mom nodded slowly, thinking that over. “Does she know about your allergy?”

The entire school population knew about my peanut allergy. I was one of those kids who grew up bringing his own food to parties in a plastic container. My parents went practically everywhere with me until I was twelve. I was taught to read labels with the same attention that other people gave scripture. I never left the house without my auto-injector.

“She knows,” I said. But I’d never thought to ask Annalea if she’d eaten any peanut products recently. I didn’t know we were going to kiss until the second it happened.

“You know you have to stay on top of that,” Mom said. “If you kiss someone who’s just eaten a peanut butter sandwich or a cookie or whatever else, there’s a possibility you could bring on anaphylaxis. I know you’re aware of that. This is just a reminder.”

“I know, Mom. I’m careful, okay?”

“So careful that you left your bedroom door open.” Mom smirked. The incident would’ve netted most people my age a safe sex lecture, but we were still stuck on allergies. That’s life when something as small as a peanut can bring you to your knees.

I had my only anaphylactic reaction when I was three years old, after eating a couple of homemade chocolate peanut butter cups. I don’t remember it. My parents said my entire face swelled up, even my tongue. I couldn’t breathe. I was coughing and choking, and then I threw up in my mother’s hair. My dad drove through every red light on our way to the hospital, and the ER people saved my life. It’s terrifying when you think about it.

I’d had other reactions since then, but none as bad as that. I was lucky not to be touch or smell reactive, and my allergy had gotten less severe with age. Still, it wasn’t worth taking chances, and most of the time I tried not to. I questioned waiters and fast food cashiers. Mostly. I didn’t eat stuff if I didn’t know what was in it. Mostly. And mostly I didn’t make out with girls I didn’t really like just because they’d returned my hoodie.

“Where’s Julian?” I asked. “He scared Annalea with his mountain gorilla laugh.”

“Annalea?” Mom repeated. “That’s her name? She didn’t have to dash off.” Mom lowered her chin and arched her eyebrows. “Julian’s a perfectly nice guy. Why do you feel the need to make fun of him?”

“I don’t get why he has to be here all the time.” I hooked my foot under the chair opposite me. “He’s taking up valuable space.”

“He’s not here that often. Maybe once a week.”

I laughed and shook my head. “You know a week’s made up of seven days, right?”

“I didn’t realize you were keeping score.” Mom’s top lip twitched. I wished we hadn’t started down that road. I scraped the chair towards me with my foot, and Mom said, “I live here too, Lucan. You’re not the only one who can have friends over.”

If that was the trade-off, I’d rather not, but I didn’t want to talk about it anymore. I went to Michael’s room and lay down on the bed he hadn’t slept in since April. If I were the older one I’d have been backpacking my way through Europe now instead of him. Europe was spacious. There’d be no end to the places you could escape to, not one of them within laughing distance of my mother and her mountain gorilla.
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AT HOME I TURNED off the house alarm and jumped in the bath while it was still filling up. Our tub is deeper than most, and by the time it was full I was almost floating. My dark hair spread out like Ophelia’s in the bath water. I clasped an imaginary bouquet in front of my nakedness and then smiled at my own melodrama. I would never drown myself over Jeremy, although it would be an excellent way to ruin his summer.

The water went cold while I was thinking about us, and I started to shiver, which called for more hot water and cinnamon twist bubbles to go with it. I didn’t have any plans to get out. There was too much to remember. The last time I was over at Jeremy’s house I’d helped his eleven-year-old half-sister, Hannah, put in Fuschia Shock Manic Panic, and she wanted to dye their dog, Nanook, too, but Jeremy wouldn’t let her. He was the only one in the family who ever said no to her, so she made him say it all the time.

His older sister, Sarah, had a townhouse, and when we both decided we were ready to lose our virginity she let him take me over there and use her spare bedroom. She even went out for the evening, leaving us a bottle of red wine for the occasion. We ordered Chinese food and drank half the bottle while we were waiting. I told him I didn’t want to have any more so I wouldn’t feel numb while it was happening, and it did hurt some but I hardly bled.

Jeremy watched my eyes through most of it, and at one point he asked how it felt. I couldn’t explain properly, except to say that I felt kind of raw and rug-burn like and how did it feel for him?

“Warm,” he said. “And squishy.”

We started to laugh because warm, squishy, and rug-burn raw didn’t sound like descriptions of mind-blowing sex. After a while we went back to the kitchen and finished the rest of the wine and Szechuan noodles and Jeremy said, “So I guess we’re not ready for advanced locations like the dining room table.”

Then he gathered my hair between his fingers and held it back behind my head like a ponytail. He pressed his lips gingerly against my forehead. “Sometimes I think you must be a figment of my imagination. How can this Ivy girl be so absolutely perfect for me?” He pulled back to look at me. “Ivy. Even your name is perfect. Natural. Free.”

A few minutes later we went back upstairs and had more squishy, warm sex. Within a week the rawness was replaced by something that made me smile. I told my mom, and she took me to a doctor who wrote out a prescription for the pill. Mom was fond of Jeremy and didn’t have any problem with us having a sex life. She told me she was happy that I’d found “someone nice to discover that aspect of life with.” My father didn’t know and didn’t ask, which was perfectly in keeping with his approach to most aspects of my life.

My best friend, Betina, gushed about how lucky I was to have not only an amazing boyfriend but also a mother who didn’t lose her mind about me sleeping with him. I didn’t think about the luck ending. I met some really terrific peer mentors and the kids they were empowering. I learned about sports and physical activity programs designed to keep young people interested in positive things. One time I even did an interview with the mayor about his ideas for combating violence in the community. All through that there was Jeremy. Sometimes we couldn’t see each other as much as we wanted, but we both understood that too. Life is a lot of things, not just the person you’re sleeping with.

When there was time we took it, and when there wasn’t we looked forward to a future where there would be. It was simple.

The longer I stayed in the bath the sadder I got. I stared at my wrinkled fingers and thought about the times we’d talked dirty to each other on the phone. I’d listen to him come, feeling happy as I visualized him touching himself.

“This isn’t fair,” he’d complain. “How come I can never make you come over the phone?” He’d been happy as he said it, though. We were happy.

I thought we’d be happy for a long time.

And when Jeremy had confessed about his claustrophobia and then taken it back just as hastily, it’d been easy to believe he hadn’t meant it in the first place. No one could spend so many hours lying with his arms around you, stroking your hair and listening to you sob over your dead grandmother, and not love you the way that you loved him.

I worked the plug free with my big toe and watched the water drain. It was cold again anyway. I knotted a towel under my arms and shuffled leadenly across the hall to my bedroom to call Betina. Someone had to help me make sense of this.

“What?” Betina squeaked into my ear. “You’re not serious? I don’t understand. What did he tell you?”

I repeated our brief conversation from the hallway as Betina grew steadily more indignant on my behalf. “He said this to you in the hallway? I can’t believe he’d be so insensitive as to break it off in the school hallway before your final.”

She made hallway sound like a swear word in itself. I chewed on my molars, feeling like I’d wimped out by running home. Maybe I should have waited and shrieked at him as he left the science lab, dragged him back to the car and made him regret me.

“I’m sorry.” Betina lapsed into silence. “Maybe he’ll change his mind. Not that you should take him back, anyway, but I can’t believe he’d drop that on you from nowhere and just let it lie. He must be having, I dunno, some kind of personal meltdown.”

“I don’t know either,” I said. “I didn’t see it coming. I feel like such an idiot.”

“No one could’ve seen it coming,” she told me. “There weren’t any clues.”

I’d never mentioned the claustrophobia to her before. Of the two of us I was the one who usually had my love life together, and I suppose I hadn’t been ready to face facts back in December, the same way Betina hadn’t wanted to face reality when she told me about Indiana Vaughn.

Twenty-five-year-old Vaughn was her grandparents’ neighbor, and every time Betina went down to Indiana to visit them he’d be hanging around, doing odd jobs for them like some creepy movie character who, unfortunately, happened to possess copious amounts of sex appeal. Betina was sixteen when he first felt her up and seventeen when they had sex. She didn’t even tell him she was a virgin, in case it changed his mind, but I’m positive he suspected.

When she told me about her first time she seemed giddy, but the moment I started badmouthing Vaughn as a pervert who tested her sexual limits with every visit she started to cry and couldn’t stop. “You don’t understand how someone can talk you into these things,” she said. “It seems okay when you’re doing it. Almost good, even.”

“You’re always telling me that you hate how he barely speaks to you and goes straight for the physical, yet you fall for it every time.”

“Just because it’s only physical doesn’t mean it’s bad.” Betina sniffled.

“Then why do you always come back crying? It’s not that I don’t want to be happy for you …” I stopped short of mentioning some of the more disgusting things Vaughn had suggested. “But I don’t think it’s right that he’s always trying to talk you into things, like dipping or last time when he —”

“Shhhh,” Betina commanded. “I don’t want to think about that stuff anymore. Maybe if you met Vaughn you’d understand, but you haven’t and you won’t, so forget it. Forget I said anything.”

It was unlikely that I’d forget about some creepy older guy using my friend as his personal Lolita, but I tried not to mention him unless Betina brought him up herself. Every time she went to Indiana, Vaughn had some new thing he wanted to try out, and over Easter he went so far as to suggest a threesome with his ex. I cheered when Betina told me that she’d dumped him, and she seemed genuinely happier these days — happier than me.

“There were clues,” I admitted. “I just wasn’t looking at them.” I thought about how I didn’t really know anyone aside from her and Jeremy anymore, but I kept my mouth shut. Betina would only deny it, tell me I had lots of friends and mention journalism and the AVL. Then I’d be forced to agree so I wouldn’t feel like an even bigger idiot who’d let her friends slip through her fingers while she was writing AVL updates and getting Jeremy off over the phone.

“He must be more immature than we thought,” Betina said, as though the three of us were in this together. She commiserated with me for over an hour, but most of the specifics of our conversation hurtled right by me, and it wasn’t until we hung up later that it occurred to me that she’d never offered to come over. Maybe she thought I wanted to be alone.

I had to get used to that now. Single people spent time alone.

I tugged off my towel and looked at my newly single naked body in the mirror. I was just curvy enough to look right in a bikini, and I liked what I saw, but the view made me miss Jeremy more. The last time we were together I’d had no idea that it would be the last time. If I’d known I would have paid extra attention to the tiny details. I never took a close look at his legs. I knew they were hairy, but I probably wouldn’t have been able to pick them out of a police lineup.

I changed into my clothes and combed the tangles from my hair, desperately trying to summon a vision of Jeremy’s legs that wouldn’t come. My failure seemed ridiculous. I wanted to feel outraged like I had outside the science lab. His legs shouldn’t matter. He’d broken it off five minutes before our final like it was something to check off a list. Dump Ivy. Ace final. Meeting with Amara.

Nothing about Jeremy should’ve mattered, except what he’d done to me earlier that day, but I couldn’t stop caring at the drop of a hat. The truth was that I wasn’t even mad at him. I was still wholly, completely in love.
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It was two days before I told my mother. I was supposed to be starting my summer job at the Ainslie estate museum, dividing my time between answering historical questions in the old post office (built circa 1841), serving watercress sandwiches in the tea room, and selling postcards in the gift shop. Mom stood over me, blocking the sun and asking whether I ever intended to turn off my alarm and “greet the day.” I’d slept approximately three hours out of the last forty-eight, and I stared dimly at my clock radio and listened to her say, “Didn’t you tell me you had to be at the museum by nine-thirty?”

I nodded into my pillow, wanting to get up, wanting to do anything that didn’t involve indulging in Jeremy Waite memories, if only I weren’t bone exhausted.

My mother never had to wrestle me out of bed. It didn’t take her long to figure out something was the matter, and when I mumbled a highly edited version of the truth she sat down on my bed with a sigh. “Sweetie, why? You two are so close.” She couldn’t form a line between her eyebrows, because of her recent Botox injection, but the sympathy sagged around her mouth.

I skipped the part about Jeremy wanting to sleep with someone else and told her he didn’t believe a long-distance relationship would work in the long run.

“Sweetie, I’m so sorry.” One of Mom’s well-manicured hands brushed hair from my face. “You haven’t been sleeping well, have you? Do you want me to call the museum and tell them you’re not well? Just this once?”

I was asleep again within minutes and slept on until my cell rang at noon. Mom checked up on me. Betina checked up on me. Dad didn’t realize there was anything to check about, and Jeremy was obviously too busy out on the prowl to consider calling his all but forgotten ex-girlfriend.

Later that night Betina insisted on dragging me out for pizza. We ate three-cheese toast, chicken wings, and garlic prawns but no actual pizza. Betina wanted to go to the movies afterwards, but my esophagus hurt from belching so we sat in my backyard listening to the sounds of my neighbors’ house party.

“I’d suggest we crash it only the music sounds hideous,” she said.

Crooner music. The neighbors were older than my parents. I started talking about Jeremy as we nursed our diet sodas. Betina blinked heavily, like she was considering changing the topic for my own good. “I know,” I said. “There’s no point dredging up all our good times, especially when so much of that must have been a lie. If we were so perfect together he wouldn’t need to be with someone else, would he?”

I knew that wasn’t true, and I instantly tried to correct myself. “If he was so perfect he wouldn’t need to be with someone else.” But that wasn’t right, either.

Betina folded one hand under her chin and stared down at the can in her other. “If you think it through, maybe he was right. Most high school couples don’t make it through freshman year of university together.”

My nails pecked at my soda. My jaw clenched, and my right cheekbone was throbbing. I couldn’t believe I was part of one of those couples, a leftover person who got tossed away like an old T-shirt, and that Betina couldn’t understand the enormity of that. Maybe it was because she’d never been serious about someone, but that was no excuse.

Guys hadn’t started to notice Betina until early last year, when she’d swapped her glasses for contacts and taken to making suggestive comments while wearing body-hugging black clothes that dipped into her compact cleavage. Her adoptive parents, who’d brought her over from China when she was a year old, detested Betina’s new image, but underneath the sexy look and attitude she was still a future Surgeon General or microbiologist-in-chief.

“I’m not saying that it’s not terrible or that he wasn’t a prick about it,” she added hurriedly. “But it could be good for you, too. You won’t feel like you’re being held back while you’re in Ottawa. You can do whatever you want whenever you want with whoever you want.”

“I think the point you’re not getting is that I don’t want to.” I crumpled my can and let it fall onto the grass. “I was happy with Jeremy. I thought …” I shook my head and spooled a strand of hair around my finger. I couldn’t bring myself to say it — that I thought I’d never really be alone. I don’t mean alone in the house or alone in Ottawa but in the way that really counts, the ultimate aloneness, alone in life.

Betina swung her arm around me as we listened to the strains of “It Had to Be You” from my heartbroken little corner of the universe where the worst thing that had ever happened to me was losing Jer.
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Sunday afternoon was my second scheduled shift at Ainslie estate. I’d phoned my boss, Pauline, the day before and left a message assuring her I’d be in. I was up and ready with hours to spare, almost excited about delivering watercress sandwiches and watching people sift through historic letters written by shipbuilders, apothecaries, and merchants. The thought had me visualizing a uniform for myself, a Little House on the Prairie–style dress and bonnet. But the novelty of that would probably wear off quickly.

My cell rang as I was slipping on my flattest, most comfortable shoes and …

My heart jumped sideways, aiming to escape. Four days after breaking up with me, Jeremy was finally calling. I let it ring one more time before answering. “Hello?”

“Ivy.”

I didn’t help him out by responding right away. That wasn’t my job anymore.

“Ivy,” he tried again. “I know I let you down. I’m sorry that I wasn’t … that I couldn’t be that person you wanted me to be.”

Inside I was screaming at him, pleading with him. “Were you ever?” I asked.

“I …” He made ambiguous noises into the phone. “I thought I was. I don’t know.”

“That sounds really conclusive, like you’ve got it all figured out.” Sarcasm’s better than an automatic weapon any day. No end of ammunition.

“I know,” he said sadly. “I don’t have it figured out at all. I just want you to know that I’m so sorry. You’re the best. The minute you walked away I wanted to take it back.”

“You could’ve.” My heart lurched with hope. “You could.”

“But wouldn’t it be … I don’t know, Ivy. I think I would mess things up, and I don’t want to do that to you.” He paused. “I miss you so much already.” The catch in his voice slipped down my spine and made me shiver. “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry. I wanted to make sure you were doing all right, and I’m screwing up again.”

“I don’t get why you’re doing this if you’re so confused.” I was analytical about it, sympathetic. I could win him back, but I had to be smart about it. Tiptoe back inside his head without alerting him to the possibilities and scaring him off.

“I’m so confused,” he confirmed. “I hate that I’m dragging you into it.”

“I’m already there, babe.” We only called each other babe when we were kidding around, but saying it made me feel closer to him. “Are you at home? Why don’t you come over so we don’t have to muddle through this over the phone?”

“You wouldn’t mind?” His apologetic tone had me in goosebumps. The past few days had only been another blip, like Christmas. They could easily recede into the past.

Ten minutes later Jeremy was ringing my doorbell. My dad had gone golfing and Mom was over at her friend’s place, checking out her new kitchen cabinets. The privacy made it all the more difficult not to throw my arms around him when I opened the door. He was wearing long black shorts, and my eyes dropped to his hairy legs. Lean and well-muscled, they’d look like a cyclist’s legs if he’d shave them. Once upon a time he’d have let me. Maybe he still would.

“Ivy, hey.” He bowed his head. “You look great.”

“You look confused.” I smiled crookedly. The atmosphere was completely different from last January, but maybe that had been because of my grandmother’s passing. Maybe it would have been exactly like this, civil discussions instead of dramatic eruptions.

“Profoundly,” he said, venturing a return smile. “I’m surprised you even wanted to see me after how I acted the other day.”

“You handled that pretty badly. I was really mad at you.” The truth crouched under my words. We’d inch our way towards it without ever touching it directly.

I motioned for him to come inside. We walked through to the living room, where Jeremy watched me with heavy eyes and said, “I’m sorry about that. I looked for you after the exam, but you’d left, and I don’t think I’d have known what to say to you anyway.” He grabbed a fistful of his curls at the back. “I still don’t. I don’t know what’s real anymore. It’s like I’m going through the motions, doing what I think I should be doing.”

“You mean with us or with everything?” I sat on the cream leather couch my mom was planning to replace. She’d grown bored with contemporary and wanted to go traditional.

“Maybe I’m having a pre-life crisis,” he theorized, sitting down next to me. “Maybe it’s just graduating, leaving this chunk of our lives behind.”

The prom had been last month, we’d written our last final on Wednesday, and the graduation ceremony was only days away. Maybe the finality of those rituals was weighing on him too heavily. Nobody considered that award-winning students got spooked too.

“It’s freaky,” I agreed. “Everything’s about to change.” My elbows pointed into my knees as I turned to stare at him. “What I don’t understand is why you think that means we have to change too.”

“I know.” His fingers slid down my arm before he remembered they shouldn’t and pulled them away. The goosebumps burst out of my skin, trying to outdo themselves.

I licked my lips, holding my breath squarely between them. My hand slid towards his thigh. I wrapped my fingers around it and squeezed before skimming my hand over his shorts and refocusing my attention. He grew under my palm, a quiet thrill in his eyes as he watched me. Neither of us spoke. We sprang towards each other on the couch. I had too many buttons. He broke one off, and we laughed.

“Oh. God.”

“You have no idea how much I —”

“I know, I know. Me too.”

“Just, here … right. Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“This is …”

“Fuck.”

Jeremy stretched his hand playfully over my mouth. “You don’t swear.” He grinned as he thrust inside me.

“Fuck,” I repeated happily. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

Jeremy flung my right leg over his shoulder as we rode ourselves into a groove. Wild and familiar but shiny brand new too. Achingly new and powerful. I wanted to stay in that perfect, unpredictable moment forever, but it was already ending, the both of us coming in relief, grabbing greedily onto each other and laughing in surprise.

“Crazy.”

“Christ, yeah. Yeah.” His teeth peeked out from between his lips as his smile swelled. “How did I ever think I’d be able to stay away from you?”

“Crazy,” I repeated breathlessly, and all was well with the world.


FOUR | LUCAN
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MY JOB AT THE Mill Street Café was about two things — smiling and food assembly. Christie, the owner, had wanted to hire someone who’d worked with food before, but my mom bought her lunch there two to three times a week, so bingo, he gave me a shot. In the end I think it was my peanut allergy that sold him because the café prided itself on being one hundred percent peanut free. Offering me a job probably seemed like doing public service work.

The first day I messed up everything. “Sweddar or Chiss?” I asked a girl. I broke a coffee mug into a zillion pieces, dropped a scoop of tuna salad on the floor, garnished people’s sandwiches with unwanted lettuce or mustard, handed out a piece of unheated quiche, and made a kid cry because, as his mother explained, I looked like a villain from some sci-fi movie he’d watched the night before. Everything I did took three times as long as it should’ve, and meanwhile the line kept growing and growing. “You don’t worry about them,” Christie advised, clapping a hand on my shoulder. “You worry about the person in front of you, okay? Just one at a time. The speed will come later.”

If it weren’t for Miriam, the woman working next to me, there would have been an uprising between noon and one-thirty when all the area office and warehouse workers broke for lunch. Miriam’s fingers flew over the cold cuts as she chatted with the customers. She laughed when I suggested that I was only slowing her down.

“Of course you are,” she said. “If you were as good as me on your first day I’d be in big trouble, eh?”

Christie’s youngest son, Emmett, worked at the café too, bussing tables. I was supposed to help him with that when I had time. It was the kind of place where everybody pitched in with everything. Everybody but Emmett, that is. He looked like an average guy in his mid-twenties, but as soon as I started talking to him he erupted into a burst of energy that you don’t normally see in anyone older than nine. “You can just follow me,” he said. “I know how to do this. I’ve been here for almost eight years. It’s okay if you drop things when you’re new — but it’s better if you don’t. Do you think you like it here?”

“Yeah, I think I do,” I told him. “Do you like it here?”

“I like it,” he confirmed. “You meet lots of people. Some of them are nice. A lot of them are nice.”

“Miriam seems nice,” I said.

“Miriam is one of the best,” he agreed, reaching for an abandoned plate. He raised his head and looked me in the eye. “I think you’re the same height as me.”

“I’m six feet.”

“Me too,” he said. “I’m exactly six feet when I don’t have shoes on.”

And that was how my day went. It wasn’t Europe, but it was money and something to do. At the end of the shift my dad picked me up for dinner. He lived in the same neighborhood as his single brother, Frank, and they had dinner together a lot. Sometimes their older brother, Bruno, would stop by with his kids. Dad liked having family around. He liked noise. There was always a radio on in the background. He had a house, which meant there were places to escape to if I didn’t want to deal with noise or extra people, but I never seemed to mind about those things while I was there. The people around didn’t feel like surplus.

“How’s your mother?” Dad asked as we dug into our fish. Dad didn’t do frozen food or takeout like lots of other fathers. He was a better cook than my mother.

“She’s good.” In the background an anchorwoman was talking about a local politician who’d had his identity stolen.

“Still with that guy you mentioned? What’s his name?”

“Julian, yeah.”

Dad rolled his eyes. He hated hearing about Julian, but it wasn’t the first time he’d asked. “It’s not my business, but I think it’s wrong for a mother to be bringing a man home. Am I right?”

“I don’t know.” I acted like I had no feelings about it one way or the other. “What about you? You never think about meeting someone?”

“And then what?” Dad made a pained face. “Get married again? I don’t think so. When you meet someone there’s always something they want to change about you. You’re young, you can change. Me, I don’t want to do any more changing.” He dropped his fork on his plate and patted his lips with a square of paper towel. “Michael called yesterday. He was catching a train to France, he said.”

So no chance of awkward breakfast encounters with Dad’s future girlfriends. Almost three years since the split and he still wasn’t interested in women.

“He emailed me from London the other day,” I said. “I think I might do the Europe thing after I finish college too.”

“You?” Dad scratched at his chin. “What about the food?”

“Yeah, I hear they have it there too.” I pulled a goofy grin and chewed my fish. My parents weren’t anything alike, but they were both hung up on my allergy. At first Dad didn’t even like the idea of me becoming a paramedic in case someone threw up peanut butter vomit into my mouth or something crazy.

It was Michael who’d convinced him to let me take the EMS co-op placement program at school next year. He told Dad, “They have everything he’d need in the ambulance. What could be better?”

“Where in Europe?” Dad continued, slicing into his asparagus. “England would be easiest for reading ingredients.” He cocked his head to the side and shrugged to himself. “That’s years off. They might have a working patch ready by then. Anything could happen.”

My family kept a close eye on every clinical study going. Researchers who’d tried to desensitize kids through a patch containing a low dose of peanut protein had had mixed results, but there was always another study on the horizon. It seemed like it was only a matter of time until doctors hit on an effective cure. Then, for the first time in my life, I’d be free.

“That’s true.” Three years felt like a long time. Dad could have a girlfriend. I could be saving people’s lives. Mom could’ve traded Julian in for an accountant whose first wife didn’t know a good thing when she saw it. In the meantime I had a summer vacation to play out. I helped Dad wash the dishes, and we sat around watching the New York Mets kick the Jays’ ass until Des showed up with his girlfriend, McKenna.

I liked her all right, but I didn’t get why they had to be together all the time, especially seeing as they’d spent most of May stuck in a loop of vicious arguments. If I argued with someone every time I saw her I’d figure we needed a break in the action. But that’s me, and I wasn’t about to tell Des to back off McKenna when he already had Jack and Paolo riding him about it.

Anyway, I told Dad I’d see him next weekend and took off with Des and McKenna. Des’s seventeenth birthday was only ten days away, so he already had his license. My seventeenth birthday wasn’t until November, which meant I bummed rides and walked a lot.

“Hey, guys,” I said, climbing into the backseat. “What’s happening?”

McKenna turned to look at me. She wore that red-brown lipstick so much that whenever you saw her without it her lips looked naked. “Not much. What do you feel like doing?”

Des glanced over his shoulder. “She wants to play laser tag again, but everyone else is bored sick of it.” He swung his gaze over to McKenna. “Everyone except you and Faith. What is it with you guys and laser tag? You’re like kids.”

“Whatever.” McKenna pouted, tugging at her long brown hair. “I didn’t say we had to play laser tag. It was just a suggestion because nobody knew what they wanted to do.”

I was bored with laser tag too, but I didn’t want to take sides. “So are we picking Faith up or what?”

“Yeah,” they both said at the same time.

“And Paolo,” McKenna added. “And then we’ll probably circle around for two hours before grabbing iced cappuccinos and donuts at Tim Hortons, like we do every second day.”

“Without laser tag our lives are meaningless,” Des said sarcastically.

This was nothing compared to the way they’d fought in May. This was good times, trust me. We picked up Faith and Paolo and cruised over to Starbucks. I bought bottled juice so I wouldn’t have to worry about potential cross-contamination issues. With no breasts involved it was a no-brainer decision, and no, I hadn’t told anyone about me and Annalea. She hadn’t phoned again, either.

I ran across the street to buy a tube of Pringles from 7-Eleven while the others were grabbing a seat, and when I got back McKenna was standing at the counter, minus Des. I sidled up to her to ask about the plans for Des’s surprise party, and I guess I must’ve bumped her shoulder because she winced and jerked away from me.

“Sorry,” I said, although I was sure I’d only nudged her.

“It’s okay.” She handed a five-dollar bill to the guy behind the register. He pressed a bunch of coins into her hand and grinned at her, but she wasn’t paying attention. She touched her red-brown lips with one finger and slanted her head towards mine. “I fell out of bed last night. It was a pretty hard landing. Stupid, huh? I never thought people actually fell out of bed. Kids, maybe. I dunno. Maybe I was having a rough night.”

“Ouch,” I said. “You should put some ice on it or something.”

“I know, I know. I totally should.”

“Anyway.” I lowered my voice. “I just wanted to ask what the story is with Des’s birthday party. Do you need me to do anything for it?”

We sidestepped our way along the counter, a wrapped biscotti in McKenna’s hand. “I could use some help getting beer,” she said. “Do you think you could organize something?”

Michael used to be my go-to beer guy. Since he’d gone off to university I’d learned to plan in advance, but he wouldn’t be able to help me out from France. “I’ll talk to some of the guys,” I told her. “We’ll work it out.”

“Thanks.” McKenna glanced covertly at the table where Paolo, Des, and Faith were lounging around under a poster of Kenya. “We should get back.” McKenna puffed her bottom lip out, and I noticed that her lipstick was a good match with the walls. “He’ll get suspicious.”

“You don’t think he knows, do you?”

“No,” she said quickly, like that wasn’t what she’d meant. She thrust her mouth into an ultra-bright smile that was supposed to pass for natural. “It’s going to be an awesome party. He’ll love it.”

“Definitely.” I moved to bump her shoulder again and stopped myself just in time.

“You know no one has ever thrown a surprise party for him before,” she said, her eyes wide. “This is going to blow him away. Everyone he knows will be there, and I’m getting one of those Dairy Queen ice cream cakes he goes nuts for and making a playlist of his fifty all-time favorite songs.” If I’d heard someone else say the same thing it probably would’ve sounded nice, a girl being so into a guy that she wanted him to have the best birthday of his life, but at that moment she kind of reminded me of Annalea asking to see my room.

Maybe my dad had the right idea. Maybe being with someone long-term was too much like work. “It’ll be great,” I told her, hoping it was true. I yanked my Pringles tube open and crunched into a thin stack of chips. “You’re going to shock the hell out of him.”


FIVE | IVY
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OUR BODIES PRESSED TOGETHER on my parents’ couch until Jeremy stroked my face and said, “I must be getting heavy.” He shifted his weight to the side of me, his butt hanging over the width of the couch. We kissed for I have no idea how long, our hands playing along each other’s skin. His was as smooth as mine in places, smoother maybe. The phone rang at one point, and I guessed it was my Ainslie boss, but I didn’t answer it.

Jeremy and I showered together and then sat outside in the sun letting our hair dry. I made us toasted spaghetti sandwiches from last night’s leftovers, and once we loaded the dirty dishes into the dishwasher Jer kissed my ear and whispered, “I have to go. I promised my dad I’d help him with the basement drywall this afternoon. I’ll call you tomorrow, all right?”

I tossed my hair behind my shoulders as I grinned at him. “Cool, yeah.”

He fixed a soulful stare my way. “I’m sorry about the other day.” He’d already said it too many times. I just wanted to dive back in where we’d left off and pretend the past week had never happened.

“I know,” I said lightly. “You were confused.”

“I don’t want to be confused like that anymore.” His fingers pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’re way too lovable for that.” He kissed me again before leaving, and I threw my arms around him and held him tight.

My house phone rang again as I was closing the front door behind him. According to my watch I was exactly two hours and twelve minutes late for work. Could I claim car problems? Was it worth driving over to the estate when my shift was only another hour and forty-eight minutes long?

I listened to both Pauline’s messages, her voice as dry as cracked paint. The first message said that I was due at the museum twenty minutes ago but that she hoped to see me soon. The second told me not to bother showing up because the irresponsibility I’d demonstrated over the past few days wasn’t something they desired in Ainslie estate staff.

So much for three strikes. My mind flipped between the possibilities — racing over to Ainslie to plead for my job or bouncing back to the couch to relive freshly created Jeremy memories. I chose option three, punched in Pauline’s number, and tried to sell her on a car trouble story.

“I’ve only just this minute gotten home, and the car’s still at the shop. If you could just give me another chance. Honestly, between breaking down on the highway and getting the tow I didn’t have a chance to call you earlier. It’s been insane.” That much was true, and I thought I was giving a credible performance, but when Pauline began to cross-examine me about the nature of the car difficulty and precisely where it had occurred the story fell apart in my hands.

It turned out that my mother hadn’t passed on my earlier sickness story until nearly noon the other day, which had placed me under Pauline’s scrutiny right away, leaving me an anorexic margin of error. “Look, Miss Hawkes, this is not the sort of place you can coast,” she began. “We’ve had our own issues with bad employees here, and it’s left me in no humor for this sort of thing.”

I knew then that I didn’t have a chance with Pauline — and that I should probably be more concerned about that than I was — but Jeremy and I had just made up in the most spectacular way. I was beyond keyed up. I was light-headed and not thinking rationally, and I said, “Actually, it’s Mercer-Hawkes, if you don’t mind.”

“Well then, Miss Mercer-Hawkes, I must say you don’t sound like a person who really wants to work at Ainslie estate.”

“No, I honestly do,” I assured her, but I couldn’t mute the happiness in my voice.

“I’m sorry,” she said stonily. “I do hope you can find something you’re better suited for.”

The dial tone chirped into my ear, and after a moment’s regret I flitted around the house, wondering if it was okay to call Jeremy later or whether I should wait for him to get in touch. I snatched up the receiver again to spill the news to Betina, but changed my mind just as quickly, determined to hoard my growing joy until I burst with the happiness of it.

I did manage to accomplish one thing. There was an email from Shaye in my inbox with her latest photo and poem attached, and I took a good look at her work before replying with my glowing comments. Shaye was one of the kids I’d met through the Side Door Youth Drop-in Center. We did a story on them for the November bulletin, and one of the Side Door advisors suggested that we come back and talk to the kids about our involvement with the AVL. Fourteen-year-old Shaye had so many questions about the writing aspect that I decided to set up a special Q & A session. Only two people aside from her showed up, but Shaye had kept in touch.

She was a recovering anorexic, and the majority of her photos were of food. The accompanying words were in free verse. The picture she’d sent this time was of a woman’s freckled hands kneading ground beef and chopped onions. I thought they might be her mother’s hands, because she was often in the pictures.


I am not a pound of flesh

but you can weigh me and grade me

fatten me up or slim me down

until I fit

your purpose.

I might be tasty with a side of potatoes

but then I might surprise you

and slap back with a will of my own.

I might,

I keep myself guessing too.

I loved that last part about keeping herself guessing. That was me exactly. I didn’t know I’d seduce Jeremy when he showed up. What would have happened if we’d stuck to talking? Did all paths lead to us being back together?

I’d smile to myself the next time I saw either of my parents sit on the leather couch. How could I convince them to keep it?

It wasn’t until they were both home later that evening that my happiness dipped. I was telling my mom the truth about making up with Jeremy (minus the sofa scene) and Dad walked in, made a clucking noise, and said, “You can’t just slough off job responsibilities anytime you like, Ivy. No wonder you were fired. That’s unacceptable.”

“David, show some understanding here,” Mom admonished. “This is a serious boyfriend we’re talking about. You know Ivy takes her responsibilities very seriously.”

“She made her choice and it left her out a job.” Dad sighed under his breath, shrugging indifferently. Emotional stuff was my mother’s realm. His expertise was confined to numbers, finances, and the fairway.

Suddenly I felt sick of both of them, Mom for excusing my actions because of a guy and Dad for refusing to make an issue of it. I thought about calling Jeremy to complain about them, but I didn’t want him to think I was getting clingy. I wasn’t Ophelia, and I wasn’t a pound of flesh. I could keep anyone guessing anytime I wanted.

Couldn’t I?
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My parents seldom have their own drama. Their relationship doesn’t generate that kind of energy. They coexist peacefully and quietly. Usually. The following evening they were arguing in the kitchen in uneven voices while I listened from the top of the stairs. The topic was my maternal grandmother’s seventy-fifth birthday party. Aunt Gail was hosting the party at her house in Brampton and inviting eighty people, including my mom’s cousin, Sheri.

When I was about five years old I found out Sheri was adopted, and I became fascinated with the ideas that 1) some people had babies they didn’t want and 2) other people would take those babies in and raise them as their own. This was long before I’d met Betina or had ever heard of adoption outside of movies or TV, and I’d badgered my mom with questions she said she didn’t know the answers to. All she would tell me was that Sheri’s adoptive mother and father couldn’t have kids of their own.

I hadn’t heard much about Sheri in recent years, but at the time of their falling-out, seven years ago, Mom had considered Sheri her arch-nemesis. Apparently my parents had lent her some money that never found its way back to them, but the bad feelings went deeper. My grandmother let the juicy secret slip at the family celebration of my fourteenth birthday — Sheri had snatched Mom’s gorgeous painter boyfriend away from her when they were both teenagers. Mom had only ever mentioned the money, but the odd thing about the fight she was having with Dad now was how adamant he was about avoiding the party.

I couldn’t make out his rationale, just various family members’ names, and after a while I got bored of trying to piece the whole thing together and crept back to my bedroom to phone Jeremy. I’d intended to wait for his call, but when you were in a relationship with someone you didn’t keep track of those things. I never had before. Why start now?

Jeremy picked up on the first ring. He sounded exactly like when he’d had the stomach flu in February, and I automatically asked, “Are you okay?”

“Not really.” His silence was toxic.

“Why? What’s going on?”

This time he didn’t answer, and I started popping out random sentences to make up for it. “I’ve been waiting for you to call, thinking: give him space. My job actually fell through because I was supposed to be there while you were over here yesterday, would you believe? But I knew you were busy last night anyway, so … And now my parents are having a weird argument, which you know they never do. Argue, I mean.”

“Ivy.” Jer’s tone was tenderly apologetic, and I thought maybe I’d panicked for no reason, but then he said, “Ivy, I shouldn’t have come over yesterday.” It was my turn to stay quiet. Dread oozed through my system, working its way into a wave of nausea. “This is the worst thing I’ve ever done, and you’re the last person I’d ever want to hurt, but I can’t stay with you because of that. I can’t.”

“Why didn’t you say that yesterday?” My voice was a wisp of smoke. A ceiling fan would have blown it away.

“When I saw you, I couldn’t. Being with you again was … you know, it was amazing. I don’t just mean … I mean, seeing you and hearing the sound of your voice. All of it. I feel happier when I’m around you — calmer — but there are other things I need too and that’s not going to change.”

“It sounds like you got it figured out after all.” I nearly choked on my own bitterness. “So who was that guy I went out with for the past year and a half if he wasn’t you?”

“Ivy, come on. Please.”

Please what? Please let me go without a fight? Please pretend I’m a decent person and not the guy who fucked you on your parents’ couch when you thought we were getting back together?

“It’s kind of a shock, Jer,” I said sarcastically. “You make me sound like a tranquilizer.”

He groaned into the phone, and I took that as encouragement and went on. “I know, I’m so much more than a tranquilizer. I’m the perfect girl with the perfect name, but then, you’ve already had me so I’m not worth much, am I?”

“Ivy!” He said it like I’d shocked him. “It’s not like that. I know I won’t find anyone better than you. Our lives are moving in different directions. You’ve been my best friend.”

“And here I thought it was love.”

“It was! You know that.” He was shouting by then. “I’m sorry, all right? I’m the world’s biggest shit, okay? I know that. I won’t find anyone half as good as you or as smart as you or any other fucking thing, and I love you, but we’re still breaking up!”

“Fuck you!” I sobbed.

“You did,” he reminded me. “Shit. I’m sorry. I really am.” His voice melted into my ear, and I knew that he was telling the truth. He was genuinely sorry, and we were history.


SIX | LUCAN
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THE MILL STREET CAFÉ had lots of regulars. This stocky guy everyone called Sardie wanted a BLT every afternoon, and Miriam was the only one who was allowed to make it. “No offense,” he told me. “She just knows how to make it exactly the way I want it.”

Heavy on the mayo and with a tiny serving of coleslaw tucked on top of the bacon. But I got it. Why mess with a good thing?

My mom came in with her friends a few times a week, but they didn’t eat in. She laughed at me the first time I ladled out a bowl of soup for her. “I could get used to this,” she said. “What do I have to do to get you to clean up after yourself at home?”

A Russian woman with bleached blond hair stopped in for a muffin around two-thirty most days. She was in her forties and usually showed up with someone I figured was her mother. The two of them sat by the window until four, not speaking much until Emmett strolled over and stood there yakking to them with a toothy smile and his hands buried in his back pockets. One time, while Miriam and I were not doing much but wiping up behind the counter, she motioned over to the three of them and said, “Emmett is really one for the older ladies. He can’t leave that one alone. I can see another lecture from Christie coming. That boy’s going to be in the doghouse again.”

“Should I go over and get him?” I offered.

“Yeah, you do that.” Miriam flicked my sleeve. “He’ll take it better coming from you. He hates it when his father corrects him.”

I sauntered casually over in the direction of the Russian women. The blond was really something. Even her crow’s feet looked sexy. No wonder Emmett had a thing for her. “Hey, Emmett,” I said, “you want to help me out for a minute?”

“I don’t work with food,” Emmett reminded me, making me laugh. “That’s your job.”

“Aha,” the Russian woman said with a smile. “Emmett must be in a union. He knows his rights.”

“You go help your friend.” Her mother waved dismissively at Emmett, who stared at the bulging blue veins in her hands.

“Okay,” he said quietly. He trailed me to the storeroom, where I rocked on my heels and wondered how to follow through.

“There’s nothing for me to do back here, is there?” he asked. I started to explain about not wanting him to get into trouble with Christie. Behind us, jars of pickles, sauerkraut, salsa, and jam were listening in. “I know,” he said emphatically. “I always get in trouble for speaking to people.”

“No, you don’t. I’ve seen you speaking to people lots of times. Just not for so long.”

“She’s nice.” Emmett held back a smile — or tried to — but his front teeth peeked out as his mouth shot up. “The time goes by too fast. How do you know when it’s too much?”

Good question. “I guess when it’s longer than you would stand around talking to someone who isn’t her,” I offered.

I wondered if Emmett had ever had sex. He was a decent-looking guy. Just because he was slow didn’t mean he wasn’t interested. I felt like a moron walking out of the storage room afterwards. What qualified virginal me to give a guy almost ten years older advice on talking to beautiful Russian women?

Luckily Emmett didn’t hold my advice against me. He steered clear of the Russian woman, sticking to sidelong glances from across the room, until she left with her mother.

Des called just before I got off work to say that his dad got comp Jays tickets and did I want to catch the game with them? He swung by to pick me up, and I was surprised to see a girl with short brown hair riding shotgun. “We’re just dropping her off at Faith’s,” Des explained as I hopped in.

I swear I did a double take. McKenna’s once long hair barely reached her ears. It was swept forward, cool, angular, and trendy, but not at all like McKenna. “Love the hair,” I told her. “For a second I thought he was two-timing you.”

Nobody laughed, and thinking back, it was a stupid thing to say to two people who were stuck pretending that they still got along.

“I feel like I am two-timing her,” Des said, gazing grimly over at McKenna. “I don’t know what you were thinking.”

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe I was thinking that you liked me for more than just my hair,” she snapped. “Why don’t you just let me out here? I’ve had enough torture about it for one day.”

“Don’t be stupid.” Des tapped his fingers impatiently against his forehead. “We’ll be there in a minute.”

“You don’t like the way I look, you don’t want to do the things I want to do, and you never say anything nice anymore.” McKenna’s voice shredded her words. Listening to people get upset like that makes me want to clap my hands over my ears. My apartment was halfway across town, but I wanted to hop out right there, just to get away from them. “I don’t even know why we’re together anymore. I thought things were going to be diff—”

She stopped and turned abruptly towards the window. “Let me out, Des.” She was crying as she said it, and he pulled over to the curb and curved his hand gently around the back of her head.

“Don’t get out,” he whispered. “Your hair is fine. I’m being an ass. You look great. You always look great.”

“Shut up,” she croaked. She threw the door open and started running off across a patch of newly planted grass. Des shot off after her. I sat in the car, gaping at the two open doors and wishing I were anywhere else. In the distance the two of them were still sprinting like track meet competitors. I wouldn’t have guessed McKenna could run that fast.

I reached into the front seat and closed both doors. If it weren’t for the keys in the ignition I’d have jogged off myself and left them to it. Instead I switched on the radio and slumped in my seat, wondering if they’d make it back anytime soon. We were on a fairly busy road, and this wasn’t a parking spot. The cops could drive by at any second.

I put on the hazards and peered out the window. There was no sign of McKenna or Des, not even as dots in the distance. Fantastic, look at what signing up for free Jays tickets gets you. Five minutes later I climbed into the driver’s seat and dumped the car in the visitor’s parking of a nearby townhouse complex. I walked back to the spot where McKenna had fled the scene and stood there jiggling Des’s keys in my pocket and checking my watch.

Nearly half an hour later I spotted him hobbling towards me. “Where’s the car?” he shouted.

“I parked it.”

“Thanks, man. I’m sorry. That was deeply, deeply fucked up.” As he stepped closer I took in his bloodshot eyes. He held one of his hands out in front of him and stared at it. “My fingers are shaking. I need a few minutes to cool down.”

“At the car,” I suggested, leading the way. “So where’d she go? Do we need to drive around and find her?”

“No, no.” He shook his head and yanked at his collar. “Leave her. I tried to get her to come back. She’s just … you know … it’s like she’s hysterical.” He stared straight ahead, nibbling his lip. “I’m an asshole. I can’t make her happy. I want to, but I can’t. It just doesn’t work. I try, you know. I try, but I can’t. I’m like … defective or something. I don’t know how to do it.”

For the second time that day, I was out of my depth. I’d never been with anyone for longer than three and a half weeks. If I knew anything about relationships it was only via osmosis. “You guys need to stay apart,” I said finally. “You can’t be blowing up at each other every five minutes. That’s no good for anyone.”

“It’s not that easy.” Des squinted down at his Nikes as we approached the car. “My dad’s going to wonder where the hell I’ve been with the car. I told him fifteen minutes.”

We headed off to the game with his dad, as planned. The Jays played the Washington Nationals, who were so bad that they were painful to watch. Des spent the first three innings staring at his cell, texting. Then his dad got annoyed and said, “Would you turn that goddamned thing off for a few minutes. What’s the point in going to a game if you’re not looking at the field?”

Nobody was happy. Des was twisting in McKenna turmoil, his father was cranky bored, and the combined bad vibes were bringing me down, down, down. I was relieved when they dropped me off, but as soon as I walked in the door the image of Julian cradling Mom’s head in his lap jumped out at me. I don’t mean like that. I mean, he had one of the gray sofa cushions resting on his lap, and Mom was lying on top of it. His hand softly stroked her hair in the lamplight.

“Hi, hon,” Mom said in her shaky migraine voice. “How was the game?”

“Washington went down in flames. You have a headache?”

“It’s lifting a little,” she said, raising her head from the pillow to look at me. “I picked up a card for my aunt Maureen. It’s on the kitchen table. Can you sign it so I can stick it on the present?”

“No problem,” I told her. Julian’s eyes were on the TV, some crime show with a set of human bones arranged on an examining table. He transferred his hand to Mom’s back, and as much as he pissed me off, for a moment there I was glad to see an example of two people getting along.

“You still need me to go to that party on Sunday?” I asked. My great-aunt Maureen was turning seventy-five. The last time I’d seen her I was ten years old and wanted to be a pilot. I didn’t mind making an appearance at her seventy-fifth, but I’d have been just as happy for Julian to show up in my place.

“You can’t back out on me, Lucan,” Mom warned, sitting up. “You know I don’t want to walk into that party alone.” I was aware, yeah. The Lisette Mercer story. Showdown time.

“I’m there,” I assured her. “I was just checking.”

Mom and her cousin Lisette used to be best buddies. I remember crawling around under Lisette’s dining room table and then stepping on a baby snake in her backyard. At least it looked like a baby; it was so small that I could’ve cupped it in my hands. Lisette’s daughter started to wail and ran to get her dad, who’d stomped on it some more to put it out of its misery.

Then, around Easter seven years ago, Mom had stormed into the kitchen of our old house and told my father that she’d seen Lisette’s husband, David, with his arm wrapped around another woman by the checkout desk of the downtown Hilton.

“He saw me,” she said. “He walked away.”

“Maybe it wasn’t him,” my father suggested. “Are you sure?”

“I’m positive. He was only fifteen feet away. He has that thick hair, you know, it’s like movie star hair — wavy but controlled.” Mom dumped her purse on the kitchen table and groaned. “I’ll have to call Lisette. What in God’s name do I say to her?”

“Oh, no, no,” Dad said with a long face. “Don’t involve yourself. You don’t know what was going on with this woman. You can’t be sure that was David.”

“It was David,” Mom insisted, “and he was either checking in or out of the Hilton with another woman. I have to tell Lisette. I can’t be a party to this and say nothing.”

So she’d phoned Lisette to tell her, and David denied it and called Mom a liar and a troublemaker. I heard all that from Michael, who was standing in the kitchen for the first part and earwigging for the second. Supposedly there was some talk of money, too, but I wasn’t sure how that fit into the picture.

The birthday party invitation arrived six weeks ago. Once Mom found out I already knew the real history behind her and Lisette’s clash, she didn’t bother to deny it. She said she’d maintained loose contact with Gail and Aunt Maureen but that Lisette had avoided her like she had rabies, even though David was the one who’d lied.

She didn’t want to go if it would cause a fuss, but Lisette’s sister, Gail (the one throwing the seventy-fifth birthday bash), called to assure Mom that she really wanted her there, despite the bad blood between her and Lisette. “We want the whole family to be united in celebrating Mom’s birthday,” she said. “Please come. It would mean the world to Mom. We haven’t seen you or the boys in so long. You know you were always her favorite niece.”

How could Mom turn that down? So she didn’t.

I was pretty sure Mom wouldn’t start wrestling Lisette Mercer by the appetizers on Sunday, but in the unlikely event that she did, she’d need someone there to cheer for her. But enough with the family history already. I told Mom goodnight and watched her nestle back into the pillow with her eyes shut.

“Goodnight, Lucan,” Julian added, smoothing Mom’s hair with his fingers.

Dad would’ve added, sleep tight. In the seventeen years they were married I don’t think I’d ever seen his fingers in Mom’s hair. They weren’t public like that.

“Yeah, night,” I told him. I got into bed and dreamt that the hot Russian woman from the café was pulling down my pants and asking if I liked her.

I said, I like everything about you.

She pushed her gorgeous bare breasts together with her arms, scowled, and said, Too bad you don’t know how to make me happy.

I woke up in a sweat of sad, horny confusion. The same relief that I’d felt walking away from Des and his dad earlier shot through me. But the calm didn’t last. A familiar noise sent me scrambling for my iPod in the dark, the sound of my mother and Julian Caravello bumping and grinding from down the hall in her bedroom. You’re supposed to want people to be happy, but what I wanted, more than anything, was for Julian to break up with my mother so that I’d never have to hear that sound again. The bed creaked, Julian grunted like an ecstatic silverback, and I edged up the volume on Bob Marley’s “One Love” until my ears throbbed with whoa, whoa, whoas.


SEVEN | IVY
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THE SECOND TIME I got dumped was worse than the first. Mom tiptoed around looking embarrassed for me, and Dad avoided talking about anything more complex than the weather. The graduation ceremony was excruciating. I could feel Jeremy in the room, sucking up my emotional energy from several rows behind me. It took every ounce of willpower to keep my eyes facing the podium and away from the Ws. I had to put myself on a pop music elimination diet the very next day because Sam Smith’s “Lay Me Down” sent me on a crying jag while I was over at Betina’s. I cried at Hedley’s “Kiss You Inside Out” too. I cried at everything.

“People who say they don’t like watching Jacob Hoggard writhe around aren’t in touch with their sexuality,” Betina commented.

I think I was beginning to scare her with the depth of my despair. When she wasn’t trying to stop me from crying she stared at me like I was a horror movie character two minutes away from running into a chainsaw.

“We need to get you a job someplace,” she said. “You really need a distraction.”

“Maybe I could apply at the Fire Hall and dice carrots for Jer.” The Fire Hall was the restaurant where he’d waited tables since last summer. I would probably never set foot inside the Fire Hall again.

Betina pouted in aggravation. “Your whole life isn’t about Jeremy, you know. Come September you were going to be miles apart, doing your own thing.”

I rubbed the sting deeper into my eyes. “Stop trying to tell me this is better.”

I went home and wrote tortured poetry in my head without ever putting a word down on paper. I didn’t look for a job, and I didn’t finish Mom’s homemade dinners. My parents had another argument, but I didn’t bother eavesdropping. On the day of my grandmother’s birthday party it was only Mom and I walking to the car with a portable back massager, which was all the information I needed. “They say it fits any chair,” Mom commented. “The box is so big that I used up the entire roll of wrapping paper.”

She talked non-stop all the way to the wine store in Brampton, and by the time we arrived at my aunt’s a dull ache was stretching along my forehead. Aunt Gail took our bottles of Merlot (Mom will only buy red wine) and pressed a camcorder into my hands. “Could you capture some footage of people as they walk in the door, Ivy? Maybe you could record some birthday wishes. Mom will love that!”

Terrific. Nobody expected Ophelia to shoot video after Hamlet trampled on her heart. I roamed around the living room, shooting the wobbly stack of presents next to the fireplace and various familiar and unfamiliar family and friends wandering through the scene. I filmed the birthday sign on the front lawn and the piñata in the backyard. Mom sashayed towards me in the backyard and handed me a plastic cup filled with lemonade. “I can bring you some wine if you prefer.”

“No, thanks. This is fine.” I gulped the lemonade down in ten seconds flat and handed Mom the camera. “Can you do this for a second? I need to pee.”

Mom frowned as she took possession of the camera. I waddled off to the bathroom like I was going to burst, the pain in my lower back threatening the arrival of my period, although it wasn’t due for weeks.

Inside Aunt Gail’s pastel blue bathroom I stared at her matching blue towels and ran the tap until my bladder opened up. The pee burned, for the third time that day. Maybe I was coming down with a bladder infection. Mom seemed to get one every year. Just my luck to be genetically predisposed.

I dried my hands methodically on one of the baby blue hand towels. I wasn’t in a hurry to rejoin the party, but at least the video camera meant that I didn’t have to talk much. My face in the mirror looked lackluster and indistinct. I wouldn’t remember me if I’d met me at that party.

A burst of whoops and applause erupted from the other side of the door, marking my grandparents’ arrival. Hopefully Mom had captured the shot in my absence, not that I really cared whether she was cranky about having to do ten minutes worth of videography or if all my relatives thought I was stuck up because I wasn’t making chitchat, but I did want my grandmother to have a good time.

I slunk out of the bathroom to give my grandmother a birthday hug. A redheaded woman in a sleeveless striped dress was waiting in the hallway, and her eyes darted towards me as I stepped by her. “Ivy?” she said.

“Yes?” I turned and took a closer look at her face, trying to place her.

“It’s Sheri Rossi.” She offered her hand like one of us was on a job interview. Sheri had been a blond the last time I’d seen her, and her face was leaner now, with a dusting of blush emphasizing already prominent cheekbones. I wondered if she’d run into Mom with the camcorder already and if they’d had anything to say to each other.

“Nice to see you.” I shook her outstretched hand.

“You too.” She bowed her head towards mine. “I hear you’re doing journalism at Carleton in the fall. Congratulations. Your parents must be proud as pudding.”

“Thanks.” I smiled politely.

“What’re you doing for the summer?” she asked. “Any vacation plans before you head up to Ottawa?”

My parents had discussed driving down to Florida in August, but I’d never really intended to go with them. Jeremy had planned to sleep over for the entire duration of their trip. We’d never had more than a long weekend together before. Never would have more than a long weekend together.

“Not yet,” I told her. “I’m still scoping out a summer job.” I motioned towards the living room. “I’d better get back. I’m supposed to be doing the videotaping for Aunt Gail. I’ll see you out there?”

Sheri nodded and said, “I might be able to help you out with a job if you don’t mind commuting out this way. I’ll catch up with you later and we can chat about it.”

“Great.” My mother might not appreciate her arch-enemy hooking me up with a job, but I was in no position to turn down handouts. I couldn’t stomach another week cooped up in my parents’ house with unwritten poetry charging through my head. “Thanks, that would be terrific.”

I felt semi-hopeful as I walked down the hall to greet my grandmother. A couple of minutes later I was back at my documentarian duties, poking the camera in people’s faces and asking if they had any special birthday wishes to pass on. Most people sang out generic greetings, but a woman named Maura told a story about meeting my grandmother fifty-five years ago when they were in nursing college together. Maura had fainted at the sight of a baby being delivered and then been terribly embarrassed about it. My grandmother later thanked her for passing out because it had given her a reason to excuse herself from the delivery. “Nothing prepares you for that, does it?” she said to Maura once she was conscious. But it turned out Maura was pregnant and had low blood pressure, which was the real reason she’d fainted, and my grandmother became godmother to her twin girls eleven months later. Maura pointed out her daughter Rita hovering around the buffet table and Rita’s identical twin, Helen, sitting in an armchair near the fireplace.

I didn’t realize that Sheri had been behind me, listening to Maura’s words, until I’d stopped shooting. “No wonder you’re taking journalism,” Sheri remarked. “You seem to be a natural at making a connection with people.”

“People like to talk about themselves,” I said.

“Most people do, don’t they?”

“Does that mean you don’t?” I asked before I had time to think better of it.

“Aha.” Sheri pointed at me as she smiled. “There’s that natural inquisitiveness again.” Her head tipped back as she appeared to think over my question. “Yes, I think I’m guilty of that too, but then you’ve probably already heard an earful about me.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but Sheri said, “Look, your grandmother’s starting to open her presents.”

I filmed gift wrap flying and numerous cards being read aloud, and at the end of the spree my grandfather turned to my grandmother, bowing like the quintessential perfect gentleman. They waltzed spontaneously in the middle of the living room, every eye in the place trained on that magic moment. They still knew how to move together after forty-eight years, so light and graceful on their feet that my tear ducts threatened to lose control as I watched them. Maura tugged her husband towards the middle of the living room with her to join them. A guy in his thirties danced with his three-year-old daughter, and Aunt Gail waltzed with my uncle Robert. Soon the living room was crowded with dancers of all ages, and my brain hurt with thinking about how Jeremy was meant to be at the party to dance with me. My grandmother adored Jeremy. Everyone adored Jeremy. Even me. Even then.

I pawned camera duty off on a younger cousin and pretended to evaluate the buffet offerings. More lemonade, definitely. Maybe some baby potatoes and perogies. Garden salad. Across the table a teenage guy with dirty blond hair was surveying the food with the same interest I was. “What do you think that green stuff is?” I asked, aiming my finger at the center of the table.

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “Some kind of mousse thing.” He pointed at a dish to the left of him. “What do you think is in that?”

“You mean the shish kebab? It looks like beef and mushrooms, mostly, some peppers.”

He stared at it before reaching in, gingerly grabbing one, and setting it on his paper plate next to a slice of French bread and a deviled egg.

“Does this mean I have to try the mysterious green substance?” I asked.

“I’m not going to enforce that.” He flipped the shish kebab skewer around like he was one of those guys who couldn’t sit still. “But it might be the best thing here. If you don’t try you’ll never know, right?”

He walked off with his plate balanced on his palm, and I continued loading mine with food I’d never finish. The green mousse sat undisturbed on the table. Meanwhile the slow music had been replaced by Celtic strains and my nine-year-old cousin Olivia was dancing an energetic jig in the midst of torn wrapping paper and appreciative senior citizens. Every event ever held at Aunt Gail’s included Olivia dancing her little heart out in the middle of a crowd. It was adorable — when you were in the mood for it.

I plowed garden salad towards the center of my plate, made space for a generous helping of green mousse, and headed for the front door. Hopefully most people would naturally gravitate towards the backyard, where the piñata was. I sat down on the front stoop and set my plate down next to me. The ants were welcome to it.

A ponytailed man across the street was in the middle of mowing his lawn. I drank my lemonade and watched him, wondering how long I could stay out there before anyone noticed my absence. What was Jeremy doing while I was hiding out on my aunt’s front stoop? Would he ever have enough curiosity to wonder the same about me again?

Jeremy had always said he wasn’t interested in playing games and that he wanted to be with someone who knew how to be real, but maybe I should’ve kept him guessing more. There hadn’t been any mystery left between us lately. I’d thought that was a good thing, but what did I know? I hadn’t seen any of this coming.

I stared miserably at my toes. It was the first time I’d worn my new taupe sandals, and they looked fantastic, but what did it matter now that there was no one to notice them?

The front door opened behind me, and I winced inwardly. I’d been counting on a few more minutes, at least. I laid eyes on the guy who’d been next to me at the buffet, and it occurred to me that I might know who he was. One of Sheri’s sons? I remembered that she had two boys. When I was a kid the idea of second cousins had intrigued me just as much as Sheri being adopted. I’d wanted to know who my third, fourth, and fifth cousins were. It seemed that if I took the number high enough I could prove myself related to the entire world.

“I took it anyway,” I said, pointing to my abandoned plate. The ants hadn’t attacked it yet. Theoretically I could still reclaim it. “The green stuff.”

The guy nodded restlessly, popping what looked like a mint between his teeth as he edged by me and onto the lawn. He had a bottle of water in his hand, and he swigged some before popping a second mint. As he let his hand drop I noticed it was red. He scratched it with his unmarked left hand. Then he dropped onto the grass and buried his nose in a tissue.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

His eyes were watering, and he rubbed them with his red hand while holding the tissue to his nose with the other. “Yeah. I think so. Just … um … just leave me for a few minutes.”

“You mean leave you alone?” I stepped closer to make sure he really was okay. Whatever it was, it better not be contagious.

“No. Well, if you want, but I just meant you don’t need to get my mom or anything.” He cleared his throat. “What were you saying a second ago?”

“It’s not important.” I motioned to the stoop. “The mousse stuff. I took some after all.”

“Is it good?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I haven’t tried it yet.” I folded my arms in front of me. “Are you positive you’re okay? You don’t look so hot.”

“I’m not having any trouble breathing,” he volunteered. “I don’t feel any swelling or …” He stopped rubbing his eyes and looked at me for long enough to realize that I didn’t know what he was talking about. “I have an allergy,” he continued. “To peanuts. There must have been something in the shish kebab … or something. I don’t know …”

The allergy revelation confirmed he was one of Sheri’s sons. As a precaution, Mom used to store all our peanut products in a cupboard over the refrigerator, accessible solely to people over five foot five, and even then only by standing on a chair. I’d entirely forgotten about that in recent years. We hadn’t lived in the house with the naturally childproof cupboard since I was thirteen. No one gave the security of peanut products a second thought. Without Sheri and her sons around there was no reason to.

“Don’t you have an EpiPen?” I asked him. I knew a girl at school who carried one around in her backpack.

He pulled up his T-shirt to reveal a thin pouch belted around his waist. “I’m not as sensitive as when I was younger,” he said. “If I don’t feel better in a couple minutes, I’ll take it, I swear. I just swallowed some of those instant dissolve things, and I want to give them a minute to work. It’s okay, it’s okay.” He used that same reassuring tone that parents slip into when their young son or daughter has skinned a knee or taken a harmless fall. “Don’t worry about me. Eat your green stuff.”

That was the most ridiculous thing I’d ever heard. Like I was going to sit there spoon-feeding myself mousse while he keeled over dead in front of me.

“Can’t I get your mom, at least?” I asked.

“No,” he said forcefully. “I’m telling you, I’ll be fine. I’ve been through this before.” He glowered at me from the top of his tissue, and I made what could well have turned out to be the wrong decision and sat down on the lawn with him instead of rushing off to get Sheri. I didn’t even know CPR, but I could run for help if he took a turn for the worse.

We sat silently watching each other for several minutes, his eyes growing ever more embarrassed as time wore on. “Thanks for hanging out here with me,” he said finally.

“It’s okay. How much of that shish kebab did you have?”

“A bite.” He grabbed a handful of grass with his empty hand and held the unbroken blades tightly between his fingers. “As soon as I’d swallowed I could tell there was something wrong with it.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to say that he shouldn’t have taken a bite without knowing exactly what was in there, but he obviously felt awkward enough. “So peanuts are your kryptonite.”

“I’m still trying to discover the superpower side of this,” he said, a smile materializing on his lips for the first time. He released his clasp on the grass and leaned back on his elbows.

“People’s Achilles’ heels are usually easier to spot than their superpowers,” I told him. “It’s hard to hide the delicate stuff.”

“This sucks,” he said, smile still in place. “Now I’m delicate. Thanks. You know, you’re crushing my ego here.”

I held a frown in check. He couldn’t know that I didn’t feel like kidding around, that I’d gone outside hoping to be alone. “I’m going to grab my plate and sample some of that mousse thing, or whatever it is.”

“Okay.” He bobbed his head as I stood up. “Seriously, thanks. I owe you one — although I probably won’t see you for another seven years.”

“Probably.” So he was already aware of who I was, too. “Is your name Michael?” The name was bobbing around next to Sheri’s in the recesses of my mind.

“Michael’s my brother. I’m Lucan. And you’re Ivy, right?”

“Yup.” I sat down on the stoop, reclaimed my plate, and balanced it on my thighs. I dipped my spoon into the creamy pastel green substance and shoveled it into my mouth. “Pistachio,” I announced. “It’s really, really good.”


EIGHT | LUCAN
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“THAT WAS UNCOMFORTABLE,” MOM commented in the car. “Did she speak to you? Lisette?”

“She walked by and smiled at me when I was talking to Gail,” I answered. I didn’t mention the allergy attack. I didn’t want a lecture, and I didn’t want to spend the next hour in a clinic waiting room. Anyway, aside from stuffed-up sinuses I felt almost normal, just kind of drained.

Mom pushed at her sunglasses. “She said hello to me in the backyard while Maureen was attacking the piñata. Just the one word. Hello. Her daughter was quite nice, though. She seems really bright. I offered to get her an interview for one of the summer positions at work.”

“You’re kidding,” I said. “How come you didn’t hook me up with an interview at Frasier-Hay? I bet they pay a hell of a lot more than the café.”

“Lucan.” Mom grimaced as we turned onto the highway. “You know you’d just be bored cooped up in an office all day. I thought the café was a better fit. Are you going to turn your teenage moodiness on me again?”

“It wouldn’t do me any good, would it? You just handed my job off to someone you don’t even know.” I was kidding. Sort of. I wished I could spin back the clock and leave the shish kebab alone. Turning into a snot machine in front of the only cute girl at a party wasn’t my idea of an awesome time, even if she happened to be my second cousin.

“You do know your teenage moodiness is no match for my mature irritability,” Mom joked back. “I’d thank you for coming with me, but I couldn’t find you for most of the party. Where’d you get to?”

“I hung out in the front yard with Ivy for a bit,” I admitted. “She seems pretty cool.”

That was about it, as far as highlights of Aunt Maureen’s seventy-fifth went. It didn’t turn out like I’d expected, but then again, nothing ever does. Like Des’s big party, which I’d been dead sure would’ve been canceled from the moment McKenna went runaway on us that day the Nationals buried the Jays. I’d assumed one of them would’ve been smart enough to finally call it quits, probably McKenna.

When she phoned me to ask about the beer situation, it took me a few seconds to conjure my voice. “To tell you the truth I haven’t really been working on it. I thought, you know, after the other night …”

“I wish you didn’t see that,” McKenna said. “That was my fault, bringing stuff up at the worst possible time to talk. I’m sorry I got you caught in the middle. Gross, huh?” She exhaled noisily. “Just wait’ll you have a girlfriend. A serious one, I mean. You’ll see that you can have these seemingly massive fights that amount to nothing. It’s crazy, I know.”

“That sounds like too much excitement for me,” I said lightly. “Maybe I should just stick to one-night stands.”

McKenna laughed heartily, like I had zero chance of lucking into even a single one-night stand. I kept my mouth shut about Annalea, but as soon as I thought of her I felt guilty for not calling like I’d said I would.

“Okay, so I’ll work out the beer angle then,” I told her. “Leave it to me.”

I phoned Paolo as soon as I got off the phone and asked if his brother would be able to pick up a few cases for the party. A couple other guys said they could help out too. McKenna had told me that Faith would be collecting beer money on the way in, so the guys would all get their money back.

Des’s birthday was on a Thursday, but since it was summer McKenna’s dad had agreed to let her have the party at their house on a weeknight. Her dad had the same kind of arrangement with his fiancée that Mom had with Julian, but in reverse. He slept over at his fiancée’s place a few times a week, leaving an empty house to McKenna. I thought maybe McKenna hung on to Des so hard because she didn’t get enough attention from her dad, but even if that were true, what was Des’s excuse?

Anyway, I was packed into McKenna’s kitchen with Faith and a bunch of other girls who were setting up the pizza and snacks when I spotted Annalea tottering into the room in four-inch black stilettos. She was wearing a silver miniskirt and a matching camisole thing. For once everything seemed to fit right, but she looked like she was going to a Las Vegas nightclub rather than a pizza and beer birthday party.

“So what can I do?” Annalea asked, gravitating towards Faith and swooshing straight past me, like I’d ceased to exist.

“It’s all under control,” Faith said with a big smile. The more people stood out from the pack, the bigger Faith smiled. She would have been beaming at Emmett all day long. “You look great, Annalea!”

I was holding a stack of plastic plates, and I dropped them on the counter and followed Annalea out of the kitchen and into the living room. “Hey, Annalea.” I tapped her elbow, and she swung around, pursing her lips like I’d put my hand on something I shouldn’t have.

“Hey, Lucan,” she said blankly. “What’s up?”

“I just wanted to say hi.” I scratched both my own elbows and dropped my voice. “And make sure you’re not pissed with me. I know you said to call, but —”

“You never really meant to,” she summed up, smoothing the satiny material of her camisole between her fingers. “You did warn me, so I guess I shouldn’t be mad, but the truth is, Lucan” — she hadn’t really been looking me in the eye until that moment — “it does feel personal. Like if I was someone else you would’ve called, or even wanted to call.” She tossed her long blond hair back, and if I thought we could’ve been friends I would’ve said so, but unless being friends just meant talking at parties that would’ve been a lie.

“Don’t sweat it,” she added. “I’m done. You don’t have to worry about me calling anymore.”

“I know.” It came out sounding weirdly meaningful. I know you won’t call me. You don’t need to. You’ll snag some other guy any minute now because you have perfect hair and an awe-inspiring pair of DDs.

Just then Faith careened out of the kitchen, shouting, “McKenna texted me. They’re going to be here in two minutes. Turn off that music! And nobody leaves the living room!”

Jack jogged over to the sound system and switched it off. Girls leaked out of the kitchen and perched tentatively on the furniture, ready to leap up and yell “surprise” at any moment. The rest of us stood around, listening for the sound of McKenna and Des coming through the door. Somebody giggled into the silence.

“Shut up!” Jack ordered.

A doorknob turned in the quiet. Annalea and I glanced at each other automatically, then turned swiftly away again. Feet charged into the long hallway. Des’s voice pealed out: “Sometimes I think you do these things just to get to me, that you make me feel like I’m an asswipe just so you can hold it over me. Why the fuck else would you —”

“Shut up, Des,” McKenna hissed. “You’re going to feel so stupid when you find out what’s really —”

“Find out what?” he shouted. “That you’re playing me?” The two of them stalled out there in the hallway, and my stomach twisted as I listened to them. When were they going to figure out that sometimes you just have to suck it up and do the right thing, like letting somebody go? I started walking over to the sound system to turn on the music again. Who cared if it ruined the surprise? At least we wouldn’t have to listen to them bitch at each other.

Smack. Too late. The sound cracked through the air before I got there. Seconds later a door whipped shut.

This time I caught Faith’s eye, and we both headed for the hall. “I’m sorry,” Des said, banging on the bathroom door. “I didn’t mean it. Please open the door. I’m sorry.” He jumped when he saw us. “What the fuck … What are you …”

Behind us music roared to life — the Black Keys — thank God it was loud because this little scene was evolving into an all-out disaster. “It’s your surprise birthday party,” I explained lamely.

“She arranged everything,” Faith added, motioning to the bathroom door as she glared accusingly at Des. “McKenna’s been planning it for weeks.”

“Shit.” Des clutched his sides and hunched over. “I had no idea. I feel like such a dick.” He spun and rapped on the door again. “I’m sorry, baby,” he said through the door. “I didn’t know. C’mon, please open up for me. Baby, please.”

Faith grabbed my arm. “Let’s go, Lucan. I think we need to start this thing without them.”

So we left them exactly like that, Des clinging onto the doorway like it was a life preserver and McKenna locked mutely in the bathroom. We circulated through the living room telling everyone there was a change of plans. “McKenna and Des will join the party whenever they’re ready,” I told Jack and Paolo. “Don’t shout surprise when he comes in. The whole thing’s already fubar. The best we can hope for is to get the food and drinks happening.”

“No kidding it’s fubar,” Jack muttered. “I say upgrade it to a breakup party and make it official.”

“Amen to that,” Paolo said, his head jiggling in time to the music. “This shit is old. McKenna’s got his mind all scrambled. The dude doesn’t know whether he’s coming or going.”

“We need to get some poker happening.” Jack cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled, “Anyone got a deck of cards?”

“Dude, later, okay?” Paolo told him. “I want to grab some pizza before it’s cold.”

I took a slice too. The pizza was from the same place my family had been ordering from for the past decade, except for a brief period when they temporarily put cookies processed with peanuts on the menu and heated them up in the pizza oven. This is the kind of stuff you know when you’re Lucan Rossi. Let’s just say I’d eaten their pizza a hundred times (pre- and post-cookies) without breaking into a single hive.

I finished off the slice and asked Faith if she’d seen Des or McKenna. “Nope,” she said. “I know Des is your friend, but to tell you the truth, I hope she dumps his sorry ass. Look how he treats her. She was so excited about throwing him this party, and he ruined it before we even got a chance to yell surprise.”

“Their toxicity level is at an all-time high,” I said impartially. I padded towards the hall and snuck a peek. There was no one around. I turned the bathroom doorknob. Still locked. “Hey,” I ventured. “You still in there, McKenna?”

“Is he gone?” she asked, her voice as flat as a slashed tire.

“I don’t know where he’s at,” I said truthfully. “Maybe he took off.”

McKenna didn’t respond, and I added, “You coming out?”

She opened the door and studied the hallway for any sign of Des. She was wearing a patterned shirt-dress with the top three buttons undone and a wide-brimmed black hat. She looked really sad but cute at the same time. We used to hang out some in French class last year. My verb usage was so dysfunctional that she took pity on me and helped me out. L’imparfait de l’indicatif. Le plus-que-parfait. Le conditionnel passé. Seriously, how is anyone supposed to get a handle on that?

But McKenna had been lots happier back then, before she’d started hanging out with Des. I wanted to do something goofy to cheer her up, but she straightened her hat and said, “I don’t want to be here right now. Do you think you could clear people out in a couple hours? I can’t go in there, and …” McKenna stopped talking and peered over my shoulder.

“Hi, guys,” Annalea said from behind me. “Is it okay to use the bathroom?”

McKenna nodded with her lips pressed shut.

“Are you all right?” Annalea tipped towards her.

McKenna bobbed her head again, but her eyes were leaking. I’d seen her cry lots of times, but I’d never seen her look that sad.

Annalea’s mouth formed a sympathetic O. She planted a protective hand on McKenna’s shoulder. “Why don’t you come outside with me? We’ll get out of here for a while. I have my mom’s car.”

McKenna blinked wetly at the two of us, black tears streaming down her face. The longer we stood there, the more upset she got. I figured in twenty seconds she’d be hyperventilating.

“Go with Annalea,” I told her. “I’ll take care of stuff here. Don’t worry about it.”

“Let me grab you some tissues,” Annalea said, squeezing into the bathroom to yank up a fistful of toilet paper. She handed the clump to McKenna, who closed her fingers quickly around it. “Ready?”

“Thank you,” McKenna whispered.

They slipped outside together, and I didn’t see either of them again for the rest of the night. I lost twenty-seven bucks playing poker and ate more pizza. People joked about Des and McKenna being an ongoing soap opera, but I don’t think anybody actually thought it was funny. Faith helped me herd everyone out just after midnight, and we spent an hour wiping cheese and tomato sauce off the furniture and vacuuming up smushed potato chips.

I checked my cell for messages a few times, but Des never called. Nobody even had the chance to tell him happy birthday.


NINE | IVY
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SHERI ARRANGED A FRIDAY afternoon interview at her office. They needed someone to help with a data entry backlog and maybe do some scanning and image cleanup in Photoshop. Mom’s eyes popped when I told her about the opportunity. “You know your father and I have had problems with Sheri in the past,” she said. “I’m not sure she’s the most reliable person to be taking job leads from.”

“She wouldn’t be my boss,” I explained. “It’s a big company. I probably wouldn’t even see her much.”

“Well, I know you need a job, but I’m sure your father could find something for you at his office,” Mom went on. “Why don’t you ask him?”

I’d expected a certain amount of resistance to Sheri’s offer, but we weren’t Montagues and Capulets. How many generations was the family feud supposed to continue on for? And why would I want to work with my father? We already saw each other every day.

Mom filled Dad in on the interview herself over Tuesday night’s dinner, and Dad stopped chewing his steak and glanced over at me. “If she wants to work with Sheri Rossi, why not? It has nothing to do with us.”

Mom tilted her head, scrunching her cheek like she must have misheard him.

“So that’s settled then,” I said, excusing myself to go to the bathroom.

My burning urination problem was in full swing, despite the cranberry tablets I’d been swallowing, and the next day an itch took hold too. I booked a Thursday appointment with my doctor, and when I got there the first thing she made me do was take a urine test. Then she put me in the stirrups, swabbed me, and questioned me about my symptoms. Lying there with my legs propped open and Doctor Nayar poking around inside me always made me feel like a Thanksgiving turkey being stuffed. I struggled to answer her questions in my everyday voice.

“Are you uncomfortable?” Doctor Nayar asked, sliding two fingers inside me.

I laughed anxiously. “Is this ever actually comfortable?”

“We’re almost finished,” she assured me. “You’re doing fine, Ivy.”

Afterwards I pulled my shorts and top on as fast as humanly possible and shuffled around the room, staring at wall charts on infant development. “Go to the drugstore and get some of that messy cream,” Betina had advised. She’d had a yeast infection last summer and was certain that was what was responsible for my itch, but when Dr. Nayar stepped back into the examining room she flipped carefully through my file and asked if I used condoms for sexual intercourse.

“My boyfriend and I …” My everyday voice failed me. “We weren’t with anybody else. I’m on the pill.” Dr. Nayar was the one who’d prescribed it, and I hadn’t missed a pill yet. The high level of effectiveness, coupled with the monogamous nature of our relationship, had made condoms seem pointless.

Doctor Nayar clicked her pen and started scribbling in my chart. “The urine sample doesn’t show very much, but we’ll send it and the swab down to the lab to investigate further.”

“How long will that take?”

“The lab will probably have the results by the middle of next week.”

“Next week?” I rasped. This was supposed to be something simple, cured with a handful of pills. I was sick and tired of being afraid to pee. “So you don’t think it’s a bladder infection?”

“The urine sample doesn’t suggest that, but we’ll know more when we hear from the lab.” Dr. Nayar’s pen hovered over her prescription pad. “You could try this external cream for the itching in the meantime. I want you to push the fluids, okay? And just to cover our bases, it’s better if you avoid sexual intercourse until we get the results.”

My anxiety level skyrocketed as I listened to her voice. I backed away from Dr. Nayar’s Sheffield Medical School degree and sat down.

“You think this could be something contagious? Like an STI or something?” Why else would she ask about condoms?

“I wouldn’t want to speculate,” she said evenly. “We’ll be in touch with you as soon as we have the results. We’ll talk more when you come back, okay? The office will set up an appointment for you when they call.” She handed me the prescription.

“Okay.” I swept my hair back behind my ears, a headache forming behind my eyes. “Thanks.”

“No problem, Ivy.” She swung the door open for me, and I jolted up from my chair and headed into the hall and out to my car. My tongue tasted sour, and my legs shook under me. What did those symptoms point towards? I sped off in the general direction of Betina’s house and then abruptly changed course, veering into the left turn lane and nearly colliding with an old woman in a Honda Civic. She honked irately as I pulled in front of her.

Whatever Dr. Nayar was silently speculating about, she must have been wrong. There was no possible way I could have contracted an STI. The only person I’d ever been with was Jeremy, and he’d only ever been with me. He wouldn’t lie about that.

It was probably only a yeast infection, like Betina had said. I was being melodramatic again. I instructed myself to drive home and wait patiently for the test results. Clearly that was the right thing to do, but I turned into Jeremy’s neighborhood and coasted towards his street. I was so used to sharing all my thoughts with him that I didn’t feel like a whole person anymore. I needed him to tell me there was nothing to worry about, even if just as a friend.

Any doubts I had about seeing him faded as I approached his road. I hung a left and glanced at Jer’s Ford Focus in the driveway. The car wasn’t the only thing in view. Two figures engaged in some ardent mouth-to-mouth leaned against the passenger side of the Focus. One of them was Jeremy, in a polo shirt and the ugly plaid shorts I normally talked him out of wearing.

I couldn’t believe he could kiss anyone like that but me — especially figure number two, a Chinese girl dressed head to toe in clinging black, a future Surgeon General and my former best friend.
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Betina called me later that night to ask how my appointment had gone. My mind was blank with shock, and I answered my cell automatically. She sounded like her usual self on the phone. It made me want to renounce my pacifist ways and push her in front of a speeding bus.

“It was fine,” I said woodenly.

“So was it a yeast thing? What did they give you for it?”

“They didn’t give me anything.”

“That’s weird.” She paused, waiting for me to elaborate. “So are you okay?”

I slammed my eyelashes together and exhaled into the phone. “I can’t talk to you anymore, Betina.”

“Ivy, it’s going to be okay,” she said, starting into a pep talk. “You’ll see. You’re going through a bad time now, but it won’t last. Do you want me to come over — or we can go out. Come pick me up, okay? We’ll go anywhere you want. We can plant flowers in front of vandalized bus shelters or loiter inside Burger King trying to convince customers to go home and cook themselves something nutritionally balanced. Let’s get crazy, girl. Come on.” Yesterday I would’ve laughed and driven straight over to her house. Now I wondered how long the two people I’d trusted most had been lying to me.

“I know!” Betina announced. “We’ll drive over to the Fire Hall and key Jeremy’s car. He deserves it, right? We can carve a big ol’ peace symbol on his hood.”

I cringed as she said his name. If I hadn’t known better I’d have been utterly convinced by her performance. She must’ve been counting on me to act civilized and say no, but why make it easy for her? “How do you know he’s at the Fire Hall?” I asked.

“Ivy, I was kidding. I know you wouldn’t flip out like that.”

“Really?” My voice was colder than Canadian frostbite. “Even if I caught him making out with my best friend?”

She didn’t deny it. She didn’t make a sound.

“I don’t know what he’d say about your plan to key his car, but I guess you can think of a way to make it up to him,” I continued. “Especially with all of that invaluable Indiana Vaughn experience behind you.”

I stopped and gave her another chance to say what could only be the wrong thing. Silence greeted me again. “You both make me sick,” I told her. “I don’t ever want to hear from you again.”

“Ivy, I —”

I don’t know what would’ve come out of her mouth next. I disconnected and curled into the fetal position on top of my bedspread, my eyes bone dry because I was too disgusted to cry. I tossed and turned for most of the night, inconsolable, and when the alarm went off at eight the next morning I felt like hell warmed over.

That prescription needed to get filled. Copious amounts of under-eye concealer were also on the agenda. Never mind that I felt like hell warmed over (with a special bonus edition itch), I absolutely couldn’t show up at Sheri’s office looking like an extra from a disaster movie.

I bumped into Dad on my way to the shower, and he arched his eyebrows and said, “Interview day, is it?”

I cut short my yawn and nodded.

“Be sure to negotiate yourself a decent wage,” he advised. “Never accept the first offer on the table.”

I hopped in and out of the shower, blow-dried my hair, and applied equal amounts of lipstick and concealer. Makeup usually made me feel like an impostor, but I needed something to hide behind. I added a dab of beige eyeshadow before heading off with a crossword magazine under my arm, hoping the props/cosmetic combination would be enough to disguise the fact that I was dying inside.

I tried to finish one of the puzzles in the reception area at Frasier-Hay Merchandising. The words wouldn’t cooperate. Even my hands seemed to be against me. My fingers twitched on the pen, my brain leaping repeatedly back to Jeremy and Betina making out against his car. I could never speak to them again. I had no friends. No life. I needed to vault clean over summer and land in Ottawa in September where I could reinvent myself as an infinitely less naive journalism student.

“Ivy Mercer-Hawkes?” a woman’s voice chimed. “I’m Chandra from HR. Would you like to follow me?”

I shut my magazine and shook her hand. Her nails were as perfectly manicured as my mother’s, which is not something you should hold against anyone, so I tried not to. I was wearing lipstick, after all, and acting steadily more Ophelia-like with each passing day.

“Sheri said she spoke to you briefly about the job,” Chandra continued as we strolled along a corridor, a pasty FedEx guy hurrying by in the opposite direction. “What I’d like to do first is explain a bit more about what we do here. Then you can jump in with any questions.” She motioned to an open door, and I followed her into her office, where she explained about Frasier-Hay being a leading national service merchandiser that distributes housewares, kitchen accessories, cosmetics, etc. to retail outlets.

My job would be to assist their Credit Note Clerk enter data for returning merchandise. Another student was already helping with that, so if I had any extra time I’d be on loan to the Marketing department to “aid with their website incentive program.”

I listened to Chandra’s spiel with an enthusiasm I didn’t feel. Then I managed to pose some technical questions about my potential summer job to demonstrate that I’d been processing the information she’d imparted. All things considered, the job didn’t sound like a terrible way to spend a summer. My fingers would be busy on the keyboard; with any luck I wouldn’t have time to notice them shake.

At the end of the interview Chandra punched in Sheri’s extension. “I’m sorry,” she told me. “I’m sure she’d like to say hello to you, but she seems to be on another call. I can take you back down to reception if you’d like to wait for her.”

“No thanks,” I said. “I don’t want to bother her if she’s busy.” And I had errands of my own, anti-itch cream to purchase. I held out my hand for a closing shake and weaved my way through the parking lot. My stomach grumbled angrily as I got into my car. It wasn’t so much mine as it was Mom’s old Volkswagen that she’d never gotten rid of, but I was grateful for it. Betina’s family only had one car between the three of them; I used to drive her everywhere.

My stomach gurgled louder as I snapped on my seat belt. For the first time since seeing them yesterday I was actually hungry. How come I’d never thought to carry around emergency snacks for myself when I’d always had them on hand for Jer?

Frasier-Hay Merchandising squatted in the midst of a collection of interchangeable warehouses and office buildings, but I’d caught sight of a strip mall at the closest intersection on my way over. I drove towards it, yearning for Golden Arches (a sure sign of my despair), and was greeted by a convenience store, a Thai takeout place that didn’t open until noon, a dentist’s office, and other unlikely suspects. My best bet was the Mill Street Café, sandwiched between a picture framing store and a mom-and-pop computer store advertising a sale on digital cameras. I ambled into the café, my hands folded in front of me to keep them still, and stared up at the menu behind the serving counter. It was still breakfast time, but my stomach was growling for skinny fries and a Big Mac.

“Ivy?”

My gaze rushed in the direction of the male voice that’d just pronounced my name. He was standing behind the counter in a green apron, Michael Rossi with the peanut allergy. No, Lucan Rossi with the peanut allergy. He smiled at me over the countertop, a selection of meats, cheeses, and assorted spreads laid out in front of him.

“Did you just come from your interview?” he asked. “How’d it go?”

“Good, I think. I didn’t know you worked here.” Pretty much the only thing I knew about Lucan was his own personal brand of kryptonite. I hadn’t even known the Mill Street Café existed until thirty seconds ago.

“This is week two.” He turned in the direction of a white-haired man stacking dishes at the other end of the counter and yelled, “Christie, do you think I can come back next week?” Christie, who strongly resembled an aging leprechaun, cupped his ear with his hand. “Forget it,” Lucan said, almost apologetically. “I’m good here.”

I scanned the menu behind him, wishing that I could postpone all of life’s small talk moments until September. Pretending to be cheerful was an energy drain in itself.

“Listen, I feel like I should thank you again for the other day,” Lucan continued. “I know I was a suck about the whole thing. I was pissed off with myself for being so stupid. I should know the drill by now. I can never let myself slip.”

Everybody slips, but if I said that he’d only think I was humoring him. “Don’t worry about it,” I told him.

“So what’s it gonna be?” he asked. “Personally, the Reuben’s my favorite.”

“Are you going to make it?”

He dipped his head. “I will. But I guarantee that won’t affect the quality.” His smile contracted a little.

“I’m sure you make amazing sandwiches.” I had to pee again. It seemed like lately all I did was pee. If there’s one thing you should be able to count on doing with ease it’s that, at least until you’re seventy-eight. The entire universe was conspiring against me. “What I was really craving when I came in here was a Big Mac.”

Lucan’s grin returned to full strength. “See, the problem with that is that this isn’t a McDonald’s.”

“I know.” I stood there feeling defeated in my lipstick and concealer. I was in imminent danger of having a meltdown in front of a second cousin whose name I could hardly remember, in an anonymous café where he wanted to make me a sandwich that should’ve been a Big Mac.

“Well.” He furrowed his eyebrows like he was dedicated to solving my problem. “What about soup? We have creamy asparagus or chicken and vegetable. It comes with a piece of freshly baked bread.”

“Okay.” I didn’t want the soup, either, but he was beginning to look at me the way Betina had the night of the crying jag. His eyelashes were almost gold. They glittered in the sun.

“Which one?” he asked.

“Either. No, just make me the Reuben, okay?”

“Okay. You can sit down. I’ll bring it over to you.” I spun to search for a secluded seat. “Ivy?”

“What?” I avoided looking him in the eye; I didn’t want him getting sensitive on me. That would really be the last straw.

“You can grab a drink from the cooler, unless you want coffee.”

“No, I’ll grab something. Thanks.” I plucked an iced tea from the cooler, paid for my order, and headed for the most remote corner in the place. I set my unopened drink down as a placeholder and slunk into the bathroom for another painful pee.

The good news is that Lucan was right about the Reuben. The toasted marble rye was mouth-wateringly delicious, and he’d piled the corned beef superbly high for me. The tang of the sauerkraut made me squint in appreciation. I finished every last bite, Golden Arches cravings banished from my mind, as I studied my half-finished crossword puzzle. My fingers were steady as I uncapped my pen and printed out the word: L-Y-C-E-E. It was a French word for school, apparently. If only the rest of my problems were so easily solved.


TEN | LUCAN
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“A GIRL’S ASLEEP BACK there,” Emmett said, pointing to the back of the café with his thumb. “Do you think it’s okay if I wake her up?”

He was talking to Christie, but I jumped in and asked, “The teenage girl with long dark hair?” Ivy? She seemed upset today, or maybe she just didn’t want to talk to me. Like I said before, I’m not the kind of guy who thinks every girl likes me.

“She has a book,” Emmett continued. “Some of her hair is on the plate. I thought she might want someone to wake her up.”

“Ah, she’ll wake up on her own,” Christie told him as he poured an espresso for a man in a designer suit. “You just let her sleep, eh.”

That probably went for me too, but as soon as the lunch line thinned I asked Miriam if she could handle things without me for a minute. “Oh, I think I can manage,” she said with a smile. I knew I was still on the slow side, but I’d screwed up much less during the past week. A couple of the regulars were already calling me by name.

I walked over to Ivy’s table, where she’d dozed off, hands at her sides and a cluster of her hair spilling onto the plate I’d set her Reuben on. Aside from the hair, her plate was empty. I guess she wasn’t completely set on a Big Mac after all. The crossword book she’d been working on lay open under her right cheek. I picked up her pen from the floor beside her ankles and held it between my fingers.

If I was going to wake her up I should just do it already. “Hey, Ivy,” I said quietly. There’s nothing like waking up with someone yelling at you to trip an internal alarm; I didn’t want to scare her. “Ivy?”

Her chin shifted slightly on the crossword book, but her eyes were still closed. “Ivy,” I tried again, conversational-like. “Wake up.”

Her sleep-heavy eyes looked blankly up at me like she had no idea who I was. She hoisted herself up in her chair and folded her hands into her lap. “I never drift off like that,” she murmured. “I was up most of last night and” — she smoothed her hair back into place. There weren’t any crumbs in it, as far as I could see — “I guess I underestimated how tired I was.”

“It’s cool,” I told her, setting her pen down on the table. “It’s not like we’re in a hurry to get rid of you or anything. I just didn’t want you waking up at four o’clock wondering what happened to the whole day. Can I get you a coffee to wake you up?”

“I hate coffee,” she said. “It’s so bitter. One sip and I can taste it all day.”

“Okay, well, let me know if you need anything.” I had the feeling I was invading her space. I should’ve listened to Christie and let her sleep. I was about to tell her goodbye when Christie trudged by on his way to the storeroom and waved at me.

“It’s okay,” he boomed. “Take five minutes and talk to your friend. Miriam says she works faster without you anyway.” He winked at Ivy. “I’m just kidding. He does okay.”

Ivy smiled politely. “The Reuben was perfect,” she told him. “I’ll have to come back and sample the rest of the menu.” She rested her fingers on her crossword book and watched me, like she was expecting me to pull up a chair. Christie whistled to himself as he continued on his way.

“Don’t let me keep you awake,” I said as I sat down across from her.

“You won’t,” she cracked.

“Ouch!”

“I know.” She slid slowly down in her chair, squinting like she wished she could take it back. “I’m sorry. I’m a mess today. If I didn’t have the interview I probably would’ve stayed in bed until three.” She dragged a hand through her hair. “I’m sorry,” she said again.

“Hey, I’m delicate, remember. You could’ve destroyed my entire day with that comment.” The corners of her lips dropped, which instantly made me feel like I was the one who should’ve been apologizing. “Seriously, don’t worry about it,” I added. “I’m tougher than I seem.” I started tapping my foot under the table. My knee knocked one of the legs and made her empty plate jump.

“I should go,” Ivy said, still focused on the plate. “Thanks for the sandwich — and for waking me up. I still can’t believe I did that. I just …”

She sounded really serious, which made me look at her hard. It seemed like she wanted to be alone, but on the other hand she was obviously stressed out. Maybe she wanted to talk about that. I wasn’t sure.

“I’m having one of those summers where every single thing goes wrong and you feel like that will never change,” she continued, her voice scratchy. “It’s not true. But it feels that way, and anyway, so much for you being delicate because you’re clearly no competition for me on that front.”

“So you think one bad day classifies you as delicate?”

“More like two weeks,” she said into her hand. “And now I’m not going to be able to come in here again because I fell asleep and then blabbed to you like a total weirdo.”

Lately I was attracting emotional outbursts like a magnet. If she started to cry on me I didn’t know what I’d do. “Aha.” She waved her finger at me. “See. I’ve freaked you out. I’m delicate and I’m a weirdo.”

“You haven’t freaked me out,” I lied. “I just don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”

“I know,” she said. “It’s all such typical crap that you don’t need to hear the details. You can just fill in the blanks yourself, okay? I’m sorry. This has been so stupid and weird.”

“It doesn’t matter.” I shook my head but kept my legs motionless. “A lot of things are stupid and weird lately.” Two things mainly. Des and McKenna and Julian Caravello and my mom. Four people but two problems, both of which had been taking up too much space in my life. “That’s life, right? Full of stupidity and weirdness.”

McKenna had texted me while I was asleep last night and said, thx lu. I guess that meant she’d come home and discovered the place was still in one piece. What I didn’t know was if she and Des would work their way back together and drag us all down into the pit of misery and despair with them. I still hadn’t heard from Des. He could’ve been running after her on some roadside at that very minute.

“I guess,” Ivy said quietly. “Well, I hope your summer turns out better than mine.”

“It’s just started,” I pointed out. “Yours could still pick up.”

Emmett appeared beside the table and reached for Ivy’s plate and iced tea bottle. “I didn’t know you knew her,” he said to me. “I would’ve asked you to wake her up.”

“I did,” I told him.

“You did,” he agreed, gazing at Ivy. “Do you go to school together?”

“We’re second cousins,” I explained.

Emmett balanced the iced tea bottle on the plate as he thought that through. “What’s a second cousin?” he asked.

Ivy explained it for him until she could see he understood. Then he wanted to know about third and fourth cousins. She totally blew his mind when she brought up the concept of being “once removed.”

“I must have a hundred cousins,” he declared, eyes lighting up. “But I don’t even know what they look like!”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought when I first found out too,” Ivy said with a laugh. She looked pretty when she laughed; it was the first time I’d seen her face really relax. “I wondered why they couldn’t all come over for Christmas.”

I’m telling you, if Ivy were twenty years older Emmett would’ve been kissing her shoes. He wouldn’t shut up, and after she left he turned to me and said, “I’m glad you woke her up, Lucan. She’s really nice. Do you think she’ll come back?”

“I don’t know,” I said truthfully. “I’ve only seen her twice in the past seven years.” I hoped she wasn’t serious about avoiding the café. I didn’t want to wait another seven.
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My dad picked me up after work, and I slept over at his place. It was cool to wake up and not have to overwork my sleepy brain trying to remember whether Julian was sleeping over and if I could expect to run into him and Mom lounging around nude in the living room, finger-painting strawberry fantasy onto each other.

Okay, so they didn’t exactly do that in the living room. The bedroom noises were enough to deal with. You’re not supposed to have to sleep within reach of your iPod to drown out the noise of your mother having sex. You’d think they could’ve kept it down a little.

The noise at my father’s place was always the radio or my uncles’ voices. The three of them had a home renovation business, but they never seemed to get sick of each other. When I woke up late Saturday morning my Uncle Bruno was hanging out in the backyard with my cousins, Ella and Natalie. They were lots younger than me, and as soon as I went out there they wouldn’t leave me alone. Ella made me flip her over and over until I was afraid she’d puke. Natalie was more concerned with asking personal questions. “Have you kissed lots of girls?”

“Now why would you ask that?” I said with a smile.

“Because you’re almost grown up,” she commented. “You’re taller than my dad.”

Yeah, she would’ve been right at home talking to Emmett. Bruno laughed and told me I didn’t have to answer her. “She’s always asking questions,” he said. “We call her Little Miss Nosy Parker.”

Natalie ignored her father and persisted. “Who are you going to your prom with?”

“It’s not until next year,” I told her.

“But still, you must have some ideas,” she said, watching Ella launch herself into a cartwheel. “How many girls can you like? You can’t like all of them.”

“Girls, get your toys and play, okay?” Bruno directed, pointing to their backpacks. “Give your cousin some breathing room.”

I sank into a chair under the umbrella with my dad and Bruno while Natalie sat cross-legged by my dad’s rosebush and brushed her doll’s hair. Ella preferred action figures, especially superhero stuff that Natalie liked to roll her eyes at. She pulled a handful of Marvel figures out of her backpack and had them battle each other in the wilds of the lawn.

“Lucan, have you heard from Michael lately?” Uncle Bruno asked. He smirked at my dad. “He hasn’t called to ask for money yet?”

I’d gotten an email from Michael just the day before. He’d hooked up with a Portuguese girl on holiday in France and hadn’t stopped mentioning her since. They’d met in a hostel, and she wanted him to come visit her in Porto. He said that he really wanted to go but that she was so fantastic he was scared she’d meet someone else before he got there and change her mind about him. Michael was really picky about girls. Liking the wrong band or TV show was enough to put him off. Elena must’ve been his mental clone in Scarlett Johansson’s body.

“He’s in Switzerland now,” I said. “They’ve been biking around the Alps and hiking and stuff.”

“Does he call your mother every week?” my dad asked. “I told him he should call us both at least once a week. Sending an email isn’t the same.”

“You’re fussy like an old woman,” Bruno kidded. He turned towards me. “I bet he’s harder to please than your mom.”

“That wouldn’t be hard.” Dad’s face contorted. “You know this guy Sheri’s with is practically a kid. It’s none of my business, but isn’t it wrong for a mother to bring a man home?” He’d said the exact same thing to me a couple weeks back, but this time he was looking at Bruno. “What kind of example is that — parading your young boyfriend in the home where your son lives? Some people would call that a whore.”

Bruno’s gaze shot over to me, and my father added, “I’m not saying that. I’m saying some people would describe it that way.”

“Alessio, maybe you should just shut up, huh?” Bruno advised, his forehead wrinkles twitching.

I cracked my knuckles under the table. My arms and legs burned with restlessness, and I tapped my feet on the patio stones to stop it. Dad had essentially called my mother a whore. What kind of fucked-up thing is that to say about someone’s mother? The problem was that I didn’t entirely disagree with him.

“You’re right, it’s not your business,” Bruno continued. “The lady’s not married to you anymore. The only one wearing a wedding ring here is me.” He nudged my leg under the table. “Unless Lucan is holding out on us, eh?”

But I wasn’t in a joking around kind of mood. I got to my feet and went off to help Ella with her action figure wrestling moves.


ELEVEN | IVY

[image: ]

CHANDRA HAD PHONED LATE on Friday afternoon to confirm that Frasier-Hay wanted to offer me a summer job. Sheri met me in the reception area at eight-thirty on Monday morning and personally showed me to my desk in the Accounts Receivable department. I was sandwiched between a robustly healthy potted plant and a young black guy in a slim-fit gray suit that made me feel underdressed. “Ivy, this is our other student, Anwar,” Sheri said, her hand skimming his shoulder. “Anwar started last week, so this is all old hat to him.” Anwar grinned widely on cue. “Vivienne should be in any minute now, so I’ll catch up with you later, Ivy.”

I told Sheri thanks and listened to the faint strains of classic Barenaked Ladies music filter through the PA as Anwar typed with android-like velocity on the computer in front of him. Various members of the department dropped by my desk to introduce themselves, the minutes passing in slow motion. “Is there anything I can do in the meantime before Vivienne gets here?” I asked Anwar.

“Vivienne is never on time,” Anwar explained, rolling his chair back to the nearest filing cabinet and grabbing a stack of yellow sheets of paper. “These are our copies of credit notes that come in from the sales department.” He explained our place in the process and detailed every bit of information on the page before directing me towards my keyboard. “Once you learn the shortcut keys you’ll burn through a stack like this in no time.” Anwar reeled off the major shortcuts before handing over his cheat sheet. Vivienne nowhere in sight, I followed the meticulous instructions and began keying the credit note info into the computer.

At ten to nine a tall woman in her early twenties scurried by us with an oversized coffee and small brown bag in her hands. She sat at the sole remaining empty desk and waved at me. “Just give me five minutes to get myself unpacked and I’ll be over to chat with you. Thanks for getting her started, Anwar.”

“You’re welcome, Vivienne.” His head sloped towards mine as he whispered, “Every day starts with a coffee and a cream cheese bagel. Give her at least twenty minutes.” His fingers kept up their pace on the keyboard. “How’re you doing with that?”

I told him I was catching on okay, and about twenty minutes later, as predicted, Vivienne dragged her chair over to mine and repeated most of the things Anwar had said. My typing was usually quite accurate, though not as fast as Anwar’s, but I hadn’t been able to put my full attention towards anything since that Thursday outside Jeremy’s house. I wouldn’t have believed either of them was capable of betraying me like that. How long had it been going on right under my nose? Betina must’ve already been exchanging bodily fluids with him when he broke it off with me. No wonder she’d tried to stress the upside of splitting up, but how could she have crawled into bed with Jeremy when she knew how I felt about him? We weren’t a high school hookup. What I’d felt, I’d felt down to the roots. Maybe his emotions were a lie, but mine were the God’s honest truth.

I must’ve been deaf and blind. The three of us had spent plenty of time together, and I’d never sensed any undercurrent between them. I’d wanted Jer back up to the very moment I’d spotted their bodies locked together. Since then I wanted to stop feeling altogether. Anger and ache intertwined seamlessly inside me. It didn’t seem as though there was room for anything else — like the person I used to be.

The truth was that I’d spent the entire weekend (except for three hours on Saturday when Mom forced me to go to both the hairdresser and a newly opened organic supermarket with her) drinking bottled water and vacillating between wallowing over my broken heart and plotting revenge. Jeremy wasn’t above playing games, so why couldn’t I play too? I could twist his mind around and turn him against Betina so fast that it’d give him vertigo. I had plenty of ammunition in the form of X-rated Indiana Vaughn details. Jer would want me back with a vengeance, or at the very least he wouldn’t want her.

But the more detailed my plans got the more heartsick I felt. That weekend sickness oozed between my fingers and into the corners of my mind as I typed dreary credit note details into the Frasier-Hay in-house computer system. My typos were countless. Without shift-tab to correct myself, my efforts would have been a disaster. As it was, the yellow stack in front of me shrunk imperceptibly. By lunchtime I was only halfway through, and Sheri edged by my desk and said, “I’m heading over to the Mill Street Café to grab some takeout. I thought I’d treat you on your first day.”

“Oh, thank you, but I brought a sandwich.” Classic peanut butter and jelly. Mom had made it for me when she’d noticed I was running late. Besides, I’d promised myself I’d give my second cousin some time to forget Friday’s bizarre behavior. At first I’d thought he was concerned, but by the time I’d fallen asleep and confessed my delicateness I was sure I’d weirded him out and that politeness was the only thing that had kept him sitting across from me.

“Another time, then,” Sheri suggested. “We’re pretty loose with the lunch times for students. You can take your food down to the cafeteria anytime you want, as long as you clear it with Vivienne.”

“I’ll bring you down later and show you around the lunchroom and warehouse,” Vivienne volunteered from behind us.

I had forty-five minutes for lunch. It sounded like plenty of time, but two visits to the bathroom (due to all the water I was drinking) left me with approximately half an hour. The fluids helped with the sting some, but the messy cream wasn’t doing much for the itch. I felt like screaming as I smoothed on another layer in the middle bathroom stall. Why should everything happen to me? The worst part was that I didn’t have anyone left to complain to, except my mother, and so far I hadn’t managed to break the news about Betina and Jeremy. Some things are too painful to admit, and she’d already forced me to get my hair done; I didn’t want to sit through a manicure and pedicure too.

After we’d arrived home from the hairdresser on Saturday Dad had stared at me with an unusual amount of attentiveness and asked, “What did they do? I can’t see any difference.”

“They put in lowlights and trimmed it,” Mom explained, fluffing my hair with her fingers. “I think it looks very healthy.” She’d wanted me to do something more drastic, but I’d won that argument at the salon. It was my hair, after all. I didn’t want it lopped off or dyed blond.

So there I was on my first day at Frasier-Hay with healthy hair, burning urination, and assorted bits of yellow paper with various item numbers scrawled on them. By the end of the afternoon I’d conquered my yellow stack and gone to the bathroom another two times. Accounts Receivable was quiet and mundane, but it’d killed eight hours for me. I was almost proud of myself as I drove home. I had a job. I was productive and un-Ophelia-like. I would stop thinking about Jeremy and Betina and start thinking about myself again. It was only a matter of time. This terrible summer would soon be behind me and I’d be happy again. Happier even. Because I wouldn’t be surrounded by lies.

The problem with flashes of wisdom like that is you can’t hold on to them. They slip through your fingers in a matter of hours or the moment something happens to bring reality tumbling back down on your head. Any number of events would’ve accomplished that eventually, but what actually happened was that an envelope addressed to me in Jer’s handwriting showed up in the mail.

It was lying around with bills and flyers in the middle of the kitchen table, and my throat swelled as I stared at it. I thought about him licking the stamp and then I thought about him licking her. How sick was that? It was probably one of those self-adhesive stamps that you don’t even need to lick, and anyway, I hated him. I hated them both. Why would he bother sending me anything now?

But he hadn’t. He’d sent it before I’d caught them, when he was still wrapped up in trying to pretend to us both that he wasn’t a lowlife cheater. I read it and reread it in the privacy of my room, tears flooding my skin.

Ivy,

I wish I didn’t have to hurt you. I hate to think about how

I’ve made you feel these past few weeks. You don’t deserve

that. You’re an incredible person and I know you’re going to

do so many incredible things. Maybe someday we’ll be able

to talk about them. I’m sorry.

Jeremy

He’d printed the words out on a small piece of lined paper that he’d probably torn out of his most recent AVL notebook. He’d run through two others during the course of the year, filled them with issues for the AVL to tackle and ideas on how to do it. Between us, Mr. Amara, and the other members of the AVL we’d arranged an entire International Women’s Day assembly. We papered the school hallways with posters recounting women’s historical achievements and listing various economic, political, and social statistics. The assembly featured a female member of Parliament, a local comedian, and a bunch of girls from our school doing things like singing, reading poetry, and acting out skits.

The day turned out perfect, beyond our expectations. People seemed genuinely excited about what we were trying to accomplish, and four different people asked me how they could join the AVL. After the assembly I interviewed both the politician and the comedian for the AVL blog. Then Jeremy and I sped off to my house and celebrated privately in my room until it was nearly time for my parents to come home. I watched Jeremy as he slipped into his jeans and said, “Please just lie there for another minute or two, okay? I don’t want to stop looking at you yet.” He grinned and tiptoed back to plant an upside-down kiss on my lips. “So much of what happened today is down to you. You’re incredible. I hope you know that.”

He tasted like cranberry and apples from the cereal bar I’d fed him on the way in. “Yeah, of course I know that,” I joked, crossing one leg over the other and wiggling my ankle in the air.

But I didn’t feel so incredible now, gripping a shitty four-line note from the person who was supposed to be in love with me. I tore it into a million heartbreaking pieces and stared blearily at the shredded remains lying snow-like at the foot of my dresser.

My mother grilled salmon for dinner, but I couldn’t eat more than a couple of bites. I climbed into bed, cried myself to sleep, and when I woke up the next morning I had a ferocious dehydration headache. Anwar had left a new yellow stack on my desk. Vivienne arrived at quarter to nine with a brown paper bag and a coffee. Old top forty pop hits wafted out of the PA.

My entire summer flashed before my eyes, and every day looked identical to this. “Do you have any Aspirin?” I asked Anwar. I’d taken two with breakfast, but my head was beginning to pulsate with pain again.

“Ask Vivienne,” Anwar advised, his fingers never leaving the keyboard. “She runs on acetaminophen and caffeine.”

Sure enough Vivienne sprinkled gelcaps into my hand. “I hope you’re not going to turn out like me,” she said. “All this ogling the computer gives me terrible headaches.” She went on to confide that her stint as Credit Note Clerk was strictly temporary. “Five months of filing and typing entirely useless information has convinced me to go back to grad school. Oh!” She sucked in her lips, the rest of her features suddenly stricken. “Don’t mention that to Sheri. Please. I need this job in the meantime.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t rat you out.” I only cared about swallowing those pills — that and my ever-present thoughts about the two people I’d trusted most in this life. I could’ve drowned in bitterness, if only I weren’t so dehydrated.

At that moment Vivienne’s phone rang and I slunk off towards the water cooler — or attempted to. Vivienne called for me from across the room: “Ivy, your mom’s on line two.” She pointed to the phone directly in front of her. As temps, neither Anwar nor I had our own phones, and I trudged back to Vivienne’s desk and punched line two.

“How’re you feeling, sweetie?” Mom asked. “Is your head any better?”

“Not really. How come you didn’t call my cell? You know I don’t have a phone here.”

“Have you checked your cell lately?” Mom asked, raising her voice. “I’ve left two messages.” That was highly possible. Between the headache and everything else I’d probably forgotten to switch it on this morning. “I just wanted to let you know there’s a message at home from Dr. Nayar’s office. They want you to phone them about some test results.”

“Right, thanks,” I chirped and promptly hung up.

Add that to the list of things I hadn’t confided to my mother. I’d led her to believe that I’d already recovered from a textbook case of cystitis, a lie that made it easier to distract my own mind from the possibilities. You don’t confess things to others when you haven’t admitted them to yourself; I could only worry about so many things at once before spontaneously combusting.

Panic seized my stomach at the mention of test results. Fork-lightning pain gripped my forehead. I gulped down the gelcaps and dashed into the bathroom, my cell in my pocket.

The receptionist wouldn’t reveal anything over the phone. “Dr. Nayar will discuss the results with you when have your appointment,” she intoned. “When would you like to come in?”

“Today,” I squeaked. “Is that possible?”

An hour and a half later I was sitting in Dr. Nayar’s waiting room after having played the sick card on my second day at work. The smell from my sanitized hands made me queasy. My headache, dulled by Vivienne’s painkillers, squatted persistently over my right eye. I flipped manically through last year’s fashion magazines as I waited for the receptionist to call my name, and when she did I flinched in my seat.

A minute later Dr. Nayar walked into the examining room and stood in front of me with a neutral gaze. “Okay, Ivy,” she pronounced. It didn’t sound like a good okay, but it didn’t sound like she was about to give me twenty-four hours to live, either. I blinked in double time as I listened to her say, “I just want to have a little chat with you about your results today, all right?”

I nodded obediently. “What are they? What does the test say?”

“This is a very common problem,” she continued. “It’s great that you came in so quickly and we were able to catch this early, because if untreated chlamydia can lead to pelvic inflammatory disease. As it is, all we need to do is put you on a course of antibiotics, okay?”

“Okay.” I couldn’t control my eyelashes, but Dr. Nayar acted as if she didn’t notice.

“Do you know much about the infection?” she asked. I don’t know what I mumbled in response, but she continued on with an explanation. “As I said, it’s a very common sexually transmitted infection, particularly among young people. It’s caused by the bacteria Chlamydia trachomatis. Often there are no symptoms, and it can go undiagnosed and cause a variety of problems, so in this case you were quite fortunate.”

Absolutely, I felt like the luckiest girl alive. Any residual lovesick feelings I’d still had for Jeremy Waite were smothered by rage as Dr. Nayar said, “I know you mentioned that you and your boyfriend were depending upon the pill for birth control, but in the future it would be wise to consider using condoms also. They reduce the likelihood of transmission for so many infections. Your boyfriend will need to be treated and tested too. That’s very important. Otherwise you could be reinfected.”

I nodded again, my mind racing. Not only had that king of all assholes Jeremy cheated on me, he hadn’t shown enough sense to use a condom. For all intents and purposes, I’d likely caught chlamydia from a supremely skeevy guy in the state of Indiana, a place I’d never even been.

“Don’t worry,” Dr. Nayar told me. “I’m going to prescribe a seven-day course of antibiotics, and you and your boyfriend shouldn’t have sex again, even with a condom, until seven days after you’ve both finished treatment.”

“So … I’ll be okay?” We’d studied STIs in health class, but the only thing I remembered about chlamydia was that it could affect your reproductive system. “It won’t stop me from having kids or anything?” I didn’t even know whether I wanted kids, but I wanted the possibility of them.

“You’ll be absolutely fine,” Dr. Nayar said kindly. “Caught early it’s very easy to treat.” She clicked her pen and began jotting out my prescription. “Is everything else all right, Ivy? You look a little tired.”

Did I? I didn’t feel tired in the least. My pulse was racing and I was burning up with the strength of a thousand wishes, all of them variations on a scenario where Jer and Betina broke out in lifelong festering sores or were infested with mutant-sized pubic lice.

“I started a new job this week,” I choked out. “I’m not used to sitting in front of the computer all day.”

Dr. Nayar handed me the prescription. “Don’t forget to take stretch breaks, at least once an hour. We’re not designed to stay in one position for so long.”

Who gave a shit about stretch breaks? I was on the verge of breaking into a stream of hardcore Tourette’s in Dr. Nayar’s examining room. What in fuck’s name was I going to tell my mother? That my lovable social activist ex had infected me? Here’s a thought, I’d speed directly over to Jeremy’s on my way home and tell him what a scumbag bacteria-ridden loser he was first.

And then what?

Maybe I could look forward to another charming letter in the mail.

Ivy,

I wish I hadn’t exposed you to Chlamydia trachomatis.

I hate to think about how I could have made you sterile.

You don’t deserve that. Betina is just so incredible in

bed that I wasn’t thinking clearly and she’s going to do

so many incredible things for me later tonight that once

again all thoughts of you will be wiped from my mind.

Maybe someday, once we’ve all been cured, we’ll be able

to laugh about this.

Jeremy

I lurched out to the parking lot with my antibiotic prescription, exponentially more disgusted with everyone involved — Jeremy, Betina, Indiana Vaughn and his ex-girlfriend, even myself. I shouldn’t have trusted Jer after he’d dumped me two seconds before my last high school final. I should’ve hung up on him when he’d called to confess his confusion. Why would anyone rely on the pill alone when it was suddenly crystal clear to me that there wasn’t a guy on earth you could trust with your uninfected body?

Why hadn’t I stuck with condoms? How did the exchange of bodily fluids ever seem like a romantic idea when it was obviously just another way for people to screw you over?

Fuck him. Fuck her too. Why should I, the innocent party in all this, have to tell them a goddamn thing?

I hit the ignition, shifted into drive, and cruised towards the drugstore nearest my house with a beautiful new plan formulated in my head: tell no one.


TWELVE | LUCAN
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DES DIDN’T SAY WHO broke it off. It didn’t matter. They were better off without each other, and I was better off without hearing their bullshit. Des seemed down about it, but he didn’t talk about McKenna. During the week Jack, Paolo, and I dragged him out to the batting cages and then Wild Water Kingdom. We all busted our guts laughing when Jack’s shorts ended up halfway down his ass at the bottom of the Aqua Twist. Des acted normal for the rest of the day, and I thought maybe he was beginning to get back to ordinary.

Saturday night poker was on the menu, but I hit the mall solo first. Dad’s birthday was coming up, and he was the hardest person on the planet to buy for because every year he said he already had everything he needed. Anyway, there I was at the mall dipping in and out of stores looking for something that Dad couldn’t complain he didn’t need when I spotted a familiar face. She was walking by the Apple store in a long white skirt and striped tube top, but she ducked inside before I could be sure it was McKenna. The platinum blond hair threw me, but she could’ve dyed it.

I gave up the search for the perfect whatever and picked up a mall gift certificate for my dad. Then I bought a Coke and a pack of Doritos. My fingers were caked with orange when McKenna swung out of a jewelry store and nearly bumped into me. We sidestepped each other at the last second. I smiled and said, “Hey, you look like you’re moving to Hollywood.” I meant it as a compliment, but her face fell. “You’re all glammed up,” I continued. “The blond hair looks really cool. What’re you doing here? Slumming? Where’s the Rolls?”

I’d expected her to look happier post-Des, like the way she’d looked in tenth grade French. She would’ve smiled at my Rolls comment back in tenth grade.

“Yeah, you like it?” she said, her hand tight on her purse strap.

“I like it,” I confirmed. “You look totally different — not that you didn’t look good before. This is just good in a different way.” Why was this so hard? It wasn’t like she was my ex.

“I know what you mean.” An undersized smile tugged at her lips. The lipstick she had on was sparkly pink rather than her trademark red-brown. “Thanks.”

“Listen, I know you and Des aren’t together anymore, but I hope that doesn’t make things weird for us.” I felt weird saying it. I didn’t want her to think I was trying to get into her pants. “I mean, I hope we can still talk when we run into each other, you know?”

McKenna nodded uncertainly. “Have you talked to Des lately?”

“We’ve been hanging out.” I wiped my orange hand on my jeans. “He’s pretty broken up about you guys, but yeah, he’s been around.”

“Is he?” she said. “Broken up?” She shifted her eyes so that she was staring at the floor. “I just find that so weird. Why be broken up after the fact? Why not just be different to begin with?” Her shoulders jerked into a shrug as she looked at me. “Does that make any sense to you?”

“I don’t want to … This stuff is between you guys, okay? It’s none of my business. I’m not going to badmouth Des.”

McKenna gnawed at her lip. “I don’t think you know him as well as you think you do.”

“Whatever.” I took a step back like I was getting ready to go. “You look great. Sorry if things are still shitty. I’ll see you around.” I turned to walk away.

“Lucan!” Her voice was loud. I spun back to face her.

“McKenna, don’t make a scene, okay?” I wasn’t going to chase her around the mall begging for forgiveness like Des would’ve. I used to think he was as much the cause of their problems as she was, but now that she was getting into it with me I was beginning to tune in to the real picture. How had he put up with the drama for so long?

“I’m not going to make a scene.” She said it softly. One of her hands flew to her chin. She cupped it between her thumb and forefinger. “He hit me, you know. Not just that once.”

“What?” A shiver tore down my back. “What do you mean — not just that once?”

“At the party. When we came in together.” She dipped her head back. “It doesn’t matter whether you believe me. But I’m not lying.” She clamped her arms in front of her waist and started rushing off in the direction of the food court.

“Hey.” I caught up with her in five steps. “I didn’t say I didn’t believe you.” She must’ve gotten it wrong, though. Somehow there’d been a mistake. An accident.

“Uh-huh.” McKenna tightened her grip on her waist. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Let me go, Lucan.”

I didn’t want to talk about it either. But I remembered the smack. We’d all heard it from the living room and assumed it was her slapping him.

“I will,” I said. “I’m just … why didn’t you say anything before?”

“I don’t know.” She slowed her pace but didn’t look at me. I thought of that night in Starbucks, how she’d winced when I’d knocked her shoulder. Was that because of him too? “It’s not that easy to talk about. You feel so stupid. Pathetic.”

I slowed down too. I didn’t know what to say, so I just kept listening. “What has he said about me?” she asked.

“Not much,” I admitted.

“You said he was broken up.”

“He is. It’s not what he’s saying. It’s the way he’s acting.” My mouth tasted like stomach acid and fake cheese. Fragments from the past few months replayed in my head, as though I could somehow piece together when and how this had happened to them. I still wasn’t sure if I believed her. Not that I thought she was lying. It was some kind of mix-up.

“It doesn’t matter now anyway,” she said, stopping in front of Walmart. “Don’t tell him you saw me, okay? Just don’t mention me.” She broke away from me and jogged past the Walmart greeter, into the store.

I stared after her for a while. A preteen girl on a cellphone whizzed by me, then an old couple loaded down with Walmart bags and a skinny guy with an angry face. I let platinum blond McKenna disappear into the crowd. There was nothing else to do.

I was supposed to phone Des for a ride to Jack’s, but I took the bus back to my apartment instead. It was quiet inside, and I headed towards my room, my mind agitated. A sound from the bathroom made me freeze in the hallway. My mother was inside, part moaning, part laughing. Something plopped into the bathtub. A shampoo bottle, maybe.

Mom didn’t usually use the main bathroom, she used the ensuite. The second I guessed what was happening I turned to creep back towards the front door, but I wasn’t quick enough. “You sexy bitch,” Julian said, groaning his gorilla groan. “Be patient. I’m just switching it on.”

They laughed huskily from the other side of the door, splashing and doing fuck knows what while I sped past Day Pool with Three Blues, outside the apartment, and into the safety and quiet of the empty elevator.
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I took my break at two o’clock. It was one of those nice summer days where you can actually breathe without feeling like the outside air’s weighing you down, and I sat on the curb in front of the café and thought about the things I’d been thinking about all weekend. I’d called my father from the condo pool room late Saturday afternoon and had killed the rest of the weekend at his place. I was always dropping in there at the last minute or calling him to pick me up, so he didn’t think anything of it.

I didn’t volunteer any info about the splashing, my mother being a sexy bitch, or Des hitting McKenna. I didn’t know what to say or do about any of it. The one thing I was probably supposed to be cool with and the other was plain wrong, but they weren’t together anymore. Where did that leave me?

When Michael was nine and I was seven he kicked this girl who wouldn’t quit following him around during recess. The teacher on duty saw it, and when my dad found out he told Michael that he expected him to apologize, and not just say it but write it in a letter.

“She’s stupid,” Michael complained. “Nobody likes her. They all laugh at me when she follows me around. It’s not my fault she won’t leave me alone.”

I remembered that because I was sitting next to him at the time, and my dad wagged his finger angrily at both of us and said, “You should never hit a girl. No matter what she does to you, you understand? A true man never lays a hand on a lady. If you want to be my sons, you never put your hands on a woman.”

Later Michael joked to me that he could still kick girls, but that was just a stupid nine-year-old thing to say. As far as I knew (and I was 99.9 percent sure) Michael had never kicked or hit a girl since.

“Hey there,” a short guy in red cowboy boots drawled, glancing down at me on the sidewalk. “You wouldn’t happen to have a smoke, would you?” He sounded like a refugee from an old western movie. He should’ve had a hat to hang on the gritty drawl.

“I wish,” I said honestly. “Sorry. There’s a convenience store over that way.” I pointed it out to him.

“Thanks, buddy.” He ambled unevenly towards the store. The limp almost made him look like he was skipping on the left side.

A couple of minutes later he hobbled out of the convenience store, made a beeline for me, ripped open a brand new pack of cigarettes, and held it down to me. “There you go. That’ll fix you up.” I don’t know how he knew I needed fixing, but I took one.

“Thanks.”

“No problemo.” He dug a plastic lighter out of his pocket and flicked at it.

“Thanks,” I said again, dragging on my cigarette. Cowboy boots guy was my new hero. I sat there inhaling deeply and watching cars tear in and out of the lot. Next thing I knew my second cousin Ivy was striding towards me in sunglasses and tan pants. She looked older than she had at my great-aunt’s birthday party. Older than a week ago too, closer to twenty-one than seventeen or eighteen. Maybe it was the glasses.

She hopped up onto the sidewalk and said, “I didn’t know you smoked.”

My shitty mood stopped me from smiling. “I don’t. The cigarette’s a donation. I guess I looked like I needed one.”

Her sunglasses stared mysteriously down at me. “So you’re on break, huh?” She checked her watch and ran her fingers through her hair.

“You’re taking a late lunch today,” I observed. And something else was different too. “Did you do something to your hair?” First McKenna and now Ivy; maybe it was national makeover week.

“Sort of,” she said. “So you’re not making my sandwich this time?”

“Nope.” I shook my head and took another drag.

“You’re kind of quiet today.”

“Delicate,” I said sarcastically. I didn’t mean to be like that about it. I just didn’t think I could handle any clever conversation at the moment.

Ivy tapped her foot slowly on the pavement beside me. “I better check out today’s menu. I probably only have thirty minutes of lunch left. I’ll see you later.”

I could’ve told her about today’s bacon and potato quiche or said I liked her hair. She was already halfway to the café door, and I hadn’t told her goodbye yet. “Why don’t you bring it out here?” I called at her back. “Eat your lunch in the sun.”

She half-turned in my direction and then froze, like she was considering it. I wished she wasn’t wearing the shades so I could take a better guess at what was going through her mind.

“I was going to take it back to the office, but I guess I can eat it here,” she said. “How long is your break?”

I told her I had another twenty minutes or so. I’d only taken a couple of minutes around eleven this morning, when Miriam had given me such a humungous slice of bacon and potato quiche that I hadn’t had a chance to work up an appetite again yet.

After a while Ivy came out with a roasted veggie panini and some side salad, and this time I did smile at her. She sat down next to me with her plate on her knees. It reminded me of the birthday party, only hopefully this time I wouldn’t break out in hives.

She took off her sunglasses and started eating her sandwich. For the first while neither of us said anything, and that reminded me of the day with the shish kebab too.

“Is the smoke bugging you?” I asked.

“No, I don’t care. I was just surprised. You don’t seem like the smoking type.”

“I’m not. I think I’m catching your shitty summer.”

Ivy smirked as she chewed. She looked like she should’ve been holidaying in the Hamptons, not sitting on a curb next to a guy smoking a cigarette. I stubbed it out so she wouldn’t smell like second-hand smoke back at the office.

“Mine has actually nosedived since I saw you last,” she said finally.

“Okay.” I took a big breath of clean air (that’s if you can consider the air in any North American strip mall parking lot clean). “Tell me yours and I’ll tell you mine.”

She smiled bitterly and laid three fingers across her cheek. “I can’t. It’s too … I don’t even know you.”

“That should make it easier instead of harder. Who cares what I think?”

“Yeah, but I really like this café.” She played with the lettuce on her plate. “I don’t want to have to start driving to McDonald’s.”

“I thought you liked McDonald’s.”

“Not that much, usually. I was just craving it that first day I came in here.” She glanced at my cigarette butt on the ground. “Okay, so … I’ll tell you part of it, if you really want to know. My ex-boyfriend …”

She was having trouble getting the rest of it out, and I prompted: “Your ex-boyfriend.” Obviously he was a dick. She wouldn’t be messed up about him if the breakup was her fault. Then again, what about Des? Fuck, no. Not Ivy too. “He didn’t hit you, did he?”

“No.” She looked shocked. “He isn’t like that at all. He’s probably the least likely person to ever do that. He’s really principled, supposedly. We were in this anti-violence league together. We tried to raise awareness about issues like that.” She plunged her fork into her tomato and kept her eyes on it. “No, he cheated on me. With a friend of mine. I told you it was typical crap.”

“That really sucks,” I told her, relieved her story sounded nothing like McKenna’s. “How long were you guys together?”

“About a year and a half. And she just happened to be my best friend for the past four years.”

“With friends like that, who needs enemies? She knifed you in the back.”

Ivy set her plate down on the sidewalk, rested her arms on her thighs, and turned her head towards mine. “I don’t even know which of them I hate more, him or her.”

I nodded, but I hadn’t entirely stopped thinking about my own crap. “I found out this thing about my friend on the weekend,” I blurted out. “That’s why I asked if your ex was —”

“Somebody’s abusing one your friends?” She sounded like a counselor, like she’d asked the question a bunch of times before.

“No.” I buried my hands under my T-shirt. “My friend is abusing — was abusing — his girlfriend.”

“You should try to get him to talk to someone.” Ivy’s eyes were calm. She seemed so together that it was hard to believe we were anywhere close in age. “I have organization phone numbers and stuff at home. I can get them to you.” She pulled her cellphone out of her purse.

“They’ve broken up,” I told her. “They’re not together anymore.”

She switched on her phone anyway. “What’s your cell number?” I recited it off, and she programmed it into her phone. “He could still talk to someone,” she said. “Just because they’re not together anymore doesn’t mean he won’t act the same way with someone new. What about his girlfriend? Is she okay?”

“She’s the one who told me. But she didn’t want to talk about it much. Maybe I reacted the wrong way. I don’t know.” I told Ivy about the party, the night McKenna ran out of the car, and the time she told me she’d fallen out of bed. It was a lot to say to someone I didn’t know very well, but maybe that helped.

“Do you think she’s told anyone else?” Ivy asked.

“Maybe her friend Faith. I don’t think I’d be the first person she’d tell.”

“You should call and check up on her,” Ivy said.

“Yeah, I guess I should.”

“It’s hard when people turn out to be someone other than you expected them to be,” she continued, her face contemplative. “It’s like with my ex. Even when he came over afterwards to talk about it, he seemed like the same old Jeremy.” Ivy started telling me more about her boyfriend. The way she talked about him made him sound like some kind of Jesus, except for the sex and cheating. She even started to tell me a little about the last time they’d done it. “And it was me that started it, but he obviously didn’t have a problem with it, you know? He was into it as much as I was.” At first I was all ears, but then she got a bit detailed and I couldn’t tell what kind of expression I was holding on my face.

“TMI,” she said apologetically, tipping her head forward. “I don’t normally run my mouth off like this. Especially about such personal stuff.”

“No, it’s cool.” That wasn’t entirely a lie. I would’ve been okay with the details, except that they were pointing my mind in a very specific direction. Second cousins didn’t count, right? It wasn’t like being actually related. Especially in our case — no shared blood relations.

“I can’t believe I’m telling you any of this,” she said.

Me neither. I focused on a lime green Smart car backing out of its spot in front of Dolci Framing & Fine Art and tried to get my head back on track. I wished I hadn’t put my cigarette out so I’d have something to do with my hands.

“I haven’t been talking to anybody about it. Maybe that’s your superpower,” Ivy suggested, reaching for her glasses and disappearing behind them again. “Maybe you’re like sodium pentothal.”

I laughed, curled my hands over the curb, and watched her stand up with her plate in her hands. She was medium-tall, and I was pretty sure her hair was darker than the last time I’d seen her. The rest wasn’t anything I should take notice of.

“I need to get back,” she said. “I’ll text you that info for your friend tonight, okay?”

“Yeah, thanks.” I was stunned that I’d let loose about Des. I wished we’d stuck to talking about her. “It’s a crazy situation.”

“It happens a lot,” Ivy said. “But yeah, it’s a crazy situation.”

I couldn’t understand how you could ever get to a point where you were slapping your girlfriend around. Just thinking about it made me feel guilty, like I was the one who’d done something wrong.

“Let me take your plate,” I offered. Somehow it felt like the least I could do.

“Thanks, Lucan.” Ivy smiled as she handed it over, and for a few seconds I felt better, like I’d managed to fix something — and then I realized that I really didn’t want her to go.


THIRTEEN | IVY
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ANWAR LOOKED DOWN HIS nose at me as I slid into my chair. “Vivienne went home. She had one of her migraines. She wanted me to tell you that since we’re almost caught up here for the moment you should report to Rory in Marketing tomorrow.”

“What about you?” I asked.

“I’ll be here, same as always.” His eyes clung to the credit slip in front of him, but his fingers danced over the keys like a virtuoso piano player.

From day one Anwar had felt more like my boss than Vivienne. If he actually were my boss, I wouldn’t care, but since he wasn’t it struck me as a minor annoyance. “Do you like this job, Anwar?” I asked.

“It beats picking up trash on the side of the highway,” he replied and didn’t return the question. “Maybe there’ll be more excitement for you in Marketing.”

I wasn’t searching for excitement. I was just looking to fully recover from chlamydia and get through the summer. Tomorrow I’d be finished with the pills. That was a good beginning, but staying positive was an uphill struggle. I was deeply lonely. I hadn’t felt lonely before Jeremy, but my chronic love rotted into hate sickness now had me swinging past his house whenever I was out in the Volkswagen, sadistically picking at my wounds.

Twice I’d driven by Betina’s too, and once on the weekend she’d called my cell, but I didn’t pick up. It wouldn’t be my fault if she couldn’t make babies. On the other hand, it was precisely her fault that I’d spilled the hideous love triangle story (minus infection details) to a guy I barely knew in a parking lot. What new level of desperation was next?

I didn’t want to know, and a stubborn inner rebelliousness made me exercise my willpower and refuse to drive by Jer’s house after work. When I got home I called possibly the only real friend I still had and asked her if she wanted to do something. “Tonight?” Shaye asked, not appreciating that I’d decided she was my sole remaining friend. “You mean you’re not out there saving the world with Wonder Boy?”

Fourteen is a ridiculously sarcastic age, a fact that Shaye often seemed intent on demonstrating, but it was going to take more than a few wisecracks to retract my invitation. Shaye was true to herself and unshockable. I needed that. She wasn’t prone to bursts of bad language either — another bonus.

“Wonder Boy couldn’t live up to his name,” I admitted. “We’ve gone our separate ways.”

“Are you serious? I always knew there was something wrong with that dude. The first time you guys came to the Side Door I caught him checking out my butt.”

“You don’t have a butt,” I pointed out. This may or may not have been a helpful thing to say to a recovering anorexic. Another by-product of my ex–best friend’s treachery. Insensitivity.

“I do so. You haven’t seen me in a while. My butt is probably bigger than yours.”

“If you say so, Shaye.” I wasn’t going to sit there on the phone with her arguing about whose butt was bigger. “So do you want to come out or not? I have no one to rant to about Jer. I’m going slowly insane. Not all that slowly, unfortunately. Today I actually spilled most of the twisted tale to the deli guy.”

“The deli guy?” she repeated. “Don’t tell me you guys played hide the salami.”

“Please. Jeremy and I just broke up. I’m so off sex that it isn’t funny.”

“Sorry,” she said, turning serious on me. “You’re really sad about it, huh? We can go out, but my mom’s busy with the baby so you’ll have to pick me up. What do you want to do?”

She asked if I had a camera and suggested we drive to the beach, where she proceeded to snap pictures of everything under the sun. She zoomed in on bratty kids, the ebb and flow of the surf, amorous couples, and sandcastles in progress. A rangy brown dog belonging to no one in particular padded over to lick me on the face, and she clicked that too. “So what happened to you guys?” she asked, finally switching off her camera.

I gave Shaye the unedited version, complete with former STI symptoms, while she smoothed sand over her bare legs. She was right. Her butt was bigger than the last time I’d seen her. You’d never guess she had an eating disorder.

“Sorry to say this,” she began, “but Jeremy and your friend Betina are totally nasty. It sounds like they deserve each other.”

“Yeah, maybe.” I sketched crop circles in the sand. “It’s complicated, though. For me, anyway. The old feelings didn’t disappear overnight. They’ve just warped. Sometimes I want bad things to happen to them. Then I feel evil for thinking that.”

“They’re sleazebags,” she said. “Of course you want bad things to happen to them.”

“It’s not just that. I keep wondering what was real. Any of it? I feel like I didn’t really know him, or her.” I stretched out on the sand. It was so comforting in its downy warmness that I didn’t care if I got any in my hair. Unfortunately, the sun was beginning to set. Shaye and I couldn’t camp out on the beach forever.

“I think some if it must have been real,” Shaye said, her dark eyes reflecting the sunset. “I think you would’ve known if none of it was true.”

True. What did that mean? Was I true? Was I always the person I seemed to be?

“I guess. Maybe.” I buried my left hand in the sand. “So what’s this new poem going to be about — from the pictures you snapped today?”

“I don’t know yet.” Shaye’s two front teeth perched on her lips as she smiled. “Maybe it will be about you.”
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Rory in Marketing made me edit images of golf clubs, purses, razor-thin tablets, and a plethora of other images for Frasier-Hay’s incentive programs. It was a change of scenery, but not any more exciting than Accounts Receivable, a thought I reminded myself to share with Anwar.

I didn’t see Sheri around the office much. She’d treated me to lunch one day last week, like she’d promised. Aside from that I’d only run into her in the lunchroom once. Three-quarters of the way through my second day in Marketing I spotted her sipping coffee in the lunchroom for the second time and pulled up a chair. We made small talk until her cellphone rang.

After disconnecting she glanced hesitantly over at me and said, “Ivy, is there any possibility you could drop me home tonight? My apartment isn’t far. Just by the courthouse on Highway 10. My car’s waiting for a new alternator, and the garage just informed me that they don’t think they’ll be able to get a hold of it today.”

“Of course. That’s no problem.” Sheri had no idea that I didn’t have a social life to interfere with.

“Oh.” She snapped her fingers. “I just remembered. I normally pick up Lucan from the café on the way.”

“We can swing by there first and get him,” I told her. “I don’t mind.”

A couple of hours later I stopped by her desk on my way out and watched her pack up. We parked in front of the Mill Street Café and sat waiting for Lucan for nearly fifteen minutes. “I’m sorry about this,” Sheri said. “He’s normally finished at five. I’ll go get him.”

He showed up just as she was getting out of the car. Both of them climbed back in, Sheri explaining about the delayed alternator. When I pulled into her condo parking lot, Sheri said, “After I’ve taken you out of your way, why don’t you at least let me offer you some dinner, Ivy? I’ll call for pizza.”

“Okay, thanks,” I replied. Why protest when I had nothing else to do?

The Rossis had a corner suite on the fourth floor. It was exceptionally bright and airy. Sheri appeared to have the same decorating taste as my mother before Mom had decided contemporary was old school.

“So is the goon joining us?” Lucan asked as Sheri pulled a menu from the drawer under the stove.

“Lucan, don’t call him that,” Sheri said wearily. “And no, he won’t be over tonight.” She presented me with the menu card. “Are all teenage boys this moody, or is it just mine?”

“Just get whatever you normally order,” I told her, smiling as I handed back the menu. “Unless that’s pineapple or hot peppers. Otherwise I’m not fussy.”

“Do you want the tour?” Lucan asked, rocking on his heels. “It’ll be a while before the pizza shows up.”

I thought he meant a tour of the suite, but he led me out the front door and into the elevator. We looked in on the gym, pool room, library, and party room, but Lucan said we couldn’t check out the swimming pool unless we were wearing swimsuits. “They like rules here,” he said. “I got reamed out for dumping garbage after ten o’clock last month. Actually, it was Sheri who got the lecture, but it was me that did it. Big brother’s always watching.”

He guided me outside to the barbecue area, where we sat down on some patio furniture. It was at the back of the building, away from the parking lot, which meant it was actually quiet and peaceful. Nobody was barbecuing. Aside from a collection of crickets chirping nearby, we were the only ones there.

Then Lucan’s cell rang. Judging by his expression it took him by surprise. “Sorry,” he told me. “I’ll just be a second.”

“Hey,” he said into the phone. “No, I know … Nothing … Hanging with my second cousin, actually … Yeah, I’ve never heard anything about your second cousin, either.” He smiled at me as he said that last part. It’s always strange to hear people communicate with someone else. They never seem like exactly the same person they are to you. Does that mean they’re not true?

Lucan sounded a lot like himself over the phone with this other person, but not entirely. “So I can’t,” he summed up. “Tomorrow … All right, man.”

“Sorry,” he said again, switching his attention back to me. “I thought I had it off.”

Back in ninth and tenth grade I used to hang out with people who were constantly being interrupted by various ring tones. Jeremy wasn’t like that. He paid attention when he was with you.

“It’s okay.” That tender crying jag feeling clawed at my chest. “Have you talked to your friend about those numbers I sent you?” Violence was following me around. It hadn’t stopped because I was no longer with the AVL. So many people had worse problems than mine.

“I haven’t had a chance yet,” Lucan admitted. “It’s a hard thing to bring up.”

Delicate. But that joke was getting old between us.

“What about you?” he asked, changing the subject. “How’s life without the ex?”

“Same as it was two days ago.” I grinned, but it didn’t feel real. “So who’s the goon, anyway?”

Lucan groaned as he tossed his head back. His eyelashes blinked at me in the sun. “Sheri’s boyfriend, this guy Julian.”

“You don’t like him much, huh?”

“No. I don’t like him.” Lucan crossed his arms in front of his T-shirt, and for one gloriously angst-free moment I forgot to think of him as a friend or Sheri’s son and wondered what he looked like underneath. Then that decaying, maggot-infested lovesick feeling leaned in and took another bite of me. “Living up there is like living inside an amateur porn movie.”

I laughed in surprise. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope.” He squeezed his lips together and slid down in his chair. “I’m, like, probably three days away from doing a sweep for webcams. The other day I heard them at it in the bathroom. I’m emotionally scarred.” He smiled semi-bitterly. “Do you ever hear your parents?”

“One time when I was eight I had the flu and I think I interrupted them in their bedroom, but other than that, no. I guess they’re quiet.” I suspected they didn’t have sex much anymore, but that wasn’t an intensely helpful bit of information. “I guess you can’t talk to your mom about it?”

Lucan’s eyes said it all.

“Maybe I should move out, leave them to it,” he said. “My dad’s place is bigger anyway. He has a whole house to himself.” I remembered my mom mentioning, a few years ago, that Sheri and her husband had split up, but I hadn’t thought about it again until now.

Lucan talked about his dad and his uncles a bit. He also mentioned that he wanted to be a paramedic, which prompted me to bring up my journalism plans. “I was really lucky. Because of my average I qualified for a single room in residence at Carleton.”

“That doesn’t sound like luck,” Lucan said, visibly impressed. “What was your average?”

“Ninety-one.”

“How the hell do you maintain a ninety-one percent average?”

I shrugged. I was good at focusing. I didn’t have to struggle with that the way lots of other people did.

“How old are you, anyway?” he said. “If you don’t mind me asking. You seem really mature for your age.”

“I’m seventeen. Eighteen at the end of September.” Every time I saw Lucan we ended up in a conversation about how massively screwed up I was about my ex-boyfriend. How did that qualify me as mature? “How old are you and what kind of people do you know that make me seem mature?”

“Just regular people.” He smiled again. He had a really nice smile that helped put you at ease. It was part of what I’d referred to as his sodium pentothal superpower before. “And I’ll be seventeen in November.”

I’d vaguely remembered that he was younger. There was a time when I was half a foot taller, despite there only being fourteen months between us. It was hard to believe we were the same Ivy and Lucan from all those years ago. I couldn’t remember anything of his sodium pentothal quality from back then, just the kryptonite hidden in our secret cupboard.

That evening we ate peanut butter–, pineapple-, and hot pepper–free pizza with Sheri. Two days later I saw Lucan in the Mill Street Café, and he made me another mouth-watering Reuben. I thought my life was stabilizing, what with at least one person regarding me as mature and another (with a healthy growing butt) willing to be real with me, but for some inexplicable reason I drove past Jeremy’s house on my way home from Frasier-Hay.

The driveway was empty, but a bundle of white fur lay stretched out on the shaded porch. Nanook was an escape artist; they should’ve named her Houdini. Nobody could ever figure out how she did it, and she’d obviously succeeded again because the Waites never left her outside on her own.

Jeremy never parked in the garage, either, which meant he was either at the Fire Hall or out somewhere with Betina. I parked in the driveway, stomped bravely towards the front door, and rang the doorbell. Nanook jumped up on my legs and barked like her life depended on it. I suppose she’d had enough of the great outdoors for the time being. It was sweltering, and who knew how long she’d been out there.

I willed Jer’s half-sister or step-mom to come to the door. I didn’t intend to call his cell, even as a last resort. It wasn’t my fault that he’d allowed himself to be seduced by my former best friend (or vice versa), and it wasn’t my fault that his escape artist dog was baking in the July heat.

Of course, it wasn’t Nanook’s fault either, and when no one answered the door I scooped her into my arms and put her in my backseat. I’d figure out how to return her without contacting Jeremy later. Most people probably would’ve invented a healthier solution, but evil anti-Jeremy thoughts invaded my mind as I started the engine. Jer was crazy about Nanook. He wouldn’t sleep through the night knowing she was missing. It was too tempting an opportunity to pass up.

With Nanook curled up safely in the backseat, I rummaged around in my purse for my cell. The knowledge that I was acting certifiable didn’t stop me for a second. I punched in Lucan’s number and prayed that he was home.

“Hi,” he said. “What’s up?”

“It’s Ivy,” I told him. If this was such a bad idea, how come the only thing I felt guilty about was asking Lucan for a favor?

“Yeah, I know. How’s it going?”

“Bizarre.” Nanook barked as we sped past a poodle heeling obediently on the sidewalk.

“Do you have a dog?” he asked.

“No. It’s my ex’s dog. She got locked out of the house.” My heart skipped two beats as I paused. Next to sleeping with Jer after he’d dumped me, this was the most impulsive thing I’d ever done. The recklessness thrilled me as much as it scared me. “This is going to sound nuts and make you entirely rethink my maturity level, but is there any possibility that you could keep her for a while?”

“Your ex’s dog? Ivy, what the hell are you talking about?”

“I guess you could call it revenge. I’d keep her myself, but there’s always the chance he could drop by or call and …” I’d forgotten about Sheri. Maybe she wouldn’t let Lucan keep a dog. “Are you allergic or —”

“No, I’m not allergic but …” His hesitancy made me self-conscious. If I could’ve talked my way out of the outrageous request, I would’ve. Would he call back if I hung up?

“I know,” I said, sliding from partial insanity to embarrassment in ten seconds flat. “I know. Sorry.”

“For how long?” he asked. “I mean, you’re going to give it back eventually, right?”

“Of course. Just a few days, maximum.” I hit the gas as the light ahead turned green. Did Lucan’s questions mean he was considering the matter? “I’d buy the dog food and whatever else she needs. She’s a really good dog. She likes everyone. I don’t think she’d be much trouble. I know it’s a lot to ask.”

“This is crazy,” he said. “You really hate your ex that much?”

Not when he broke it off. Maybe not even after Betina, but after my chlamydia surprise, yes, I did. He’d decimated my trust. I wasn’t the same person I’d been before Jeremy.

“I do,” I said. I was still in love with him, too. That was the most humiliating part of the ordeal.

Lucan sighed into the phone. “Don’t you have someone else who can do this?”

I didn’t answer. Shaye’s mom wouldn’t let her dog-sit with a new baby in the house, so what were my options? Call Gabriel Fong or Beverley Pereira from AVL and convince them that kidnapping Jer’s dog was for the common good? No. There was no one else who could “do this.”

“I guess I can hold on to it for a couple days,” Lucan said hesitantly, “but you have to know I’m not permanently keeping someone else’s dog, no matter how much you hate this guy.”

Hearing him say yes made my scheme seem tangible. I almost changed my mind. Then I remembered chlamydia was a reportable STI, which meant my name was probably already occupying space on a government list of the infected. Possibly I had other things I didn’t know about courtesy of a pervert in Indiana too. Dr. Nayar would have to test me for every known STI before I’d be satisfied that I was infection-free.

Gratitude mingled with guilt and disgust as I cleared my throat. “Thanks, Lucan. I really owe you. I’m on my way over with her now.”


FOURTEEN | LUCAN
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IVY SET THE DOG food cans down on the kitchen counter next to an empty water bowl with the price tag still on it. She skirted past me and filled the bowl with tap water. “She’s really thirsty,” Ivy explained, placing the bowl in front of the dishwasher. “I don’t know how long she was out there.”

The dog scooted towards the water and plunged her tongue in. “What kind of dog is she?” I asked. Like it mattered. I was an accessory to kidnapping. Maybe Ivy’s ex deserved it for bumping uglies with her best friend, but what about the rest of his family?

“She’s a bichon frise,” Ivy told me. “Her name is Nanook. I can come by in the morning and at night to walk her. I promise you won’t have to do much.”

“I can walk her,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.” I didn’t mind about the walking, feeding, or picking up crap with a plastic bag. She seemed like an okay dog, but mostly I just wanted to see her back with her owners.

“You must think I’m unbalanced,” Ivy said. She had on those sunglasses from the other day, and she looked gorgeous in this long brown skirt and sleeveless top, but, yeah, obviously the experience with her ex had unhinged her a little. “It’s not just the breakup and the cheating, there’s more to it than that, but anyway, I know this is crazy.”

And me along with it. I could’ve told her I’d changed my mind and that she should take the dog back, but with everything that had happened lately I wasn’t anti enough to oppose Ivy’s plan. It seemed important to her. What could her ex have done that was worse than cheating? I wasn’t going to touch that with a ten-foot pole, but I was curious as hell.

“Where’s Sheri?” Ivy asked. “What are we going to tell her?”

“I’ll just say I’m watching her for a friend. I don’t think it will be a big deal.” We stood around in the kitchen, with the dog slurping, and made conversation. It seemed harder than the last time she was over. Neither of us had much to say. “You, um, want some food or something?” I added after our third long pause.

“No, thanks. Are you sure you’re okay with this?” The dog plodded towards her and sat down at her feet. “It’s okay, Nanook,” she said, kneeling down to scratch its ears. “You’ll be fine here with Lucan for a bit. You’ll be fine.” The bottom of Ivy’s skirt crumpled under her knees. She looked sad. “I wonder if they know she’s missing yet.”

She stood up and slid her hand against mine, almost like she was shaking it, only it felt more personal than that. “Thanks. I’ll call you later to check on her.”

After she left it was just me and this tiny stolen dog roaming around the apartment and slurping more water. Despite what I’d told Ivy, I didn’t actually know how Mom would feel about the dog. That was probably part of the plan’s appeal. Why shouldn’t I give her a headache or two after what she and the goon had been putting me through?

They strolled in together holding hands around midnight, and the first thing the dog did was skid to the door and bark at them. Especially Julian. Obviously Nanook had some taste.

“Lucan, what’s going on?” Mom demanded. “Who does this dog belong to?”

“It’s a friend’s,” I said vaguely. I admit it; I was trying to get her riled by holding out on her.

“Well, what’s it doing here?” Mom stepped past Nanook, who by then was fully focused on yapping at Julian. I was really starting to like that dog. “Can you make it stop barking?”

“She’s not going to bite him.” I laughed as I shot a look at Julian. I was lying down on the couch, and I snapped my fingers and said her name: “Nanook, come here, girl.” It took a couple more tries to get her to listen, but I couldn’t blame her. She’d only known me for six hours.

Nanook plopped down beside the couch and let me pet her as Mom said, “Who does she belong to? You should’ve asked me first, Lucan. What makes you just assume you can bring an animal home?”

Wasn’t that house rules? I thought we were both allowed to bring home animals.

Julian’s eyes bulged like he could read my mind, but he said nothing.

“Annalea’s family had to leave town at the last minute,” I lied. “One of her grandparents got sick. They had no one to take care of the dog.” I trusted that Mom remembered Annalea. She seemed to have made an impression. “What was I supposed to do?”

Julian stepped up to Mom and laid his hand on her back. She made a clucking noise before grumbling, “I suppose it can stay for the moment, but I’m not cleaning up after it.” She pointed with two of her fingers, as though that would somehow strengthen her message. “This is entirely your responsibility.”

“I know, Mom, okay? I’m just about to take her for a walk.”

Julian strutted around the couch, crouched down, and whistled to Nanook, but the joke was on him because she didn’t leave my side. “That’s weird,” I commented. “Annalea said she usually likes everybody.”

Julian smiled snidely as he stood up. I snapped the leash Ivy had brought over onto Nanook’s collar. If I had a dog it would probably be a bigger breed, like an Irish setter or a border collie, something that wouldn’t look too cute in a bandana, but Nanook really was okay. She went outside with me and crapped on a patch of weeds just beyond the condo complex. I’d forgotten to bring a plastic bag with me, so I pretended not to notice. While we were out wandering around Ivy called, and I told her everything was cool. She thanked me again and said that it was probably good that she was going to Ottawa soon because the Nanook episode showed that she really needed to start over. I told her that she was lucky because while my brother, Michael, was touring around Europe in love with some Scarlett Johansson type, I wasn’t going anyplace anytime soon.

We both piled on the complaints so high that after a while we began to see the humor in it and starting kidding around. Then I realized Nanook and I’d been walking for, like, thirty minutes so I told Ivy I should go. I kept Nanook in my room when I went to bed, so Mom wouldn’t complain too much, but the way she kept getting up to roam around made it tough to sleep. I guess it was separation anxiety.

I wondered where Nanook slept when she was at home and what that Jeremy guy Ivy was always talking about was really like. I know she said she hated him, but sometimes it sounded like she still thought he could walk on water.

Mom and Julian didn’t wake me up that night, and I didn’t see him the next morning, either. In the afternoon I shot hoops with Des and a couple other guys, but I felt crappy about leaving Nanook at my unfamiliar apartment. Des drove me back in the evening so I could feed her and bring her back to his place. I’d told him the dog was Ivy’s and that her folks wanted it out of the way while they were getting the house renovated. The fake explanation made more sense than the truth.

“How come I never heard anything about your second cousin before this summer and now you’re talking about her all the time?” he asked, eyeing Nanook in the backseat. “He won’t get carsick, will he? My dad would freak if I gave him the car back smelling like puke.”

“It’s a she,” I told him, “and she’s not going to puke.”

Nanook didn’t bark at Des, and I wondered if it was a sign. Maybe Des wasn’t a danger to anyone. Maybe somehow things had just gotten out of hand with McKenna. If I hadn’t heard that slap for myself I might have been tempted to leave things alone, but whenever I was in contact with Des I couldn’t keep it out my head. I thought about saying something right then, to finally get it over with, but Jack was going to meet us at Des’s place later and I didn’t want to turn the atmosphere dicey.

Des’s parents were having dinner with friends, leaving the three of us the house to ourselves. We played video games and tried to watch a serial killer movie, but the harrowing screams made Nanook bark until we finally gave up and tuned in to a Robot Chicken marathon.

Jack fell asleep on the floor and snored like a three-hundred-pound man. We couldn’t hear the TV, but at least Nanook was calm. I went into the kitchen to rummage around in Des’s cupboards for something safe to snack on and took a fruit cup.

“We have some of those cheese and crackers things you can eat too,” Des said, following me in and reopening the cupboard to hand me a pack. He knew what I could eat almost as well as I did. It made me feel worse about what I had to say.

“Thanks.” I ripped open the package and smoothed some cheese on one of the crackers while Des went to work on a bag of potato chips. Nanook heard the sound of food being consumed and rushed in after us. She stared at Des’s potato chips, licked her lips, and sat obediently in front of him, making him chuckle.

“If only all girls were so easy to please,” he said, tossing her a potato chip. “You know, I should’ve just tried harder with her.” He obviously wasn’t talking about Nanook anymore. “She was really a bitch sometimes, but I was an even bigger asshole. Fuck, it’s like” — he crouched down and let Nanook eat a pile of potato chips off his outstretched hand — “I couldn’t be happy with her and I can’t be happy without her.”

Pressure beat at the inside of my ribs, caveman style. He’d just offered me an opening; I couldn’t back down now. I chomped on a cracker and said, “Des, I need to know if …”

The sentence hung there like an accusation. Or maybe that’s just the way it sounded to me. He couldn’t have known I was about to blame him for something.

“What?” His eyes flashed up at mine as Nanook licked the salt from his fingers.

“Okay, I really just need you to tell me the truth.” Now I sounded like a cop. I might even have squared my shoulders as I said it. “Were you … hitting McKenna?”

You wouldn’t believe how hard that was to say. My skin burned as I looked at him.

“Did she tell you that?” Des sprang to his full height. His face turned gray, and his skin looked like it had been stretched tight over a chicken wire skull. “She’s lying. I can’t believe she’d fucking say that.”

“It wasn’t her,” I lied. “I can’t tell you who it was, but I haven’t spoken to McKenna since you two broke up.” She didn’t want him to know that she’d told me, but she must’ve wanted me to say something, otherwise she would’ve kept quiet.

“You’re accusing me of beating her up, but you won’t tell me where the information’s coming from. Do you know how that sounds?” His anger made Nanook hop back and bark at him. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this shit from someone who calls himself my friend.”

“Are you saying it never happened?” I tried to keep my voice level so I wouldn’t freak Nanook out more. “Because it’s not an accusation, man. I just want to know because if it’s true there are people who can help you. Talk about it with you. Work it out. I have phone numbers at h—”

“You did research! I can’t believe this.”

“So you’re saying it’s not true.”

“Of course it’s not true,” he snapped. “Whoever told you that is a lying bitch.”

“How do you know it was a girl?” I shifted my weight between my feet and sloped my head down. I didn’t believe him, not so much because of the way he was acting but because deep down I’d known it was true since the day McKenna told me. I’d been in semi-denial, but not anymore. He was the one who was lying, and I didn’t know what I was supposed to do about it. I couldn’t prove a thing. In some ways bringing it up seemed useless, but a small part of me felt better anyway. The rest of me felt like I’d been buried in shit up to my neck.

“Is this what everyone is saying about me now?” Des asked. “Everyone thinks I’m some asshole who beats up his girlfriend?”

“I don’t know.” Nanook was silently watching the two of us, like she was on high alert.

“You’re not giving me much to go on here, Lucan.” He shook his head bitterly. “How am I supposed to defend myself when you won’t even tell me where you heard this shit?”

“I can’t tell you that, man. I’m sorry.”

“It has to go back to McKenna,” he deduced. “Whoever told you that — it must’ve started with her. Who else would want to fuck me over like this?”

I didn’t answer. There was no point.

“Is that what Jack and Paolo think too? Everyone?”

“I haven’t talked to anyone about it,” I said. “I don’t know what they think.”

“Right, except this mysterious source person who isn’t necessarily a girl.” He threw the open bag of potato chips onto the floor. Nanook went straight for it, burying her head in the bag and crunching wildly.

“Sorry if I make your cousin’s dog sick but, you know, that’s what I do to females,” Des said, his face blank. “Maybe you should get out of here before I pull my machete out of the closet and start hacking on you too.”

“We’re going.” I wrestled the bag away from Nanook. Then I picked her up and left. I hadn’t thought to bring her leash, so I had to carry her. With my luck lately that Jeremy guy would drive by, recognize his dog, and have me arrested.

Nanook took it easy on me and didn’t squirm much. It was late, but it was Saturday night, which meant every so often a car with thumping music would cruise by. At one point a sports car full of women in heavy makeup and club clothes pulled up next to me, and two of them mooned me. Some other time it might have been funny, but right then the wiggling, tanned asses only pissed me off. I was still hungry, I was transporting stolen property, and my best friend had bigger problems than I knew what to do with. I flipped the women the bird and told them to get their asses out of my face.

“Asshole!” they shouted vehemently before burning rubber.

Look who’s talking.

“Fuck this,” I muttered to myself. “Fuck this whole fucked-up situation.” I held the dog in one arm, dug my cell out of my pocket, and called the one person this would all make sense to. I called Ivy.


FIFTEEN | IVY
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A POEM FROM SHAYE showed up in my inbox Sunday morning. I’d expected the accompanying snapshot to be the one featuring the rangy dog licking my cheek, but I should have known better; Shaye was subtler than that. In the photograph I had my arms folded loosely in front of my breasts as I stared thoughtfully out at the water, like an ancient mariner who could no longer go out to sea.

Hello

you said

and it was not a lie

but not the complete truth

which is forever in a state of evolution

Yes

I said

and now I know you

like I did not before.

We two are in a state of evolution.

I was intensely flattered by her words. I’d liked Shaye since she’d fired questions at me that day at the Side Door, but I’d never really had the chance to get to know her beyond the writing. That was one good thing that would definitely happen this summer. Maybe Lucan would be another, but our friendship was potentially more complicated. I liked him, yes, but that feeling was in a state of evolution too. Could you stop evolution in its tracks?

I believed you could, stopping it and starting it at will, like I had with Shaye. I pondered that when Lucan and I first began walking Nanook by his condo later in the day, thought about making a conscious effort to maintain the status quo, but soon we were engrossed in conversation, and then I wasn’t thinking about anything except what he was saying. Lucan was more philosophical than he’d been the night before, but I knew that he was still upset about his friend, whose staunch denial had only made things worse.

“I talked to his ex,” Lucan told me. “I phoned her last night after I spoke to you. It was the middle of the night, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the whole thing.”

“What did she say?” I asked.

Lucan pulled Nanook away from a crumpled beer can in the grass. “It was rough. She started crying and talking about how humiliating it was and that she should’ve stopped him or, I don’t know, done things differently somehow. I didn’t know what to say.

“And now I’m just wondering where it goes from here,” Lucan continued. “I can’t pretend the conversation never happened.”

Nanook stopped to relieve herself in the grass as we looked away. “Give me the bag,” I told him. “I’ll do it.” He handed me two plastic supermarket bags, which I doubled up before bending to scoop up Nanook’s mess.

“So when do you want to give her back?” Lucan asked. “It’s been nearly two days. Your ex’s family must be going nuts looking for her. Didn’t you say he had a little sister?”

“You’re giving me a guilt headache,” I told him. But Jeremy’s sister, Hannah, would only miss Nanook the way a spoiled child misses a favored toy. Of all his family, Jeremy loved that dog the most. He’d been old enough not to take her for granted when his parents had picked her out at the pound four years ago and had been angsting about leaving her behind for school since Christmas, which, incidentally, was probably how long he’d been considering leaving me.

“That’s the idea.” Lucan grinned widely, making me smile back. I wondered if he looked more like his mother or his father when he smiled. When Sheri used to come over it was usually just her and the boys. I couldn’t conjure a clear image of his dad.

We turned back towards the condo, and it didn’t seem as though Lucan needed to slow down to walk with me, like Jeremy had. We had the same natural pace.

When I got home Dad was eating a submarine sandwich over the counter. “So how’s the business world treating you these days?” he asked, as though I’d just come from a day at the office.

“It’s okay.” I stole Anwar’s line: “It beats picking up trash on the side of the highway.”

“That it does,” Dad agreed, a thin mushroom slice working its way free from his sub and landing on the counter. Odds were that he’d forget to wipe the counter down after he was done. He had a talent for forgetting tasks of a domestic nature.

A couple of hours later Mom arrived back from a co-worker’s baby shower and disposed of the offending mushroom herself. I was making myself a cup of noodles, and Mom gazed at me with her medically induced paralytic face and said, “I see you’re already back from Sheri Rossi’s. Don’t you see enough of her during work hours? I can’t understand why you’re doing all this socializing with them now.” She made the word them sound like an entire clan. I pictured family crests and men in kilts battling against a backdrop of lochs and rolling hills.

“It’s like Dad said, you two have nothing to do with it,” I declared. “I don’t have any problem with her. Anyway, it’s mostly Lucan I’ve been hanging out with. It’s summer, in case you hadn’t noticed. My last summer before university. I’m trying to make the best of it without …” I still hadn’t told my mother about Betina. I wished there was some way for her to find out that wouldn’t involve the awfulness of saying it out loud.

“Sweetie, I know,” Mom said, her voice turning as soft as three-ply tissue. “It must be very difficult for you without Jeremy. I’m trying to be open-minded, but I don’t think you should get too attached to the Rossis. You can’t rely on them, for one. And you know how your father can be about these things.”

Clan feuds? Not really. I knew that my father had refused to go to Grandma’s seventy-fifth birthday party, but beyond that he wasn’t very communicative; I seldom knew what he thought about things.

“How can I get too attached?” I said. “I’ll be gone at the end of August.”

My phone rang in my purse. I unzipped the middle compartment and glanced at the screen. Then I started to quake. My shoulders curved inward, my breath scattered like I’d had the wind knocked out of me.

“Can we talk about this later?” I gasped to my mother. “I need to take that.”

I darted for my bedroom, not caring what she had to say behind me.

“WHAT?” I barked into the phone. I closed the door behind me, a mix of blistering emotions rippling under my skin.

“Ivy,” Jeremy said. “I know I’ve been terrible to you. Can you please just talk to me for a few minutes?”

I stayed quiet. The rage turned hot in my mouth.

“Please, okay?” he tried again, with added feeling. Once upon a time I would’ve considered that proof of his sincerity. “Did you get my letter?”

“I think calling it a letter’s a stretch. Wasn’t it two lines?” If it were possible to kill someone with bitter emotion alone he would’ve been a dead man. Dead boy, let’s not offer him any compliments. “Funny, you didn’t mention Betina in it.”

“I didn’t mean for you to find out like that.”

“How did you mean for me to find out?” I asked, pacing back and forth in front of my bed.

“I didn’t. I thought after summer things would be different.” His voice was strained, and then he stopped talking altogether. I had no intention of picking up the slack. I couldn’t think with him on the other end of the phone like the ghost of summers past. If I wasn’t careful I’d begin weeping in frustration.

“Ivy, you still there?” he asked.

“I don’t have much to say to you.” Short, even words. They were easier to hold together.

“I know,” Jeremy said, his voice soaked in the same sympathetic tone I’d heard on a daily basis for at least three weeks after my grandmother had passed away. How did it still manage to sound like genuine sincerity to me? How is it that even when I knew the truth, he could still at least partially pull the wool over my eyes? “Maybe it’s selfish of me to call. I’m sorry.”

He’d gotten really good at being sorry. I suppose it was easier than being ethical in the first place.

“Listen, I know you don’t have any obligation to speak to me, but you know me, right? We know each other better than anyone, and I’ve been going through a few things here and I know you have too … I thought … well …”

“Jer, this is what your new girlfriend is for,” I said sarcastically. “You guys don’t have to stick to fucking all the time, you know? She can do other things with her mouth.”

Jeremy choked into the phone line. I’d been hurling around obscenities in relation to him so often lately that the words no longer seemed strong enough. They only sounded ridiculously hyperbolic coming out of other people’s mouths.

“I deserve that,” he said. “Obviously I shouldn’t have called. I am sorry, and I know there’s no turning back from certain things, but I can’t help thinking about you, wondering how you’ve been doing.” He said that last bit like a question he hoped I’d answer. The ensuing silence pounded in my eardrums. It’s terrible the aloneness you can feel with someone who used to be a part of you. There was a small bit of me that wanted to reach out to that question, grab on, and wrap it around me like a an old bathrobe.

“I thought you might want to know that Nanook is missing,” Jeremy murmured at last.

“Nanook is always missing,” I declared, feigning boredom.

“This time it’s been two days,” he told me. “You know she always comes back. She’s never been gone overnight before. We think she might have been hit by a car somewhere, or stolen.”

“I’m sure she’s fine.”

“And by the sound of it you don’t care much either way.”

“How do you expect me to act after all this, Jeremy? I have no idea how long this thing with you and Betina has been going on, and I don’t want to know now, but it didn’t have to be my best friend.”

“You’re right,” he said. “You’re right about all of it. There’s no doubt about you being the one who’s right in all of this. Don’t you understand that I couldn’t figure out the right way to do this? I didn’t plan it with her. That’s not how it went. I’d just broken it off with you — I thought it was over when we …” He let me fill in the blanks with my imagination. “If I’m being entirely honest, I’m not in love with her. It’s just sex, like you said yourself. That’s the stupid thing this all comes down to, but the only one I’ve ever been in love with is you.”

The phone shook in my right hand. My left dove into my hair, winding a strand snugly around two of my fingers until it pulled at my scalp. I wouldn’t cry for him. He’d tossed away what we’d had like it was garbage. If that was love he could keep it. There was nothing to cling on to here.

“I don’t think you know the meaning of the word.”

“You’re wrong there,” he insisted. “If there was a way I could’ve done this without hurting you, I would’ve. I hate myself right now. I really do.”

“You know what would have meant more than all this profound honesty?” I said. “If you’d at least had enough respect for me to break it off first. And what about using condoms, while we’re at it? I thought you were supposed to be one of the smart ones.”

I paused for several seconds, allowing Jeremy a chance to respond. My left hand worked its way into my pillowcase and tugged at the stitching. “I tested positive for chlamydia,” I continued. “And you’re the one who gave it to me, so however much you think you hate yourself, it’s not enough.”

I’d never be able to use this pillowcase again. No one in my family sewed. I turned over, nestling my head into the pillow while I waited for him to speak because I couldn’t. My throat was swollen raw. I still wanted Jeremy to be that guy who’d comforted me after New Year’s, but I wanted to damage him too. Life had moved on without me, but I hadn’t changed. I couldn’t start or stop evolution. All I could do was react to things outside my control in the same tired ways.

“Are you … are you trying to mess with my head, Ivy?”

Laughable, wasn’t it? I was no match for him when it came to saving the world or screwing with people’s heads. I let the phone drop onto my bedspread. Both my hands lunged behind my head and grabbed for the abused pillowcase. I tore into it without even looking. The ripping sound filled me with relief, giving me the strength to sweep the phone into my hand and press “end” once and for all.


SIXTEEN | LUCAN
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“WE’RE THROWING A LAST-MINUTE barbecue together over here,” Dad said. “You want me to pick you up, or are you busy?”

“We” probably meant the usual suspects, my aunt and uncles and my cousins. If it weren’t for Nanook I would’ve jumped on the idea. Like I said before, Dad was the better cook in our family, and so far all I’d eaten that day was two bowls of Froot Loops and a turkey sandwich. I offered Dad the same phony Nanook explanation I’d given Mom and asked if I could bring the dog along. “I don’t like to leave her alone too much,” I said.

“And your mother, she can’t watch it for you?”

How to explain the reason that I didn’t like asking Mom for favors lately without tempting my father to refer to her as a whore? The shit I had to deal with lately. Unbelievable.

“Look, maybe we should just leave it for another time,” I told him, popping out the first lie that sprang into my head. “I think Paolo’s coming over later.”

“Paolo can come too,” Dad said generously. “Paolo, the dog, your mom and her boyfriend, eh? One big happy family.”

He wanted me to laugh, so I did. “All right,” I told him. “I’ll see you in a couple hours.” Natalie and Ella would have a good time with the dog. It would probably do Nanook good too. She’d been moping since Ivy left earlier.

I mentioned my plans to Mom, and she seemed happy that she wouldn’t have to make anything special for dinner. “Have you heard anything from your friend Annalea?” she asked. “How’s her grandfather — or was it her grandmother?”

I didn’t think I’d specified which in the first place. “Grandfather,” I replied. “I don’t know. I haven’t heard from her since she left. They’re probably busy at the hospital and stuff.”

“I’m sure it’s a relief to her that you’re looking after her dog,” Mom told me. God knows what she’d say if she knew the warped truth. I wondered what would shock her more — the idea that Ivy would do something like that or that I’d help her.

I’d be glad when it was over with, but I’d probably do the same again if I had another chance. I liked hanging out with Ivy. I was starting to think that I liked hanging out with Ivy a little too much.

I was letting Nanook mangle one of my socks, trying to wrestle it out of her mouth to cheer her up, when McKenna called my cell. After my painfully awkward conversations with Des and her last night I wasn’t ready to speak to her again, but I picked up anyway. My energy level drained as I said, “Hi, McKenna.”

“Lucan, I need you to do me a favor,” she said urgently. “Des is pounding at my front door, and he says he won’t go until he’s talked to me. He’s really freaking me out, and my dad’s already gone over to Tracy’s for the night.”

The scenario sucked. I mean, record-breaking suckage. I wanted to be an EMT, not a cop, vet, or counselor. I didn’t have a clue how to handle a domestic violence situation, especially when it involved my best friend. I heard Des banging and shouting fiercely in the background, and then I got scared for McKenna. I didn’t think Des would hurt her really bad, but the fubar nature of that thought made me crack my knuckles and exhale sharply. He shouldn’t have been laying his hands on her at all. Ever. How could I not have known?

“You told him to go?” I asked.

“I told him I’d call the cops if he didn’t. He called me this morning, yelling at me for telling you the truth. He was saying horrible things …” She paused to listen to the noise from outside.

I couldn’t make out what Des was roaring. “What’s that he’s shouting?” I asked.

“He’s saying that I don’t need to be afraid of him,” McKenna rasped. “He says that he just wants to talk and that … he’s sorry. Lucan, if he doesn’t leave soon I’ll have to call the police, but I really don’t want to do that. Could you come over and talk to him? Please. Maybe he’ll listen to you.”

Des hated me right now. I didn’t know the right things to say to make him stop.

“I’ll be there in ten,” I told her. “I have to take my bike.” I was sure she wouldn’t want me to ask my mother for a ride and risk getting her involved. “Can you wait that long?”

“Maybe he’ll go away,” she whispered. “Can you stay on the phone with me?”

I sped out of the apartment, lost the cellphone signal in the garage getting my bike, and had to call her back. Des ranted and thumped on her door intermittently as I pedaled.

I expected him to look different, like a guy with a boozy face and dirty hair in a mug shot, but when I pulled into McKenna’s driveway the person standing with one hand flat against the front door only looked like a miserable version of Des. He didn’t see me arrive. I could’ve pulled his hands up behind his back and shoved him to the ground like something out of Cops.

“Des,” I called, dropping my cell into my back pocket. “You’re scaring her, man.”

He flinched and spun around, glaring at me with angry red eyes. Then he launched his foot at the door, the sound of his sole clapping against wood making my shoulders jerk. His face was that chicken wire skull again, and he shouted at McKenna through the door like I was invisible. “With the shit you’ve been spreading about me you could at least open the fucking door. What — is Lucan your new boyfriend now?”

“Don’t be stupid, Des.” My heart was hammering in my chest. “She only called me because you’re freaking her out.”

He dragged his bare arm across his forehead and refused to face me. “You know I’d never touch you, never hurt you,” he said into the door, his voice softer now. “I just need to get some things straight. Can’t you understand that?” The last part sounded like a plea.

“Lucan, are you out there?” McKenna yelled from inside.

I shouted back to make my presence known. Des eyed me with the glazed stare of a sleepwalker: What am I doing? How did I end up here?

“You don’t have to do this,” I warned. Be cool. Go home. “She’ll call the cops any second now.” My cell was ringing in my pocket. I ignored it and concentrated on Des. “You want to get tossed into the back of a cruiser?”

Des looked defeated and furious at the same time. I didn’t realize those two emotions could coexist before that moment. “You can call whoever the fuck you want, McKenna. I don’t give a shit.” He launched his foot half-heartedly at her front door a second time.

I gripped his arm to pull him back. “She lies,” he mumbled. “She fucking lies.”

My body pushed between Des’s and the door, blocking access. “You think that’s what you’re proving by coming over here and acting like an asshole? That she’s lying? From where I’m standing it looks like the opposite.”

Des buried his hands in his pockets and stumbled backwards, shaking his head. “You don’t know, you don’t,” he stammered. “You don’t know anything.” It was only the second thing he’d said directly to me since I’d pulled up at McKenna’s door. “Why don’t you …” His eyes jumped to mine for a second before cutting away.

I thought I knew what he’d been about to say to me. Why didn’t I believe him over her?

But he never got the words out. Next thing I knew he was turning and running, down McKenna’s lawn and into the street. He must have walked over to her house instead of driving in the first place because he kept on going. Sprinting away from us. Bolting like he was being chased.

I watched him disappear for something like thirty seconds before leaning into the door and saying, “He’s gone.”

McKenna unlocked the door and stared at me on her front stoop. “Thank you.” A wisp of her blond hair fell into her mouth. She swept it away, her cheeks rosy but her eyes dry. They scanned the street for Des, but he’d already passed out of view. “I was afraid he’d break a window or get in somehow.”

I grazed her hand. As usual lately, I didn’t have the words.

“Thank you,” McKenna repeated, the two of us looking at nothing in the road.

“It’s okay.” I wished I’d done something sooner. Sensed what was going on and made it stop somehow. Then it struck me like a tire iron. I’d follow Des. Speak to him. For real, this time. There was no more hiding anything.

“I’m going after him,” I told McKenna. “Will you be okay here?”

She nodded slowly, shell-shocked. “I’ll call Faith and ask her to come get me.”

“Good.” I didn’t touch her again; I was afraid she would take it the wrong way. I was friends with someone who beat up his girlfriend — it made me feel guilty by association, capable of who knows what? “Lock the door when I leave.”

I didn’t need to tell McKenna that; she already knew. “I will,” she said anyway.

I stalked over to the garage and swung a leg over my bike. Cycling down the road, there was no sign of Des anywhere. I pedaled faster, scanning the cross streets. He was on foot; I should’ve been able to catch up with him in seconds. But it was like he’d evaporated.

After fifteen minutes of searching the neighborhood, I tore my phone out of my pocket to call him. “Where are you?” I asked his voice mail. “We need to talk.”

I had no idea what I’d say when I spotted Des. All that shit about speaking to someone and fixing himself didn’t feel real; I didn’t want to give a pep talk. But I couldn’t let things lie. My fingers forced their way into my pocket again, burying the phone in it as my feet slid back onto the pedals.

I cycled over to Des’s place and rapped on the door, a weirdly polite knock that sounded wrong. Maybe he was inside pretending that he wasn’t. I knocked louder and louder until I nearly sounded the way Des had at McKenna’s door.

Then my hand drifted away from the door, my fingers uncoiling from a fist into five separate entities. Fuck you for putting me here, Des. Do you think I want to do this?

So maybe I was glad he wasn’t around when it came down to it. Maybe it was better that I was climbing back on my bike and heading for home, sun shining down on me as though it was a good day while Des kicked a dent into McKenna’s door inside my head.

If Ivy had been there today maybe she would’ve handled things better, despite the messed-up situation with her ex’s dog. And maybe I shouldn’t have been in such a hurry to dodge Annalea. Maybe my mind wouldn’t have been stalling on Ivy as much if I had someone else around to distract me.

Annalea was exactly the kind of diversion I needed now. Her and the stunningly humungous boobs she’d showed off in my bedroom that day. Why hadn’t I taken better advantage of the situation when I’d had the chance? Maybe she would’ve wanted to …

But, no, I didn’t even want that. Not really. Not her and not the sexy Russian woman I tried to shift my thoughts to because she’d know what she was doing and I wouldn’t have to worry about feeling like I was using her.

For once thinking about sex felt like no comfort at all. Zip. Nada. Niente.

All I wanted was to clear my head and not think of a damn thing.


SEVENTEEN | IVY
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THE PHONE RANG AGAIN immediately. I’d never bothered with ring tones, but the noise was a convincing imitation of a complaint — or an evacuation siren. I let the first three calls go to voice mail and then, irritated with the phone’s incessant chirping, switched it off entirely. Twenty minutes later our land line rang, and it occurred to me that Hamlet was never as desperate to get in touch with Ophelia. Maybe our situations weren’t so similar after all.

Mom knocked at my door before opening it and saying, “Sweetie, Jeremy is on the phone for you.” She laid her head gently against the door in silent acknowledgment of the difficult time I was going through. “He seems distraught. Do you want to speak to him?”

“I’m not going to speak to him.”

“He said he’d tried your cell several times and that you wouldn’t answer.” Mom’s fawn-coated eyelids fluttered as she gazed down at me on the bed. “What happened to your pillowcase?”

“It doesn’t matter — and you should tell him that I’m not going to speak to him whichever number he calls.”

Mom straightened her neck and said, “That sounds very definite.” Was I interpreting incorrectly or did it seem as if she hoped that I’d take the phone?

“You don’t get to feel sorry for him after what he did to me,” I told her, pulling the torn pillowcase free and tossing it onto the floor next to my purse.

“I’m on your side,” Mom said gingerly. “I just know how unhappy you’ve been so far this summer. I don’t like to see you like this. I thought …”

I locked my arms around my knees, bobbed my head at her, and said, “You don’t know the half of it.” I braced myself for a sympathetic look. There were times concern was harder to deal with than indifference, especially coming from a well-meaning mother. “He’s seeing Betina now. Actually, there was some kind of overlap, and between the two of them they passed me an STI.” Mom’s wide eyes and jagged mouth reminded me of a cartoon character. Everything she was feeling and thinking went into that aghast expression. She became her reaction the way that I’d become a post-Jeremy caricature of myself.

“I’m okay now,” I assured her. “The doctor put me on antibiotics, so I don’t want you to worry. I’ll be fine. Honestly.”

“What kind of STI?” Mom demanded. I’d told her my second appointment with Dr. Nayar was to discuss bladder infection prevention, since my mother was prone to them. She’d had no reason to suspect I was hiding something, and that undoubtedly made my announcement twice as shocking.

“Chlamydia,” I confessed into my left knee. “They caught it early, so it won’t cause me any problems. I just told” — his name stuck in my throat like a chicken bone — “Jeremy. He probably doesn’t believe me, but there was only ever him, so …”

Mom shook her head sternly, outraged on my behalf. “What kind of people are these?” she said, her mouth hanging open for several seconds before she slammed her lips together.

“He’s still on the phone,” I reminded her. “Can you tell him not to call here anymore?”

“Of course I will,” Mom said definitively. She grabbed the doorknob and half-turned in the doorway before glancing back at me. “I have a few things I’d like to say to him myself.”

I didn’t protest. He deserved any wrath my mother could fire at him. I didn’t intend to speak to him again, either. I’d played my role in public health. Unfortunately, Jeremy’s penis wasn’t going to turn green and fall off in Betina’s hand. The appearance of mutant-sized pubic lice wasn’t likely either. The two of them would live, possibly even flourish, even though he didn’t love her, even though it was me he wanted to talk to about his missing dog.

I needed to stop obsessing about him, them, and us. There was an entire world out there that had nothing to do with either of them. I’d almost forgotten about it lately. If it weren’t for Lucan, Shaye, and my job at Frasier-Hay I’d have rarely left the house in the past few weeks. I grabbed my cell, keys, and purse and jumped impulsively into the Volkswagen. In the beginning I didn’t know where I was going; I just drove. The motion felt like meditation. If I took a cross-country road trip I might well end up a Buddhist.

The Side Door. The destination materialized in my mind while I was stopped at a red light. I doubled back towards it, thinking that I could hang out, speak to some people I’d never met, play foosball or backgammon and escape from the vortex of being me. Maybe it would be a video night. Maybe Shaye would be there writing her poetry.

I didn’t factor in that it was Sunday, when the Side Door had no drop-in hours. I surveyed the emergency numbers posted next to their locked orange door, disappointed. Then I called Shaye’s house for a dose of her fourteen-year-old sarcastic wit, but the machine picked up instantly. I could’ve cruised all the way to the West Coast to dip my toes in the Pacific or gone on a hundred other self-indulgent adventures, if only I wasn’t due in at Frasier-Hay at eight-thirty the following morning. Eventually I arrived at the mundane default destination of countless suburbanites, the local shopping mall. They closed early on Sundays too, but I had a solid forty-five minutes to meander through the figure eight–shaped structure, my mind tripping over itself with the effort of struggling not to plunge into useless thought patterns. My stomach growled petulantly as I passed the food court. I bought an ice cream sundae to appease it, and the peanuts made me think of Lucan’s allergy.

I shouldn’t have dragged him into the Jeremy disaster with me. Hiding Nanook was pointless. It didn’t make us even. You couldn’t erase history.

In the window of teen clothing shop Westside Depot a girl in denim shorts was folding a men’s T-shirt with that special store assistant knack that I hadn’t mastered, the retail equivalent of a hospital corner. I stopped and gaped at the navy tee in her hands. Two figures of the opposite sex stood in the first panel. The female stick figure seemed to be yelling at the male one. In the second panel he stood alone with a smiling face and an outstretched arm. The female figure, shoved out of the frame, appeared sailing headfirst further down the T-shirt. “PROBLEM SOLVED,” read the caption.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. I crumpled my empty cardboard ice cream bowl into the nearest trash bin, stomped into the store, and said, “You’re actually selling these?”

“They’re $15.99,” the sales assistant said. “What size are you looking for?”

“I’m not going to buy one. I can’t believe you’re selling them.” I thought about Lucan’s friend, the back of my neck cramping. “It’s not funny. This isn’t something to joke about.”

The girl squinted blankly down at the freshly folded tee, its message visible above the fold. “They’re just cartoon characters,” she said. “You see a lot of stupid stuff on T-shirts.”

“Can I talk to the manager?” I asked. My blood was pumping like an oil refinery.

“About the T-shirt?” the girl said, wrinkling her nose at me.

“Yes. About the T-shirt.”

The store manager wasn’t there, so I spoke to the on-duty assistant manager. She agreed that the T-shirt sent a disturbing message but explained that the store didn’t order its own stock; all decisions were made at head office. She told me another man had complained about the shirts the day before and offered to write the head office phone number on the back of a voided credit note slip for me.

I phoned Beverley Pereira from the AVL and described the situation as I wound my way back through the figure eight. Incensed, Beverley proceeded to rant into my ear, ending with what normally would have been a perfectly reasonable assumption: “What did Jeremy say? Can you take pictures of the tee and put them up on the blog?”

Officially, none of us graduates belonged to the AVL anymore. I considered calling one of this year’s upcoming seniors, but Jeremy and Mr. Amara were the only ones who had a complete phone list. “Jeremy and I …” I paused briefly. “We’re not together anymore. It’s complicated. Can you call him for me, tell him what’s going on, and ask what the story is with the blog and AVL social networking group during summer vacation?” I explained about the issue of being ex-AVL and mentioned that I intended to contact the store’s head office to complain. “If you can get a hold of the AVL phone list I can get in touch with everyone.”

“Okay,” Beverley confirmed after a lapse of several seconds, during which she was probably digesting the breakup of Suttonville High’s seemingly happiest couple. “Give me the head office number. I’ll call tomorrow too.”

I read the digits off, said I’d speak to her soon, and retraced my steps back to Westside Depot, where I unfolded one of the offending T-shirts. I draped the navy shirt full-length across the table it had been resting on and snapped a photo with my cellphone. The salesgirl from before glowered at me as I attempted to refold the shirt. “I’ll do that for you,” she said rudely, sliding it out from between my fingers.

My cell, still in my right hand where one of the T-shirt sleeves had been, clamored for attention, every decibel as infuriating as it had been earlier. That would be Jeremy, of course, whining about his lost dog or protesting that I was lying about being infected. I clicked “end” at precisely the same moment that I spotted Lucan’s name.

I was debating whether to call back then or leave it for later when he tried again. “You hung up on me,” he complained.

“I’m sorry. I thought you were Jeremy.”

“Why would you think that?” he asked, annoyance streaking through each syllable. “Never mind. I need you to drive over here and pick up the dog.” Nanook barked in the background as if to make her presence felt. “I know you said tomorrow, but I can’t deal with this now. She won’t quit barking and I’m starting to lose it, man.”

Man. Like he’d said on the phone with his friend. Jeremy never called me man or dude.

“Is she okay?” I asked. “Why does she sound so upset?”

“There’s been some drama here today. I dunno … I guess she doesn’t like raised voices.” Nanook continued yapping as Lucan went on. “I need you to swing by here, Ivy. You need to get her back where she belongs. Today.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll be there in about thirty minutes.” I hadn’t worked out how to get Nanook back to the Waites yet, but Lucan was obviously at the end of his rope. If I hadn’t expended most of my emotional energy during that earlier conversation with Jeremy my Lucan guilt would definitely have spiked. As it was I dragged my intellectually scattered, emotionally overstimulated self out to the parking lot and started Mom’s trusty Volkswagen without feeling much of anything.
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MY PHONE MUST HAVE been off when my parents tried to call. I don’t know. I remember it ringing at one point. Next thing I knew I was wrapped up in witnessing Des hopped up on rage and then disappearing into the woodwork like I’d imagined the whole thing, so forgive me for spacing on Dad and the completely unimportant barbecue, you know? Excuse me for lurching past Mom as she hissed at me and for telling Julian that whatever choice words my father had had for him were probably an understatement. I couldn’t claim responsibility for Dad’s behavior while he’d waited in the condo with my mother and her young stud. I couldn’t be held accountable for Mom’s sexaholic tendencies or for the three of them stressing the small white dog that shouldn’t have been my responsibility either.

Ivy couldn’t show soon enough. The dog needed out. I needed out.

Mom tapped at my bedroom door as I hung up the phone. She didn’t wait for me to answer. She barged into the middle of the room, the pointy toe of her red shoe connecting with the USB drive I’d left on the floor. “Do you mind?” I said, pointing at a still agitated Nanook at my feet. “I’m trying to calm her down. You two are freaking her out with all your screeching.”

“We weren’t screeching,” Mom insisted loudly. “If your father comes back here to pick you up tonight he’s not setting foot inside the building, you understand, Lucan? I’m not suffering through one of those ridiculous chest-beating displays again.”

“Tell that to him, not me.” The attitude in my voice set Nanook barking again, and I bent my head down to her and said, “Shhhhhh, you’re okay, girl.” I patted her on the back in what I hoped was a reassuring rhythm.

“I don’t understand why you weren’t here when he came to get you,” Mom added, her eyebrows sharp.

I said nothing and concentrated on petting Nanook.

“I don’t want him here,” Mom snapped. “From now on, if Alessio has to speak to me he can do it over the phone.”

“I get it, okay?” I shot her an irritated look. “You know he never comes in anyway. You must’ve asked him up in the first place.” Which might have been okay, if the goon hadn’t been around too. What had she done? Called Julian over for bathtub playtime the second she’d thought I was gone for a few hours?

Mom got the picture and left, closing my bedroom door firmly behind her. I didn’t know what to do next, and then I shuffled past Nanook, opened my laptop, and started typing the longest email I’d ever written to Michael. I told him about Dad probably calling Mom a whore while I was gone and lobbing who knows what kind of insults at Julian. I told him about sleeping with my iPod in case master bedroom activities got rowdy and how Des was so fucked up that I wasn’t sure I could hang out with him anymore. Then I came to the part about Nanook and Ivy and hit delete. I deleted the whole damn email because I couldn’t tell the difference between what I needed to say and what was surplus and might come back to haunt me.

Fubar.

Everything around me was fubar.

The land line rang, but someone snapped it up before I could get there. Knuckles rapped on my door. Male knuckles; it wasn’t Mom’s knock. “Yo, Lucan, there’s a girl on her way up to see you. Your mom buzzed her in.” Julian smirked through the door; I could hear it in his thick, cheesy voice. “Maybe you’d better keep your bedroom door open when she gets here, buddy. We don’t need your dad barging back in here, complaining about me being a bad influence again.”

I gritted my teeth and swung the door open, my head bent so I wouldn’t have to look Julian in the eye. I called for Nanook as I walked past him, and she scurried along next to me. Funny how silent she was again, like everything had returned to a state of cool as I stood by the front door waiting for Ivy. She didn’t even bark when the doorbell rang.

“Hey,” I said, face to face with Ivy. “Thanks for getting here so fast.”

“No, thank you.” She touched my arm. “I should never have …” She looked past me, and I spun around to glare at Julian grinning behind me.

“Julian,” he announced, reaching out to shake her hand. “And you are?”

Ivy hesitated for a second. “I’m Ivy. I just came to pick up the dog.”

My shoulders were stiff. My cheekbones ached from trying to control my face. “You don’t have to talk to him,” I said, turning back to face her. “He doesn’t live here.”

Julian thumped me on the back, not hard enough to hurt me but hard enough to make him impossible to ignore. “Relax,” he drawled. “I’m just saying hello to your friend.” He curved his hand around my shoulder and squeezed the way a father would, only Julian wasn’t my dad, he was mocking me, pissed about what I’d said to him earlier and aiming to make up for it.

“Don’t touch me,” I told him. My face felt like that same chicken wire skull I’d seen on Des earlier. I shoved my hands into Julian’s chest, and he stumbled backwards.

“You little bastard,” he cried in surprise. He took a slow step in my direction. Nanook snarled at him like she had rabies. He froze in his tracks, but she stood her ground, barking with a ferociousness that made it clear she didn’t care who had the size advantage.

Gratitude swelled up under everything else I was feeling. This dog I’d only known for two days liked me enough to defend me against a feral mountain gorilla. I swept Nanook up into my arms and looked at Ivy. “Let’s go.”

We were quiet in the elevator, all of us. I followed Ivy out to her car, and we stood beside it until she said, “What just happened back there? Are you okay?”

“Can you open the door so I can put her in the back?” I muttered. Ivy hit the remote, and I set Nanook down in the backseat. She started barking when I closed the door and wouldn’t stop.

Ivy opened the door and left it ajar for her. “It’s all right, Nanook,” she soothed. “You’re going home. It’s all right. Good girl.” Ivy switched her attention to me, her pupils tiny in the bright summer sun. “Are you okay?” she repeated.

I nodded a little, but I wasn’t ready to elaborate.

“So that was your mom’s boyfriend,” she continued, one hand in her pocket and the other diving into her long hair. “Nanook doesn’t seem overly fond of him.”

“That doesn’t mean anything.” I shrugged wearily. “She was cool with Des when we were over at his place last night.” Until we’d started to argue, that is. Nanook wasn’t down with conflict. If she’d been at McKenna’s earlier she probably would’ve taken a chunk out of him. I’d nearly done that myself, and I really, really didn’t want to talk about any of it. “So you’re going to hand her over,” I continued, motioning to Nanook in the backseat. “Just like that? Hey, Jeremy, I stole your dog, but it’s all good now?”

Ivy threw her hands halfway up into the air before losing momentum. “I don’t even know.” She stared blankly into the backseat. “I’m sorry I got you involved. I’ll figure it out, I guess.” She tucked her right hand partway into her pocket again. “Do you need a ride somewhere?”

“Yeah, thanks.” I didn’t know where, but I walked around to the passenger side and climbed into the Volkswagen.

Ivy slid on her sunglasses and started the car. She was that Hamptons girl again, somebody who should’ve been hanging out on a yacht in a blue blazer and crisp white shirt. “Where to?” she asked.

My eyes were on her iPod, which was sitting in the storage compartment directly behind the gearshift. I wanted to pick the thing up and skim through it, just for something to do that wouldn’t involve answering tricky questions like where did I want to go?

“You can put something on,” she told me, pressing the iPod into my hands. “I don’t know if we have any overlap in musical taste. I mostly like old stuff.”

“I like a lot of old stuff too.” I started flicking through her tunes. As we pulled out of the parking lot I opted for a Ramones album. A frenzied drumbeat skidded out of the speakers. “You know, I can help you bring the dog back,” I added after a few seconds. “I don’t know what I’m doing now anyway, so …”

“I could take you over to your dad’s,” Ivy offered, her mirrored glasses beaming me a distorted image of myself. “You’ve helped me enough. I can’t ask you to take the dog back.”

“Look, I’ll just run up to the door with her, put her down on the ground, and ring the bell. No biggie.”

“You’ll get caught,” Ivy said, but my distorted self didn’t seem worried.

So this is what we did: Ivy pointed out Jeremy’s house from down the street. I got out of the car with Nanook in my arms and trekked towards the house. I set her down two lots away, and she sped towards the Waites’ place, just like I’d counted on. I followed her up the path, stood on their doorstep, and pressed the buzzer.

Nanook’s tail was going like crazy, as though she understood what it all meant. Then a woman in her forties opened the door and gasped. “Hannah!” she yelled. “Hannah! Nanook is here. She’s back!”

“So she’s yours?” I asked casually. “I was just walking by and saw the dog hanging around out here. I thought maybe she got locked out or something.”

“Oh!” The woman was full of exclamations. She grasped my hand and pumped it energetically. “Thank you for letting us know. She’s been missing for two days. I know it doesn’t sound like a long time, but the kids were so worried.” A preteen girl careened towards Nanook from inside the house, grabbing her around the middle.

“You are so bad,” the girl scolded, her face already melting. “Where have you been?”

Nanook’s tail wagged in response. There was a much more complicated answer to that, one I was happy Nanook could never share. “I’m glad it worked out,” I told them. “See you.” I walked away before they could ask my name or mention a reward.

I strolled to the opposite end of the street and rounded the corner where Ivy and the Ramones were waiting for me. “Thanks, Lucan,” she said as I got in. “I don’t know how I would’ve done that without you.”

“Confess?” I guessed.

Ivy shook her head and shifted into drive. “Not that. I know I shouldn’t have done it, but … no. He deserved it. The dog and everyone else didn’t, but he really did, you know?” She touched the rim of her glasses. “It’s better if you don’t know, actually. I’m starting to think that any emotion that intense has to be wrong by definition.”

I rubbed my eyes as I glanced out the window. “I think you might be right about that.”

“Hey.” Ivy moved her head in time to the music. “You still didn’t tell me where you want to go.”

My phone rang in my pocket. I didn’t even realize I had it on me. I flipped the top open and glanced at the screen: Home. No one I needed to speak to, then.

I slouched in my seat, scratched at my ear, and finally shrugged at her. “I wish I knew.”


NINETEEN | IVY

[image: ]

“YOUR FATHER’S PLACE?” I suggested again. “A friend’s? Somebody from school?” Lucan had deflated since returning Nanook to her rightful owners, and I wanted to deliver my unusually subdued second cousin somewhere that I wouldn’t have to worry about him. I had my violence against women fashion-wear issue to tackle and layers of anti-Jeremy emotions to consciously avoid. There wasn’t much left of me to deal with anything else, particularly when Lucan was refusing to open up about what had happened at his mother’s condo.

“Maybe the café,” Lucan muttered. “I have a key.”

“You want to hang out at the café while it’s closed?” I knew he had friends other than Des, various places he could go. He definitely had more friends than me, who mainly just counted fellow believers as my closest acquaintances.

Lucan gazed out the window as he answered. “I can sleep there, make myself breakfast in the morning. Drop me off. It’ll be cool.”

I didn’t think I had any extra feelings to channel into guilt, but I was wrong. Lucan had been a good friend to me lately, a much better friend than Betina or Jeremy. As far as I knew, he’d never lied to me, and he’d taken on Nanook for no other reason than to help me out. So how was I repaying him? By being entirely selfish. Yes, I had my reasons, but that didn’t give me license to behave as though I was the only person in the world who had problems.

“Why don’t you stay at my house tonight?” I suggested.

Lucan’s head settled back against the seat. He glanced at me from the corner of his eyes. “There’s your parents. You’re forgetting about the whole bad blood thing.”

“Yeah, well, you’re not your mother.”

Lucan drummed his fingers on his knees. “It’s not worth aggravating your folks, Ivy. The last thing I need right now is more aggravation.”

“Right. Sleeping on a tile floor, between tables, is so much less aggravation.” I made a face to demonstrate how ridiculous he was being. “I honestly don’t think my parents will mind. It’s one night, and don’t forget, I’m working at Frasier-Hay this summer. If they don’t object to that …” He didn’t need to know about the family crests and battling kilted men. I was sure my mother’s anger was still pointed squarely at Jeremy. Timing was on Lucan’s side.

“All right then.” Lucan pulled at his right ear. “If you think it’s okay.”

I drove back to my house, where Mom was in the middle of putting away leftover roast potatoes, carrots, and pork chops in a dill pickle marinade that my Dad was manic about. Mom’s eyes hung on Lucan as we stepped into the kitchen. “Ivy, did you have dinner out?”

“I didn’t get around to that.” I pointed to Lucan with my thumb. “Do you remember Lucan Rossi?”

“Lucan.” Mom set her container of leftovers on the counter and approached with a warm smile. “You were at my mother’s seventy-fifth, weren’t you? We didn’t have much of a chance to talk.”

“Yeah.” He nodded, smiling back. It wasn’t his usual sodium pentothal grin, but Mom couldn’t know that. “I was outside mostly. I had kind of an allergy problem that day.”

“Mom, can I talk to you for a second?” I herded her swiftly out of the kitchen and towards the empty living room, where I vaguely explained Lucan’s family problems. There wasn’t much I could tell her, and I wouldn’t have shared more details anyway. I didn’t want to tread on Lucan’s personal boundaries; I just needed her to agree to his presence.

Mom brightened at the sound of Rossi discontent. “Well, of course he can stay here tonight,” she said, brushing a hand against her chin. “Do you think I should call his mother — just to let her know he’s all right? Surely she’d be worried if he didn’t come home all night, despite the tension there.”

I swiveled in the direction of the kitchen, wondering what Lucan would have to say about that, as Mom continued. “Tell him if he doesn’t feel up to speaking to Sheri just now I’ll call to let her know his whereabouts. I know we haven’t been in touch much recently, but I think it’s the right thing to do.” She patted my arm, lowering her voice. “I’ll go make up the lemon room for him. You can reheat dinner for the two of you if you’re hungry.” I had the feeling Lucan’s presence had just saved me from another solemn Jeremy discussion with my mother — yet another reason I owed him.

I returned to the kitchen and microwaved the leftovers. Lucan and I sat next to each other at the table while I racked my brains for something casual to say. None of our usual topics would work here, within potential eavesdropping distance of my parents.

“This pork is really good,” Lucan said. “What’s in it?”

I froze with my fork in the air. His allergy had completely slipped my overloaded mind. The dill marinade — what was it made of? Only pickles, salt, and pepper. I’d seen Mom make it often enough over the years. The rest of the meal was just carrots and potatoes. We were safe.

“Do you have your EpiPen with you?” I blurted.

“Why?” he asked suspiciously.

“There’s no peanuts in that. I just realized — I mean, we do have peanut butter around here, and I wouldn’t want anything to happen.”

Lucan sliced into his pork and loaded a chunk onto his fork along with a baby carrot. “I don’t have it on me,” he admitted. “I left in a hurry.” He watched me as he chewed, chased the food down with water, and added, “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine. You’re not going to force-feed me peanut butter for breakfast, right?”

“Yeah, but aren’t you supposed to have it with you at all times?”

Lucan groaned lightly. “You sound like my parents.” His left hand disappeared into his pocket and then whipped out with a blister pack between his fingers. “Look, I have these, okay? I’m not entirely fragile, you know. I’ll be fine as long as no one decides to spike my drink.”

After dinner we loaded up the dishwasher and I led him to the guest bedroom. The person who’d spent the most time up there was my grandmother who’d passed away six months ago. Her favorite color was yellow, so when my parents had the room redone three years ago the walls, lampshades, and bedspread all took on a lemon hue. Mom even used to plug a citrus scent into the wall before Grandma’s arrival to round out the effect.

In the upstairs hall we ran into my father, who threw out his hand to give Lucan’s a vigorous shake. “Lucan, nice to see you again. How’s your brother, Michael, these days?”

“He’s good,” Lucan replied. “He’s over in Europe doing the touring thing.”

“Sounds like an excellent way to spend a summer,” Dad summed up with a tilt of his head. “Expensive. Anyway” — he blinked at the empty space behind us in the hallway — “you let us know if you need anything.”

Lucan bobbed his head, and my father continued along his route downstairs. I resisted the urge to say I told you they wouldn’t mind and opened the door to the lemon room. Mom had left Dad’s pair of green checked pajamas folded on the double bed for Lucan to sleep in, along with one of the yellow bath towels she’d routinely allotted to my grandmother. Being inside the guest room, surrounded by so much yellow, filled me with the kind of sadness that comes from knowing you’ll never see someone again.

The feeling took me by surprise, and I stalled just inside the doorway, Lucan ambling past me to sit on the bed. “Your parents are being really nice about this.” His gold lashes blinked up at me, and I thought about how even they could be classified as yellow; he matched the room.

“I don’t know how altruistic it is,” I said truthfully. “My mom offered to call your mother to let her know where you are. I think she may be … not happy but … I don’t know, forget I said anything.” I didn’t want to explain that Sheri’s current troubles were probably making my parents feel justified in their aversion. Possibly they were even silently congratulating themselves on their open-mindedness when it came to Lucan. “That whole situation with them and Sheri is so weird. You’d think they could’ve worked the money thing out somehow, with them being so close before.”

“I didn’t think it was mostly about money.” Lucan opened his mouth to say more, then allowed it to drop shut again without elaborating.

I sat down on the bed next to him. “You mean the boyfriend thing from when they were teenagers?” I thought I caught a whiff of citrus in the air and stood up to check behind the pine bedside table. Sure enough, Mom had plugged one of those scent units into the wall.

“It doesn’t matter,” Lucan said dismissively. “That’s ancient history, right?” The mattress creaked under his weight as he shifted on the bed.

“Are you holding out on me? What did you hear about the whole thing?”

He glanced at the ceiling, slowly exhaling. “I have a feeling I shouldn’t say. We’re talking about something that happened seven years ago. How could it even matter anymore?”

“If it can’t matter anymore then there should be no problem telling me.” I plopped down next to him and nudged his arm. The sadness passed as quickly as it had taken hold. Maybe I would never actually lay eyes on my grandmother again, but I thought I could feel her there in the room with me. Of course, there was a good possibility that I was just responding to the memory of the clean, fruity smell permeating the air.

“Don’t shoot the messenger, okay?” He leaned back on his hands and said, “My mother said she saw your dad with another woman at a hotel. I heard that’s why they stopped talking. My mom called yours to tell her, but she wouldn’t believe it — your dad said she was lying.”

A stunned hum of air escaped from my throat. “And what do you think? Do you think your mom was telling the truth?”

Lucan offered a level stare that spoke volumes. He did. He thought she was telling the truth. “I think we shouldn’t get wrapped up in our parents’ problems. I mean, you obviously heard something else about money, so who knows? I’m fed up with my parents’ shit at the moment, so as far as I’m concerned one explanation is as good as another.”

It occurred to me that I was becoming desensitized to his swearing, maybe desensitized to four-letter words in general. I could’ve cross-examined Lucan about the details, but I had a sneaking suspicion that Sheri’s version of the feud might not have been entirely wrong. I didn’t know my father well enough to attest to what he would or wouldn’t do. Maybe there’d been some other woman in the past, or maybe it had genuinely been some kind of misunderstanding. It was impossible for me to say.

“Are you okay?” Lucan asked, his eyes still on me.

“Yeah, I’m fine. It’s … you know … it was a long time ago. They told me they lent your parents money that they never paid back. They never mentioned the rest of it.”

“It could be there’s something to do with money mixed up in there too,” he said helpfully. “I think somewhere along the line I might have heard there was money involved, but you know how it is, they don’t tend to give lots of details on these things.”

I nodded, and I wasn’t upset about the revelation (if that’s what it was) in the way that most people would’ve been. If it was true, as I was beginning to suspect, I was vaguely disappointed with my mother for either long since forgiving my father or living in denial. But like Lucan said, how could it matter much anymore? My own problems — and Lucan’s — were so much fresher. There’d been a moment back at his apartment where I was afraid that Julian would answer Lucan’s push with a smack, that Nanook and I would find ourselves protesting a full-fledged fist fight from the sidelines.

I wondered if Lucan was ready to talk about it yet, and I said, “I know. Listen, thanks again for helping me bring the dog back to Jeremy’s. You really didn’t have to do that.” He nodded briefly, like it was nothing. “You can tell me it’s none of my business if you want, but is there something going on with your dad, too? How come you didn’t want to go over to his place?”

Lucan explained about his dad dropping by the condo and exchanging unpleasant words with Sheri and her boyfriend. He said he hadn’t been there when his father showed because he’d gotten an emergency phone call from his friend’s ex. He kept looking at me and then looking away as he described the scene at her house.

“So Des is still denying it?” I said.

Lucan’s hands were motionless on the bedspread. His eyes had stopped blinking. “But he knows that I know.”

“That must be why he ran. He doesn’t want to admit it.”

Lucan’s jaw tightened. Then he jolted up, darting towards the bedside table. “Do you mind if I take this air freshener thing out?” he asked. “The smell’s driving me nuts.”

“Go ahead.”

He tugged it out of the wall and set it down on the bedside table, then changed his mind and transferred it to the otherwise empty bottom drawer of the matching pine dresser. “Sorry,” he told me. “It’s just a sickly smell. Like a cough drop or something. It made me feel like I should be blowing my nose.”

“It’s okay.” I told him about how I associated the smell with my grandmother, how she used to stay with us a lot before she passed away.

Lucan paled next to me. I wondered if he was the kind of person who was worried about lying in the same bed where my dead grandmother used to sleep, but then he cleared his throat and apologized for putting the plug-in away.

We talked about a lot of things. I told him Jeremy had called earlier, worried for his dog and admitting that his relationship with Betina was basically just about sex. Lucan said he could never get how something could only be about sex when you were seeing someone on a regular basis, but then again, he didn’t know much about it because he’d never had sex.

He didn’t seem self-conscious about admitting it. He didn’t even make a joke about it after the fact or try to explain it away, and I thought that made him more mature than he realized, but I didn’t point it out and risk inviting awkwardness in where he’d previously shown none.

We spoke in generalities rather than specifics, about how a lot of people wouldn’t admit they were virgins, still others wouldn’t admit they weren’t, and some people just wanted to brag while simultaneously pretending none of it was a big deal anyway. We didn’t linger on the subject for long. We moved on to the crappy way his dad had been speaking about his mom lately, how my father and I practically never had a meaningful conversation, and the disturbing social implications of the T-shirt I’d seen at the mall. The fringes of any given topic seemed to overlap, melting seamlessly into the next until I realized that my mouth was dry and it was nearly dark outside the window.

My mom ventured in and said that she’d called Lucan’s mother to let her know he was spending the night with us. Mom peered at him as she said, “She asked that you call her later.”

Lucan’s head dropped in a noncommittal way. He stroked the yellow bath towel next to him.

“I’m thirsty,” I told him. “Are you thirsty? I’m going down to get something to drink.” We hung out quietly in the kitchen for a while before relocating to the backyard, where mosquitoes attacked us like we were the last warm-blooded creatures left in the northern hemisphere. I dug out the repellent and rubbed it liberally onto my arms, neck, and face because God knows I didn’t intend to trade chlamydia for West Nile disease. Lucan complained about the smell as he stood next to me, staunchly refusing to smooth any on himself.

“You’re so cranky about smells today,” I teased. “It’s not even that bad.” I sniffed my arm to demonstrate. “Your deodorant probably smells stronger.”

The light was on in the yard, illuminating the flowers my parents had paid someone else to plant, and we both spotted a mosquito zipping towards him. I swatted at it in front of his chest. I swatted all around him, actually, sort of like airport security minus the handheld metal detector. Lucan laughed and wrestled the bottle out of my hand. “Okay, have it your way.”

He coated himself in repellent, pulled up a lawn chair, and set the bottle down in the grass. “Happy now?” he asked, the genuine version of his smile leaping to his lips.

“Ecstatic.”
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OUT IN THE BACKYARD with Ivy, the two of us reeking like a chemical spill, I could almost forget how I’d ended up there in the first place. I felt practically normal. She was so easy to talk to. Not that I usually have a problem talking to people, but with her, even the hard topics seemed halfway to painless.

I didn’t want to stop talking and go inside. The mosquito lotion (which, believe me, smelled a hell of a lot worse than the guest room air freshener) bought me some bonus time, but in the end she got sleepy and said, “If I stay out here much longer I’m going to start falling asleep on you.”

“Again,” I kidded.

“I know.” She dropped her head, pretending to feel guilty. “But listen, I can give you a ride to work tomorrow. That should make up for it.”

I nodded at her, my mind on tomorrow. I wouldn’t be ready to show up at home then either, not unless Mom had kicked Julian’s hairy ass to the curb. I could try Dad’s place for a while, maybe, but I was still pissed with him too. I didn’t want to hear him talking trash about his ex-wife. Whatever she was doing, she also happened to be my mother. Involving Paolo or Jack would mean contact with Des, and I wasn’t ready to go there. I needed a cigarette. I needed to take off for Europe and come back in six months when all the dust had settled.

Ivy stood up with a yawn. “Do you need anything else? A toothbrush, maybe?”

Deodorant. Fresh clothes. My auto-injector. “A toothbrush would be good. Thanks.”

We went upstairs. I brushed my teeth, washed the poison smell off my arms, and got into my borrowed pajamas, the freakiness of the situation bounding through my head. There I was lying around in the pajamas of the man responsible for bulldozing Mom’s relationship with her cousin. I never would’ve seen that coming.

I must’ve been worn out. I fell asleep within minutes of hitting the pillow and dreamt about hanging out in the yard with Ivy. We were talking and kidding around, the usual. Next thing I knew she was up in the spare room, in the double bed with me, her hair and skin smelling like lemon. We weren’t doing anything, swear to God. Just lying next to each other under the bedspread. I didn’t mind about the smell. No, I liked it. My body got wound up to the extreme over a completely platonic incident, and I woke up gritting my teeth just before the situation turned critical.

It would’ve been simple to go along with it, finish the job, and drop back to sleep, like I normally would’ve done. Instead I set my mind to reversing the process. I thought about Ivy’s dead grandmother lying right where I was just then, how sick she probably got in the end, and how shitty it is that so many of us have to go like that. After a while it worked, but then I felt gloomy and on edge and didn’t want to lie in the bed anymore.

I sat up and reached for my phone in the dark. The only messages were from Mom. The first was in an uptight voice and said, “Lucan, I need you to call me. We have to talk.” In the second she was trying to keep her cool. “Lisette told me that you’re staying with them for the night, but I’d appreciate it if you’d at least return my call. Maybe you think you’re making some kind of statement, but you’re not a kid anymore; there are realities you have to deal with.” The final message was logged only ten minutes after the second and had an almost apologetic tone. “We’ll talk about things when you’re back here tomorrow, okay? We’ll iron things out. Goodnight, Lucan.”

“We’ll iron things out” didn’t sound promising. It didn’t sound anything like dumping Julian’s ugly gorilla ass. I changed into yesterday’s clothes, slunk down to the living room, and sprawled out on the couch watching TV. Poker was on, then anxious investigators roaming around in the Mississippi woods with night-vision video cameras, looking for Big Foot. I didn’t want to wake Ivy’s family too early, so I waited until it started to get light before jumping in the shower. When I got out of the bathroom I heard someone else up and walking around, and I headed downstairs again, hoping it was Ivy and then remembering my dream and hoping it wasn’t.

Her father was brewing coffee in the kitchen. He glanced at me over his pinstriped shoulder. “You’re an early riser, I see. What can I get you for breakfast?”

I got the feeling it was a question he wasn’t used to asking. I grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl in the center of the table. “Is there a cereal stash around?”

He opened one of the cupboards for me. I reached for the Corn Flakes and ate them at the table. Ivy’s dad sipped his coffee and gnawed on a muffin across from me. I used to call him David, but that didn’t feel right anymore. Mr. Hawkes?

“Sleep all right last night?” he asked.

“Yeah, fine. Thanks.”

Mr. Hawkes set his muffin down on the plate and raised his eyebrows. He still had what Mom had called movie star hair, but it was grayer now. “Are you driving in with Ivy this morning, or do you need a ride to work?”

“I’m going with her. Thanks, though.” He went back to working on his muffin. I didn’t feel like talking, but it seemed rude not to, after sleeping in his pajamas and all. “You have a really nice house here.” Everybody liked hearing how nice their house was.

“The property values in this neighborhood have skyrocketed in the past five years,” he told me. “I suppose the last time you saw us we were in Applewood. That was a very family-friendly neighborhood too, but small lots.” Mr. Hawkes talked real estate until he was finished his muffin. “Well, I’m off,” he said, with a final gulp. “Don’t work too hard, Lucan.”

Ivy stumbled in while I was washing my dishes later. Actually, I was washing her dad’s dishes too. He’d left them in the sink. Ivy shuffled towards the refrigerator in red sweat shorts and a long yellow T-shirt with a picture of Snoopy on the front. She didn’t smell like lemon, not even like shampoo. She must not have showered yet, but I couldn’t catch any hint of last night’s bug lotion either. Way too much thought was going into what Ivy didn’t smell like. I gritted my teeth and shifted my concentration to the dishes.

“Morning,” she mumbled groggily.

“Morning,” I said back.

We didn’t talk much in the car, either. She still seemed half-asleep. When we pulled up to the café she lowered the radio and turned abruptly towards me. “Hey, I forgot to ask you what’s happening later.”

“I don’t know.” I was already opening the car door. “I haven’t been thinking that far ahead.” I didn’t want her to ask me to spend the night at her house again if it was only about feeling sorry for me or paying me back for Nanook. Suddenly that seemed nearly as important as the fact that I hadn’t organized another place to sleep.

“Okay, well, call me and let me know,” she said. “I’ll talk to you later?”

“I’ll talk to you later,” I confirmed. Inside the café Miriam was slicing tomatoes. Christie had the coffee brewing, and Emmett was sweeping under tables. It’d only been two and a half days since I’d been in the place, but it felt like longer. I was slow getting back into the flow, and Miriam joked around, saying I must’ve had a wild weekend. Then the regulars began trickling in. I toasted bagels, grilled BLTs, and fried eggs. A bald truck driver flirted with Miriam. The breakfast rush came and went, and I was starting to think about giving my dad a call when Mom appeared on the other side of the serving counter. “And what’ll it be today?” Miriam asked her.

“I just want to talk to him.” Mom pointed at me, her face an A+ example of someone with a tension headache.

“I’m busy working here,” I told her, cocking my head at the girl in line behind her. “Can I help you?”

“You go take your break,” Miriam commanded. “I can do without you for a few minutes.”

“Fine.” I yanked my gloves off, dropped them beside the cutting board, and stomped out from behind the counter. It didn’t surprise me to see Mom at the café, but shouldn’t Julian have tagged along for moral support? Who was going to back up Mom’s right to get laid?

I stiffened as she touched my shoulder, and she felt it. She opened her mouth to speak, but I cut her off. “Can we at least do this outside?”

Mom followed me out to the curb, which made me think of sitting there with Ivy last week and how I’d been stupid not to ask her if I could stay another night. Having a dream about her didn’t mean anything. I was complicating things for no reason.

“Lucan.” Mom breathed in parking lot fumes. “Why didn’t you return my calls? I know you had a run-in with Julian, but that’s no reason not to come home. I don’t understand where all this hostility is coming from. Ever since I started seeing him —”

“Ever since you started seeing him,” I cut in. “He’s an ass! He’s ten years too young for you, which makes you, like, a MILF. You know that, right?” I folded my arms across my chest and looked away. My heart thumped rabidly under my right hand. Laying into Julian was as easy as inhaling, but I had no idea what to do about my mother. She should’ve known better than to let things go this far; I shouldn’t have had to spell it out like that.

I stepped guiltily back towards the café. Mom grabbed my arm, hard. One of her nails dug into my skin. I flinched and hung my head. “This is your father’s garbage,” she said quietly.

I glanced down at her from under my eyelashes, but I didn’t want to see the expression on her face. I focused on my arms. She let go of me. She stood in front of me on the cement, her short-sleeve blazer hanging stiffly off her shoulders. There was no way to fix things. I couldn’t even think of a way to have the same conversation.

“I’m not just your mother,” she said, her voice catching. “I’m a whole person.”

With wants and needs, sure. I knew she’d get around to saying something like that sooner or later. “Yeah, me too.” I looked her in the eye. “It’s rough when you can’t sleep through the night in your own bed, you know. Did it ever occur to you two to keep it down?”

Two guys in charcoal suits were walking in the direction of the café. We moved aside to let them pass. Mom’s face was as white as copy paper. “Are you coming home tonight?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“When then?” she said.

I didn’t know. If I went back like that, things would be worse. Julian and I would get into it the second there was an opportunity. Maybe the two of them would take it quiet and easy for a while, but who knows? I couldn’t jump back into the picture without knowing if anything had changed.

“Can I give you a call?” I asked.

Mom inclined her head towards me slightly. Her lips were shut tight. She swiveled to go. “What about your auto-injector?” she said, turning back. “Do you have it with you?”

“I’m okay. I don’t need it this second.”

“Lucan!” Mom tossed her head back. “You can’t leave the house without it. You know that.”

“I know,” I said apologetically. It was easy to feel sorry about that. The rest of it was grimy and embarrassing. “I didn’t think.”

“Call me later and I’ll bring it to you.” Mom didn’t wait for an answer. She pulled her purse tight to her waist and headed for the parking lot.

I flipped my cell open and called my father as she went. Why not get all the bullshit out into the open at once? He’d be at work on someone’s kitchen or whatever, but he kept his cell on him. I’d leave a message if I had to.

“You think this is a good time?” he griped instantly. Yeah, hello to you too. “When I’m at your mother’s place you’re nowhere to be found and not bothering to answer your phone, but this — my bread and butter hours — this is a good time for you?”

“Dad, you have no idea, okay? I couldn’t be there, and I’m not going to say I’m sorry for it after the way you acted with Mom.”

“Whaaat? What did she tell you?”

“They were bouncing off the walls when I came home,” I told him. Where was cowboy boots guy when I needed him to fix me up with a smoke? “So don’t play innocent with me.”

“I don’t think I’m the one who has to worry about playing innocent. Your mother, with that schoolboy boyfriend of hers, now that’s a problem. I can take an interest in my son’s life. And what I see there is not right.” Dad pumped up the volume as he went on. “What kind of an example is that? A mother bringing another man into the family home, acting like they’re married when she hardly knows him?”

“It’s not up to you,” I told him, matching his tone. “I don’t want to hear about it anymore.” Never mind that I didn’t like Julian any better than he did. From now on the topic was off limits.

“I say what I have to say,” Dad muttered gruffly. “I won’t have my son telling me what I can’t say.”

“And I won’t listen to my father telling me my mother’s a whore, so if you want to see me anymore …” I stopped talking and paced the pavement. My eyes hurt. I couldn’t let myself get worked up like that in a damn parking lot. Christie or Miriam could pop out at any second and ask me what was wrong. Everything. Everything was wrong.

“I never said that.” He paused on the other end of the line. “So why weren’t you there when I came over? No phone call. No nothing.”

I kicked at the sidewalk, blinking hard. “Des had an emergency. I can’t talk about it. I just … I had to go.”

“An emergency,” Dad repeated. “… All right. If it was an emergency …”

“Yeah. It was.” I glanced swiftly over my shoulder. My co-workers were still tucked safely inside the café. “I should get going. I just wanted to get some things about yesterday straight.”

“All right,” Dad said again. “All right.”

“I meant what I told you. You can’t —”

“I said all right.” He sounded serious about it. “You heard me say all right. Can we stop with that now? I have work to do here.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“You give me a call when you want to come over,” he said. “I’ll pick you up.”

“You have to stay outside when you’re over there from now on,” I warned.

“I always stay outside. Just that one time —”

“I know, I know.” I rubbed one of my hands on my jeans. I wished I wasn’t wearing yesterday’s clothes. “I actually thought I might come and stay at the house with you for a while, if that’s okay.” Before he could gloat I added, “Just for a change.”

Dad hesitated like he was swallowing the urge to rip into my mother. “It’s okay, of course. Do you want me to pick you up after work?”

“I don’t know. I thought I might stay with a friend tonight.” If Ivy was cool with letting me tag along with her again, that is. I needed more buffer time before raising the issue with my mother. “I just wanted to make sure it was okay with you. In case.”

“You let me know,” Dad said. “Whenever, eh? You’ll let me know.”

I thanked him and hung up. I felt better for having ironed things out with him. Maybe a change of scenery was all I really needed. My parents had joint custody. There was no reason I had to spend more time with her than with him, especially when that didn’t seem to be working for either of us. It was the perfect solution, really, so how come I knew my mother wouldn’t like it? My blood pressure started to shoot up again as I argued with her inside my head.

“Did your mom leave?” Emmett said from behind me. I hadn’t heard him approach. He was pinching a toasted cheese sandwich between his fingers, and he chomped into it as I bobbed my head.

“She’s pretty, your mom,” he added.

Three teenage girls bounded out of the café, laughing to themselves as they swaggered by. Emmett’s face dropped so fast that I thought he must’ve been doing it on purpose, making some kind of joke. I didn’t think he liked girls that young, but he kept gawking at them as they went.

He looked weird with his face stuck in that pained expression, like you’d know something was wrong with him straight away. I guess there was no joke after all.

“You okay?” I asked.

He nodded, his mouth relaxing a little. “Did you see that girl in the red skirt?”

“Sure. Why? Did you think she was cute?” She looked kind of like Annalea but with brown hair and minus the extra weight. The micro-skirt was definitely something Annalea would’ve poured herself into.

Emmett held his sandwich in front of his chin. “She said I would’ve been almost hot if I was normal.”

“She said that to you?” One minute I was nearly breaking down, and the next I was surging with the urge to break something with my bare hands. Not her. I don’t mean that. I don’t even break things. I’m not a destructive person. But it doesn’t mean I don’t have those feelings.

“She said it to her friends. They thought it was funny.”

“Her and her friends are stupid bi—” I cut myself off. If I didn’t want to hear shit like that, why should I say it? “Her friends are stupid and shallow. They need to grow up.”

Emmett shrugged and started nibbling on his sandwich again. His eyes looked tired, but he said, “A lot of people need to grow up.”

Amen to that. I was beginning to wonder if there was anyone that didn’t apply to.
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RORY FROM MARKETING COULD’VE earned an advanced degree in flashing me the evil eye. I’d been on hold with the Westside Depot customer service department for nearly thirty minutes, and he was not amused. I was fast losing respect for him as one of those passive-aggressive people who would rather groan audibly into their coffee mugs than calmly confront you with their annoyance.

He’d eavesdropped through my entire conversation with Graciela, a bubbly customer service rep who’d tried to sell me on the idea that the offending Westside Depot shirt was lighthearted in nature, definitely not meant to suggest an act of domestic violence. After listening to my counter-argument she hadn’t seemed quite so cheerful anymore, and I’d insisted on speaking to someone further up the Westside Depot chain of command.

“This is Caroline Reddie, associate director of consumer relations,” a voice declared finally. “I understand you’re calling about an item at our store that you’re unhappy with?”

I reiterated everything I’d told Graciela, stressing their influence on young customers. Caroline said she would make a note of my concerns and assured me Westside Depot had the utmost respect for their customers’ opinions. “Can I ask if you’ve been receiving other calls about this issue?” I inquired. If they hadn’t, they certainly would. Mobilizing AVL members would be just the beginning. Other anti-violence groups and individuals would also be keenly interested. If enough of them shouted loud enough the media would start taking notice too.

“Personally, I haven’t heard any complaints about this item, but I will certainly be investigating the issue,” she said. “Can I take your number to follow up?”

“Sure.” I quoted my cell number as Rory clanked at his keyboard and furrowed his eyebrows. “And just to let you know, I won’t be shopping at Westside Depot until this item has been removed from the shelves.”

Less than thirty seconds after hanging up the company phone, Sheri Rossi veered towards me and leaned purposefully against my desk. Her unsmiling face peered down at me, the dark red hair framing it, making her expression look more severe than it might have on someone else. “I wanted to thank you for having Lucan over to stay last night. I don’t know what he’s said to you, but obviously you two are good friends.”

Her last sentence echoed in my head. Was she trying to imply something? If so, her tone didn’t give any hints. Maybe I was being paranoid.

“It’s no problem,” I told her. “I hope you two can work things out soon.”

“I hope so too.” Her lips puckered. She squinted at Rory, who was occupying himself with projecting the attitude of someone enormously uninterested in his co-workers’ lives. “He’s normally fairly easygoing, just lately things have been …” Sheri’s voice trailed off. “Anyway, don’t let me interrupt here, Ivy. I just wanted to let you know that I appreciate it very much.”

She patted my shoulder and had only just moved away from my desk when my phone grumbled from within my purse. Rory’s head snapped back like a Pez dispenser. He clutched at a yellow highlighter, his mouth sliding open a Pez-sized sliver. “Listen, Ivy, I don’t think there’s enough to keep you busy here,” he declared. “Maybe you should just head back to Accounts Receivable.”

“It’s the phone, right? I’m honestly never on the phone this much. There was an important issue I needed to take care of.” Never mind how annoying he was, I was very much aware of the fact that I was drawing a Frasier-Hay paycheck every week. “I’ll turn it off.” I eyed Lucan’s name on the display and felt inner conflict ricochet through me. “After I take this final call, I promise I’ll switch it off.”

Rory plunked the highlighter down on his desk. It rolled swiftly towards the edge and tumbled onto burgundy-flecked carpet. “I can handle what’s left here myself,” he repeated with a hint of growl. “I advise you to check back in with Vivienne.”

I pressed my cell to my ear as I trekked penitently away from the Marketing department. I needed to be more careful. Losing my second job of the summer would not make for a stellar resumé. If it had been anyone else’s name on the display I would’ve switched my phone off without a second thought, but Lucan had been having a tough time, not to mention that I still owed him for his weekend with Nanook.

“Hey,” I said quietly. “What’s up?”

“I just wanted to check in about tonight. Would it be a pain if I crashed at your place again?” He said he’d spoken to both his mom and dad but didn’t feel ready to slot himself back into either parental situation just yet. I told him it was no trouble and picked him up at the Mill Street Café after work. During the ride home I mentioned that his mom had thanked me for letting him stay, and he filled me in on their awkward conversation in front of the café.

“All that and she’s still bringing your EpiPen by,” I noted.

“I know.” He swept up my iPod and put on Sleater-Kinney. “She’ll drop that off no problem, but what do you want to bet she won’t break up with the loser anytime soon?”

My sunglasses were slipping down my nose. I pushed them up with my middle finger and said, “You can’t really expect her to break it off because of you, though, can you?”

Lucan bit into the side of his cheek, lapsing into a sulk. “Not just because of me — because he’s an asshole. It’ll never last. He’s just in it for” — he jerked out his hand to crank up the volume, then pointed his gaze out the passenger window — “whatever. Obviously it doesn’t make any difference what I think.”

“I know he seems like a jerk, but maybe she’s in that” — I nearly said the word lust — “love is blind state.” I understood what he was getting at, but as far as I knew Sheri’s sole problem with Julian was that Lucan had problems with Julian.

“Speaking from experience,” Lucan quipped while examining suburban road repair efforts out the window.

God, he was moody today. Touchy people should be careful what they say to other touchy people who may not be able to restrain the urge to bite back. I reached out to nudge the volume down. “Do you mind? You’re going to make me deaf.”

A few minutes later we pulled onto my street, where Lucan ogled a girl in ass-hugging black shorts and a boob-accentuating scoop-neck top. She was clomping towards my house in her favorite creepers, black and white with a zipper straight down the front. I choked on bad air — rank, mangled beyond a state of repair sham friendship air. Jeremy must’ve shared the good news about our cozy little STI, but if Betina thought I’d invite her inside to show off my test results and then listen to her profuse apologies, it was time for her to think again.

I swerved into the driveway, causing Lucan to whack his head against the passenger window. “Sorry,” I murmured as he glared at me. “That’s my best friend outside — former best friend.” I handed him my house key, my brain spinning out of control with hate. “You might want to go inside while I tell her to go fuck herself.”

Lucan’s eyes widened. He took the key and went on ahead. I stood on the pavement with my head held high, staring piercingly in Betina’s direction. “If you’re looking for a diagnosis you should see a doctor,” I shouted. “I have nothing to say to you.”

Betina jogged towards me as though I might make a dash for the house. “Ivy, wait!”

“You’re not coming inside with me, Betina.” My cheeks scorched like the Arizona desert. “Anything you could say you should’ve told me a month ago. You know that.” I didn’t intend to say more. My tongue felt oily. The disappointment and disgust oozed out of my mouth without any kind of filter to hamper it. “You two are sickening. You deserve each other. I can’t believe I was ever friends with someone like you. You’d just do anything, wouldn’t you? As long as it felt good. You should bring Jeremy down to Indiana with you — make it a foursome with Vaughn and his ex and upload it for everyone to see.”

I wanted to vomit on the ground next to her. The words only made me feel worse.

“Ivy.” Betina kept her gaze on the ground as if staring at my invisible puke. “You won’t believe me, but it hasn’t been worth it. If I could stand here today and change it all back, I would. I’m so, so sorry. You have no idea how much I wish it never happened.”

“That’s easy to say,” I told her. Thank God for Ottawa and fresh starts. Maybe I wouldn’t come home until Christmas. That would make nearly four months during which I could be positive I’d never run into either of them.

“It’s not easy to say.” She pressed her palms together in front of her mouth. “You’re the best friend I’ve ever had. I can’t stand this.”

I laughed bitterly. “So you wanted him that bad, huh?”

“No.” She pulled sections of her long black hair forward. “It wasn’t like that.”

Of course it was. He’d admitted it was just about sex.

“You know how he is. He’s not like anyone else.” She sucked on a bit of her hair. I hadn’t seen her do that in years. Her mom used to give her hell for it. “Talking to him wasn’t like talking to you. He didn’t make me feel like a slut for what happened with Vaughn. He got that it wasn’t just black and white. The attraction didn’t happen until just a few —”

“Spare me the speech about how great he is and how it happened, okay? You both got what you wanted, and I got screwed.”

Betina never went anywhere without a coat of mascara, not since she’d updated her image. Coal-colored tears slid out from her eyes and skimmed down either side of her nose.

“Why did you even come here?” I asked. “You must’ve known I wouldn’t want to talk to you.”

“I just … couldn’t.” She released her hair as she stopped stammering and looked at me. “I couldn’t imagine not seeing you again. I would’ve come earlier, but I was scared.”

“Scared of me?”

“That you’d be the way you are now.” One of Betina’s hands motioned loosely towards me before clapping against her bare leg. “And that I deserved it.”

It made me infinitely sad to stare back at her, my mind teeming with things I couldn’t say. So many things — the secret affair my father may or may not have had seven years ago, my monotonous summer job, Sheri and Lucan stepping back into the picture, Shaye growing a butt. But most of the things were about her and us, the chaos she and Jeremy had created in my head and how I still hadn’t learned how to handle it.

“What I told Jeremy over the phone is the truth,” I whispered. “You should get yourself checked out.” My face was damp now too, and that made her cry harder.

“I will.” She sniffled into her fist. “I’m sorry.”

“Please go now,” I told her. “My cousin’s waiting for me inside.”

She nodded slowly, gazing towards the house as though I’d answered an unspoken question. She must’ve wondered who Lucan was when he’d rushed out of the car, but my explanation wouldn’t help much. She already knew all my first cousins.

Betina slunk away in her tight shorts and scoop-neck top. No doubt she’d elicit hardcore wolf whistles and cries of “Hey, baby” on the way home. I could never understand why she enjoyed that, and it wasn’t any clearer now.

Inside my house it was dark and cool. I felt myself dive headlong into a state of emotional collapse while an infinitesimal slice of autopilot Ivy simultaneously wondered where Lucan was and how I could keep him from witnessing it. I zoomed through the hallway, past the living room, and upstairs, sticky tears soaking my face as my chest and shoulders shook with a pain that seemed as though it would never die.
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Much later my mother knocked on the door to tell me dinner was ready. Lucan’s mom had dropped by with his EpiPen while — behind a closed door — I’d been alternately bawling and struggling to dry out. The crying session behind me, I watched Mom and Lucan from my place at the table. She’d consulted with him about tonight’s one-hundred-percent peanut-free menu, and they were chummy in the kitchen, Lucan lurking around attempting to be helpful.

My father had a dinner meeting, so it was just the three of us. In my newly recovered raw state I let them carry the conversation until near the end of dinner when I turned to my mom and said, “So did you and Sheri actually speak when she came by?”

“Briefly,” Mom replied, a blush beginning at her temples. “She said she was in a hurry.”

“Does this mean the family feud is coming to a close?”

Lucan shot me an unnecessary warning look — as if I would ever be insensitive enough to bring up the details of my father’s affair while he was around. I probably wouldn’t bring it up period. What good could opening up a seven-year-old can of worms possibly do? I swung back and forth between pity and annoyance for my mother as her cheekbones flared.

“There’s no feud, Ivy,” Mom insisted. “Families go through these bumps and bruises — and I don’t imagine Lucan wants to hear us mull over such things. Isn’t that exactly what he’s trying to get away from?”

“I wasn’t trying to be dramatic.” I peered from one antsy face to the other. “I just know you two used to be close.”

Close like Betina and me. Nobody should come between that.

Lucan volunteered to load the dishwasher after dinner, but Mom wouldn’t let him. She never let Jeremy do anything while he was over, either. If I’d had a brother he’d have been insanely spoiled by ridiculous gender norms.

As we walked out of the kitchen Lucan’s right hand brushed against my left. “Are you okay? How did that go with your friend earlier?”

“Do you mind if we don’t talk about it? I appreciate you asking, it’s just …”

“I get it,” Lucan said. “Completely. I should’ve had the big discussion about changing locations when my mom came by, but” — we sat down in the living room, and he frowned, scratching at his elbow — “maybe it’ll be easier over the phone. I dunno.”

“So you two didn’t talk while she was here?”

“Not really. I think she might be madder at me than I am with her at this point.”

I stretched my legs out onto the empty seat between us. “I don’t think she’s mad at you. I think it’s more —”

“I know,” Lucan interrupted, his tone introspective. “You know, I wish we had the dog here. I kinda miss her.”

Me too. One of a hundred trillion things I missed that were attached to the name and concept of Jeremy Waite. “Maybe you could get a dog at your dad’s. Does he like animals?”

“Not cats so much, but he’s okay with dogs. I might be able to talk him into it.” Lucan’s legs sprawled out under the coffee table. All ten of his fingers drummed against his thighs as his feet tapped the carpet in uneven beats. “I think I’m going to take a walk or something. You want to come?”

“Yeah, you seem pretty restless.” I smiled, imitating his frantic feet.

“I got issues, man,” he kidded. “I got a right to be restless. You too — you should be more restless than you are considering the surprise visit your friend sprang on you.” He jumped to his feet, gesturing for me to get up too. “You coming or what?”

We both heard his phone ring. I watched Lucan fish it out of his jeans, his face lengthening. “Hey, Faith,” he said uncertainly, his posture suddenly twenty times as restless as before even though his body had grown absolutely, positively still.
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“I KNOW THAT MCKENNA told you what Des was doing to her,” Faith blurted out at warp speed. “She was going to give Des a box of his stuff back tonight. You know, as part of making things final. She agreed to leave it in front of her garage for him to pick up, and I told her to call me after to make sure she was okay, but I haven’t heard anything and she’s not answering her phone.” She paused for half a breath. “I was supposed to be at her place when he came for it, but I’m at the hospital waiting for an X-ray with my mom. I twisted my wrist flipping on the stairs and I —”

“You want me to check on her?” I said, cutting to the chase.

“Would you? I’d feel better.”

“Yeah, okay. I’ll let you know once I’ve talked to her.” I glanced at Ivy’s concerned expression, but I didn’t stop to explain. I tried McKenna’s phone right away. After a few rings it kicked over to voice mail. “Shit.”

“What?” Both of Ivy’s hands were coiled under her chin. My half of the conversation had put her on edge before she even knew the full story.

“Maybe nothing.” I explained about Faith’s call. “Can you give me a ride over there?”

“Let’s go.” Ivy shouted over her shoulder to her mother to let her know we were going out as we scurried into the front hall.

We drove over the speed limit most of the way to Brampton. “Everything’s probably fine,” I said more than once. But the image of Des’s chicken wire skull burned in my head.

“Better safe than sorry,” Ivy replied, and I’m sure there are lots of people who would’ve jumped in their car to help out someone they didn’t know, but she was the one who was next to me. I couldn’t picture that person being anyone else.

There was a midnight blue sedan parked in McKenna’s driveway when we reached her house. “He’s here,” I said. “That’s his dad’s car.” But where the hell were McKenna and Des? No way would she have let him into the house.

Ivy pulled up to the curb across the street. We climbed out of the car, Ivy walking up the driveway alongside me. Both of us panned over to the box of Des’s abandoned stuff in front of the garage. “Maybe you should go back to the car and wait,” I suggested at the last second. Des could lose it when he saw I was getting involved a second time. And McKenna might not want a stranger around, even if she was here to help.

“I’d feel better if I came with you,” Ivy said. “We’re in this together now.”

“Okay.” I held my breath and rang the bell, listening for any sound from inside. Aside from my intermittent ding-dong, it was dead silent. I called McKenna’s cell again, and I didn’t feel good about how no one answered. This is Des, I reminded myself. He’s not psychotic. But then, I’d never have thought he’d hit McKenna, either. Doing that was fucked up in itself. Not like shooting someone in the head, maybe, but without a doubt fucked up beyond all recognition. “What do we do?”

Ivy slid her hair back behind her ears and leaned on the doorbell for so long that it could’ve triggered a zombie uprising. “Let’s try the backyard,” she said, the suggestion like a cop’s or a private investigator’s. Someone who’d done this before.

We edged over to the chain-link fence that separated the front yard from the back. I tackled it faster than Ivy did. I’d already peeked through the kitchen window and was moving on to the living room when she hurried over to me. The entire ground floor was dark with evening shadows. “I don’t think anyone’s home,” I whispered.

“But the box and car are still here,” she pointed out. “I guess we wait.”

We headed back to her Volkswagen, cracking the windows open and sliding down in our seats. Not three minutes later I straightened in the passenger seat. Des and McKenna were walking along the street together, nearer to her house with each second. Crying, fuck. The both of them, crying as they walked. Hands swiping at eyes and shoulders jerking.

Ivy’s eyes pinged to mine. I nodded. Yeah, it’s them.

We watched in silence for several seconds, Des and McKenna too busy drowning in their emotions to catch sight of Ivy and me. They lurched up her driveway, stopping in front of the garage. Des reached out to hold McKenna’s hand, and she pulled away, pointing down at the box.

Up till that instant I couldn’t hear either of them. Then Des stumbled back two steps like he’d been wounded. Standing with roughly four feet between them, he erupted. Barbed syllables my ears couldn’t shape into words.

“Don’t!” McKenna boomed. “This is what you do every time.”

Des was shaking his head and muttering something else I couldn’t hear.

“I know all that,” she told him, her voice carrying all the way to Ivy and me across the street.

Des smacked his own skull with both hands. “Because you never really let me try,” he shouted. “Every single time it came down to me being wrong. No one can be wrong all the time. Not even me. You know I love you. All I want is for things to be different, for both of us.”

“But you never really change,” she complained.

He turned and stormed across the lawn, away from her, his hands swinging loose at his sides. Then he spun around and charged back towards McKenna so abruptly that I opened my door and got out of the car. Des clapped his hands vehemently together, inches from her face. His was a mask of hot rage, and she flinched. I watched McKenna’s face fall, first shocked and then not. She gritted her teeth, surged towards him, and kicked him hard in the leg.

Enough. I hurtled towards them, barely hearing Ivy’s voice from behind me. Des doubled over and clutched his leg, glaring up at me as he growled, “What the fuck are you doing here again? You setting yourself up to be next in line? You probably always wanted to bang her, didn’t you?”

“Shut up, Des,” I snapped. “Get in your car. You’re leaving now.”

“You saw that. I didn’t touch the bitch. She was the one.” His attention vaulted to Ivy, who was standing close to McKenna now. “You brought backup?” he sneered.

McKenna’s cheeks were wet with tears. She said nothing as I repeated, “You’re leaving.”

Des hurled a gob of spit at McKenna as he straightened. Part of it landed on her pink top. You could see it darken the fabric as it landed. Some of it fell down at her feet. A bit of it even dampened her skin where her V-neck dipped.

I pushed him over on the pavement. He dropped easily. He didn’t curse me for it. He crumpled in silence, and when he got up he wouldn’t look at any of us.

He started loping off towards his car, and I went with him. We couldn’t keep doing this again and again. It had to stop.

I looked over at Ivy as I opened the passenger door. “Don’t worry,” she told me, her voice calmer than her expression. “I’ll be here.”

Des’s hands were trembling on the wheel. He didn’t look like himself, and he didn’t look like a guy in a mug shot. He studied the windshield as I dropped down next him.

He felt like a vacuum, or a black hole — something I would never understand. Nothing would’ve surprised me then.

“You said you wanted me to go, so let me do it,” he mumbled.

Spitting at McKenna like that disgusted me. I almost hated him. He’d dragged me down with him. I felt sick — and I was still sitting next to him, about to go who knows where. “Are you okay to drive?” I asked finally, my voice as inflexible as a steel plank. “I can take the wheel.”

“I thought you were her bodyguard, not mine.” Des started the car. “I can drive, don’t worry. You can get out. I’m not going to …”

“I’m not getting out,” I insisted. “Not until we get to your place.”

Des reversed out of the driveway and peeled into the road. “I’m a loser,” he continued. “I’m not a good person. There’s something really wrong with me. She knows it, and now you know it too.

“I could never make her happy,” he went on. “I always. Made things. Worse.” His voice broke, his face scrunching up as he reached down to rub his injured leg. “She should’ve kicked me harder, broken my leg.”

“Gone for your balls,” I suggested numbly.

“Gone for my balls,” he agreed with a high-pitched laugh. “I’d still be lying there now.” He sniffled, his eyes glued to the road. “I told you I was defective.

“I never wanted to do it and I did it anyway,” he continued. “I’m a piece of shit. You don’t do that to somebody you love. You don’t.” He cried silently to himself while his hands quivered on the wheel.

“It’s all over now,” I said. “It has to be. For all I know McKenna’s calling the cops right this second.” He was still my friend, and that made it all worse. The things he was telling me — the stuff I couldn’t begin to understand — was knotted up with the other Des. The one who’d always had my back and who used to make me laugh so hard that snot spurted out of my nostrils. “Tell me you know that or I can’t …”

Be around you anymore.

I didn’t say it, and Des didn’t fill in the blanks. Only once we’d arrived at his house and he’d shifted into park did he reply, “It’s over. I won’t try to see her again.” He coughed into his palm, his eyes a sore, itchy red that made me look away. “You can tell her that I promised. Not that whatever I say would mean anything now.”

He unfastened his seat belt and stared straight ahead. Then he got out of the car, slamming the door shut behind him. He slunk up the front path to his house, past the flowerbed I’d seen his mom water every summer for half a dozen years. I was still sitting in his car, my head leaning against the passenger window, when the screen door closed behind him.


TWENTY - THREE | IVY
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MCKENNA’S ARM EXTENDED ERRATICALLY, motioning to the cardboard box crammed with Des’s belongings. A lone video game controller nestled inside a pair of blue track pants at the top of the box. Squashed down beside them were an assortment of comic books, a well-worn catcher’s mitt, and an ornate pocket watch. “He still didn’t take his stuff,” she said hollowly.

“If you tell me where he lives I can drop it off at his front door later,” I offered, my hands feeling wooden as they dangled from my wrists.

McKenna nodded distractedly. “I don’t even know your name. Or who you are.”

“I’m Lucan’s cousin, Ivy. Your friend, Faith, was worried and phoned him when she couldn’t get in touch with you. Lucan was at my house when the call came in, and I said I’d drive him over here.” I wasn’t certain my words had registered; McKenna seemed to be looking through me as if still processing the last few minutes.

But then she said, “That was nice of you.” Twin splotches of pink had bloomed on McKenna’s cheeks. “I should text Faith. Do you want to come in and wait?” She swiveled on her heel to glance into the street. “I don’t know if Lucan is coming back.”

“I’ll come in,” I said. “Thank you.” I followed her to the front door, my fingers fanning softly out across her back. “Are you all right?” Over the past year and a half I’d sat in on numerous AVL meetings and discussed and helped formulate multiple anti-violence strategies for Suttonville High, but I’d never seen intimate partner violence up close. I couldn’t think of one supposedly right thing to say that didn’t sound misguided or superficial. How could she possibly be okay when I felt off balance just from witnessing Des’s aggression?

McKenna slotted her key into the door. “Tired. Just so tired of dealing with this.”

“I’m sorry, it must have been really hard,” I said as we stepped into her front hall. “We can call the police. They can charge him.”

McKenna sucked in her breath. “I know. I’m thinking about it.” She walked rapidly down the corridor, her gaze scarcely flickering in my direction. “But first … first I think I want to call my dad.”

According to Lucan, McKenna’s father was unaware of what had been going on, and I nodded quickly. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do. Anything at all.”

We’d veered into a spotless, uber-white kitchen with a trio of stools parked at the island. McKenna locked her hands behind her back, her head tilting to indicate that I should sit down. “If you could just wait with me awhile.”

“Of course. I’m not going anywhere until you want me to.” I slid a stool away from the counter and perched on it, my fingers gripping the granite island in front of me so tightly that they turned nearly as white as the rest of the room.

“I’ll be back in a minute,” McKenna told me. I heard her footsteps in the hall and then on a set of stairs.

While she was gone I stared at my phone to check for messages from Lucan, as unlikely as that would be since he’d only left a minute ago. I wondered what was being said inside Des’s car at that second and what had made Des the way he was. From what I’d read and heard from experts, family dysfunction was a big risk factor, but it wasn’t the only one.

A familiar urge welled up inside me. Whatever good or bad things happened in my life, for so long it had been second nature that I called Jeremy to tell him.

In any other situation it would’ve been a dying impulse, one I would’ve indignantly ignored. This was different, and when Jeremy answered his phone I commanded, “Don’t say anything yet. I don’t want to talk about us. I just need something from you. For a friend. Remember Tanice? The woman who did the health class presentations on teen dating violence?”

“Tanice Francis,” Jeremy replied. “She runs a group for teenagers affected by intimate partner violence.”

“And she does individual counseling too,” I said. “I know I have her number at home, but there was some trouble here tonight and if you could give it to me now so I could pass it on right away, I’d really appreciate it.”

“Sure,” Jeremy replied, the apprehension in his tone sending ripples of sharp nostalgia through my system. “Just give me a second to find it. Is your friend okay?”

“Physically, she’s fine,” I told him.

“So you’re safe, the two of you? Because if you need a hand I can come o—”

“Thanks, Jeremy,” I interrupted. Why did he have to be so helpful and compassionate? It was precisely why I’d called him, but hearing it first-hand was like picking at a scab. I dripped invisible fresh blood in McKenna’s pristine kitchen as I grabbed the granite island again. “But we’re all right. She’s calling her dad. I just wanted to make sure she had someone else to speak to, if she wants. Someone who really understands and could help.”

“Okay. I’ve got it.” Jeremy sounded wistful too. It wasn’t the first time he’d sounded that way with me since the breakup, but somehow, alone in McKenna’s kitchen, it hit me differently. He did miss me. We had been exactly right for each other, once upon a time. All the special, shiny moments we’d shared: the long, intimate conversations I never would’ve had with anyone else — not in quite the way I had with him; the giddy feel of Jeremy’s fingers on my skin; the mix of tenderness and hunger I’d seen in his eyes when he’d stared at me. The time he’d leaned his forehead against mine in Loco Espresso, seductively stroked my bare leg under the table, and laughingly said, “We’ll still be like this when we’re sixty. Fighting for social change while grabbing at each other under the table.” It had been real. All of it. But that still wasn’t enough to make us last. “You ready?” Jeremy asked, and it wasn’t fair how unready I was and how life didn’t fall neatly in line with emotions and work itself out like an exquisitely folded piece of origami.

My eyes darted to the memo pad and pen stuck to the refrigerator. I moved hastily in its direction, my heart tearing all over again. “Ready.” I printed out the numbers as he recited them. Then I wrote my name and number beneath them, in case McKenna wanted to get in touch with me too. “Thanks.”

“It’s nothing,” he said. “I have some AVL info about the T-shirt, too, but I’ll email it to you.”

I stared at the ceiling and silently cleared my throat. “Email would be better, yeah. I should go.”

“All right then. But, Ivy, if you ever need anything I hope you know you can always call me.”

I did know, and it only made things more complicated. Jeremy’s ethics weren’t for show (not that I’d ever really believed that); they were genuine, despite the lies he’d told me. We were still on the same side, fighting the same battle. He was always going to be the guy I’d admired for jumping in to do the right thing while other people stood on the sidelines. That knowledge was as painful as it was comforting.

He was the real thing. We’d been the real thing. And it was over for good.

“Okay, gotta go,” I repeated, disconnecting before Jeremy had an opportunity to say anything else.

Five minutes later McKenna joined me in the kitchen. “My dad’s coming home,” she announced, her eyes leaking. “I don’t know why I’m crying now, after it’s all over. But anyway, I told him about tonight, and about other times too.”

“I’m glad you talked to him,” I said evenly. “And that he’s coming home.” I motioned to the memo pad. “I met a woman at school — a counselor who specialized in situations like this. Her number’s there in case you want to talk to someone else. No pressure. I just thought … I know how great she is. She seemed like she’d be really easy to speak to.”

“I don’t know …” McKenna said.

“It’s okay. You can just hold on to it.”

McKenna nodded, her fingers disappearing into her blond roots. “Do you mind if we watch TV or something? My dad will probably be about twenty minutes.”

So we relocated to the living room and sank into her couch to watch a Lip Sync Battle repeat until McKenna’s father pulled into the driveway. In the front hall he hugged his daughter like someone who wasn’t used to using his arms in such an all-encompassing fashion. Then he looked me square in the eye and said, “Thanks for being here with McKenna. You can be a witness if we need one?”

I bobbed my head in agreement. “I’ll do whatever I can. My number’s on your fridge.”

“That little shit should count himself lucky that I haven’t gone straight over to his place to break both his kneecaps,” McKenna’s dad rumbled, outrage coursing under his skin.

“I think I already might’ve messed up his leg,” McKenna murmured, beginning to explain.

They had so much to talk about; I was in the way. “I guess I should go find out what happened to Lucan,” I said tentatively, ready to hang around if that’s what McKenna wanted.

“Yeah, it’s okay,” she confirmed, looking stronger with every second. “Thanks for waiting with me. Thank Lucan for me, too.”

“I will.” I texted Lucan as I trudged out to the car. He called back immediately to tell me he’d left Des’s and had begun to walk to McKenna’s house. “I just left there,” I said. “Give me directions to where you are and I’ll come get you.”

Soon I was cruising along a nearby block, Lucan waving me down. We eyed each other wearily as he got into the car. “So what happened with Des?” I asked.

Lucan’s entire upper body swayed slightly in response. He looked like a slightly older version of the boy who’d jumped into McKenna’s backyard with me, and he hesitated before describing Des’s emotional outburst and his promise to stay away from McKenna.

“It might be too late for promises,” I said. “McKenna’s thinking about calling the police.”

Lucan nodded, his eyes somber. “What about McKenna? Is she all right?”

“Better since her dad got home, I think.” I told him what McKenna’s dad had said about breaking Des’s kneecaps.

Lucan stared penetratingly out the window, his reply aimed at the glass. “Des would probably be glad if he did. Listen, do you mind if we don’t go back to your house right away? I feel like I need to compress a little first.”

“I think you mean decompress. And me too.” My ribs felt pointy in my chest. “Where do you want to go?”

Lucan chuckled gloomily. “Yeah, that. Decompress. I feel like someone ran a steamroller over my brain. Way too much shit for one day.” He tilted his head and touched my arm. “Thanks for coming with me tonight and then staying with McKenna.”

I shook my head; I didn’t need him to thank me. It’s what anyone would’ve done. “McKenna wanted me to thank you, too,” I declared.

Lucan shook his head and sucked in his cheeks, imitating my refusal to accept his thanks. It made me laugh when I least expected it. Lucan laughed too, his blond hair wafting in the breeze from the partially open windows. With everything that had happened tonight, his smile was the best thing I’d seen in hours.

“Is this part of what you’d call decompressing?” He drew out the word as long as possible, lending it an exaggerated intellectual resonance.

“Laughing at anything? Yeah, I think that’s part of it. Or maybe that’s compressing? Some people have trouble discerning the difference.”

“Discerning. See, this is why you got into Carleton. You know all the big words.”

We were teasing each other, and it helped. But we were both too worn out to come up with a location that would lighten our mood further and ended up back at my house. We didn’t go inside; instead, we strolled aimlessly around my street and into the park where two neighborhood kids I used to babysit were gulping down vodka coolers and carving their initials into a wooden bench. The shaggy-haired boy with a skull and crossbones splashed across his T-shirt glanced up at me as we swept by. “Hey, Ivy.”

“Hey, Trevor.” I leaned close to Lucan to whisper something about my failures as a babysitter and went over on my ankle, my lips grazing his neck as I lurched into his side.

“You okay?” he asked, one hand on my back.

Embarrassed, I straightened up and jiggled my ankle to test it. “Yeah, fine. If you hadn’t been there to fall into I probably would’ve landed on the pavement.” I edged away from him, giving him his personal space back.

We’d left Trevor and his friend behind and were headed along a path to the tennis court. “So what were you going to say?” Lucan asked.

With every step I was conscious of the distance between us — and the importance of keeping it there. It was as if I didn’t know how to communicate with him suddenly, as though tripping into his neck qualified as a subconscious seduction attempt, which it wasn’t — it only felt that way. “Nothing much,” I told him.

Lucan slowed. I thought I glimpsed disappointment in his features, but I was probably over-analyzing. Considering what a shambles certain aspects of my life had been in lately that wasn’t surprising. Apparently even walking in a straight line was a challenge.

My legs lingered over their strides so that I wouldn’t go speeding ahead of him. This wasn’t a race; we weren’t in any kind of hurry. Maybe if he’d smile the sodium pentothal effect would kick in and calm me down. I looked at Lucan’s khakis and white T-shirt and realized they weren’t what he’d been wearing when I’d picked him up at the café. His mom must’ve brought a change of clothes along with the EpiPen. When we’d met at my grandmother’s birthday I was too gloomy to notice, but Lucan had become quite good-looking over the past seven years — and in a much more straightforward way than Jeremy. Sometimes, when we were lost in conversation, the thought would leap out at me and surprise me all over again. That very thing was happening as Lucan’s fresh clothes imprinted on my brain, the fine blond hair on his arms and the shape of his lips attaching themselves effortlessly to the underside of the preceding thought.

“Hey, why’re you so quiet?” he asked, glancing down at my ankle to double-check that I wasn’t injured. “Do you want to head back?”

“Not if you don’t.” An overwhelming urge to lay my hands against Lucan’s chest and stop him in his tracks bubbled through me. Much as I tried to release the thought it bounded insistently back, like one of those tiny rubber balls fastened to a paddle via string.

I wouldn’t do it, of course. That simple action could change the balance between us, and at a time when two of my closest relationships were in shreds I wouldn’t risk being responsible for that.

Jeremy’s shadow hadn’t vanished. If I hadn’t spoken to him earlier, if he hadn’t opened up a wound, would I even be having these thoughts? Or would they be twice as powerful as they already were? Was Jeremy’s presence in my head standing between Lucan and me or shoving me towards him?

Either answer was the wrong one.

“I don’t,” Lucan confirmed, shading his eyes from the low-hanging sun as he looked at me. “You forgot your sunglasses.”

“You too.” Friction and secrets pulsed through my veins like a van Gogh painting, a swirling siren song inaudible to the human ear. The song didn’t care about right or wrong; it wanted what I wanted. I would’ve laughed at the melodrama, if only I weren’t so scared that he’d sense it.

Lucan nodded, his chest falling as he released a breath of air. “You know, before when you …” He grabbed the back of his neck with two fingers and shut his mouth.

“What?” I prompted.

“Nothing.” He pointed up the path with one of the fingers that had attacked his neck moments before. “How far are we going to go here?”

I smiled instinctively, because that was the crucial question, wasn’t it? I fastened my gaze to the empty tennis court in the distance and fought to regain control of my lips, silence widening the gap between us as we walked.

“Ivy?” Lucan’s voice was low, sober. He stalled on the path like an experiment, and I didn’t know if I’d stop, turn to face him, and tread back to the spot where he was waiting for me or continue on with the pretense that there was absolutely nothing going on between us, that whatever he was homing in on existed solely in his head, the product of an imagination that had gotten things utterly wrong.


TWENTY - FOUR | LUCAN
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I DIDN’T TRUST MYSELF to read between the lines. Maybe it was the nasty situation outside McKenna’s house earlier that was throwing Ivy off. I knew what that was like; it was still rattling around inside me, too. Or maybe it was the level of fuckedupness involving her ex and someone she’d believed was her best friend. That would be enough to get anyone crazy. If it was my fault, letting stray vibes from some harmless dream get in the way, I wasn’t sure what to do about it. I was already struggling not to let that affect me. Any more effort aimed in that direction and I’d be joining a religious order.

Ivy whirled around, her hair fanning out behind her as she inched back towards me. I met her halfway. There was a broken charm bracelet on the pavement between us, and I stared at it, both freaked out and buzzing, instead of looking at her. We were standing so close that I could’ve put my hand on her waist with my elbow nearly pinned against my side.

“Okay,” she said quietly. “So now what?” She was gorgeous, there within reaching distance, her dark hair moving in the wind and her bright eyes trying to reach into mine. Shit, she was beautiful. Not just hot, every other thing you’d want a girl to be.

She stepped closer still. The wind blew her hair into my eyes, and she laughed. Weird as things were, they were getting weirder by the second. I wound my fingers lightly around her waist and held her, trying not to shake with the excitement of it.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” she told me, serious face giving way to an edgy smile. “Do you?”

I shook my head, fingers tapping gently against her. My vibes were out of control, every nerve in my body flashing like a neon sign.

“Okay then,” she said. I felt the warmth from her words on my chin. I followed it down, and she leaned forward and kissed me with her gorgeous mouth. Our lips crushed together, savage and then soft. Her tongue poked mine, teasing with flicks of hotness that I’d never let myself imagine in case she’d think it was wrong. I cradled the back of her head, my body fusing to hers as we kissed hard and deep, then harder and deeper, and finally with so much looping pent-up energy that I wondered how I’d ever be able to walk back to the house without exploding.

The shock made it sweeter. I wanted so much that the want felt infinite. Where could we go? The path had serious limitations.

“Lucan, hey.” Ivy patted my chest and eased her face back. Two middle-aged women in baseball hats were jogging towards us.

“Enjoy it while it lasts!” the chubbier one yelled cynically as she stepped off the path to trot around us.

“You’re terrible,” the other one said to her. “Leave the poor kids alone.”

I smiled at their backs. Our kiss had witnesses. It was a fact. I draped my arms over Ivy’s shoulders and said, “Looks like we gave them a thrill. I hope you’re not shy.” I didn’t want to be shy about anything with her. I was past that the moment she’d put her mouth on mine.

“Not really.” Ivy curled her fingers around my arm and held it tight. “It’s just that I told myself I wouldn’t do that. This would be way too complicated — us.” I’d never seen regret set in that fast; she was squinting apologetically at me. Uncomfortable in her skin.

Her disappointment gutted my smile. Inside I was kicking myself to a pulp, but I took my hands off her and said, “No harm done, right? It was only a kiss.” Why’d I let myself get my hopes up? She was still head over heels for her prick of an ex-boyfriend. I should’ve known that better than anyone; I was the one who’d scooped up two and a half days’ worth of dog crap. Maybe the second cousin thing was freaking her out too, although that didn’t seem to be a problem a minute ago.

“You’re right,” Ivy said, visibly relieved. “I guess I’m just not used to it. I haven’t been hooking up with anyone — not that that’s what this is. We’re friends, right?”

“Friends,” I repeated stiffly, resentment ripping through my paper-thin layer of surface cool. “Yeah.”

“I’m sorry for crossing the line,” she said, sensing the change in atmosphere. “I messed up.”

“Is it because…” I motioned between the two of us, unable to spell it out in case that made things weirder. “You know our mothers aren’t really related … that there’s nothing in the way.”

“No, I know.” Ivy nodded quickly, like that wasn’t the issue.

“Well, then it’s not crossing the line that messed things up,” I confessed. “It’s crossing back.” I started trudging off in the direction we’d come from, my mouth dry and my lips still tingling.

“Lucan.” She turned and kept up with me. “Please don’t be mad. You know I’ve been doing all sorts of stupid stuff lately. I’m not —”

“Stupid stuff,” I echoed. “Thanks. You always know how to give my ego a boost. No wonder this Jeremy dude took a walk.”

Ivy’s eyes flashed something that looked like concentrated resentment. “I was going to say I’m not a good person to be with right now, but I guess you just said it for me.”

Between my stubborn erection, injured pride, and a couple of other unresolved issues that had nothing to do with her, I couldn’t see any way out of our current trajectory. It was just like that time in my bedroom with Annalea, like a course of events had been decided on with zero input from me. Bingo. I’d been used. Only at least Annalea had wanted to be involved with me; if Ivy had rejected me any faster I would’ve had whiplash.

“Do you want me to go?” I asked point-blank.

“You haven’t even spoken to your mother yet.”

And I wasn’t in the mood to do it now, either. “Just tell me whether you want me to leave or what, Ivy.”

She folded her arms in front of the breasts I’d been avoiding checking out for weeks and frowned. “There’s no reason you have to go tonight unless you want to, but maybe it’s best if you arrange something for tomorrow.”

“I’ll do that.” I nodded, my face smarting under my skin. “Thanks — for everything so far.”

“You say that like it’s over. I’ll still see you, won’t I? This doesn’t mean …”

When I was sure there was no definite end to her sentence I said, “It doesn’t mean anything. I’m just saying thanks, Ivy.”

Actually, I didn’t know what it meant. The fact that she’d thought about us for even a minute, considered it and then junked the idea, was harder to handle than knowing I’d never had a chance. I still wanted to be friends, but, if I was being honest, I didn’t know if I could pick that apart from my other feelings. I’d been having denial issues for weeks.

“Stop thanking me,” she insisted with a guilty glance. “I haven’t really done anything.”

I wouldn’t say that. The second we got back to her house I rushed upstairs to the yellow guest room to tackle a vicious case of blue balls and the sinking feeling that Ivy and I would never be the same again.
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I got up early, like the previous morning. I figured I’d call a cab and flee the scene before I had a chance to say something stupid to Ivy about our scene in the park. Mr. Hawkes was hanging out in the kitchen with his laptop, the business section of the paper, and a steaming coffee mug. He flinched when I walked into the room. “I forgot you were here,” he commented, running a hand through his movie star hair. “No one else around here gets up at the crack of dawn.”

“I have to get back,” I told him. “I was going to call for a cab.” I hadn’t been able to get it together enough to call my mom the night before. It looked like we were destined to have our conversation face to face, which was probably the right thing to do anyway.

“A cab?” he repeated, perplexed. “I’m sure Ivy will drive you home when she gets up, if that’s what you want. I could drive you myself, but I have an early meeting so we’d have to leave now.”

I grabbed the backpack Mom had brought me, and we hit the road. I felt wrong about leaving in secret, but then again, I couldn’t have said what would feel right. Not listening to Ivy apologize and tell me how much she appreciated my friendship. At least not yet.

Mr. Hawkes had his BMW stereo set to news radio. I gave him directions to my mom’s condo, and he said he knew the area. “Does your father still live in Brampton too?” he asked. “How’s life treating him?”

“He has a house in Springdale. His brothers live close.” I shrugged, feeling slightly guilty for talking about him with someone who had called my mother a liar, even though that was practically a lifetime ago. “I guess he likes it. He works a lot, keeps himself busy.”

“And your mother?” Mr. Hawkes continued casually.

“She’s fine too.” That was all the info I was going to volunteer about her. Whatever had happened in the past, she hadn’t lied about it, which made Ivy’s father both a liar and a cheater.

“Well, I’m sure you’ll work through these problems with her,” he said, matter-of-factly. “Everyone has issues with their parents at some point.”

“It’s nothing that can’t be handled,” I told him. He was pretending to be conversational and all, but I couldn’t help wondering if he was digging for info, working out a way to get his long-lost money back. Hell, the guy drove a BMW, he didn’t need whatever money my parents could give him, but I’d barely slept last night, and he was an easy target for my attitude. He also happened to be my ride home, which kept me quiet.

When we got to the condo I thanked him and walked up four flights of stairs to give myself a chance to figure out what to say to my mom. I didn’t want crying or yelling; I just wanted her to say she understood. If Julian were there I’d suggest we needed to talk alone, and he’d grunt some gorilla crap like, “Whatever you want to say to her you can say in front of me.” I’d want to shove him again but I wouldn’t. I’d control myself.

The apartment was coldest first thing in the morning before the sun came in, and I shivered as I walked through the front door. I tossed my backpack down by the couch and wandered into the kitchen, hoping I wouldn’t find Julian there. Mom’s briefcase was on her seat at the table, waiting for her to wake up and take it to work. I sat across from it and put my head down on the table to rest my eyes for a minute.

“Lucan?” Mom’s hand was on my shoulder. She removed it when I raised my head to look at her. My eyes jumped to the empty spot behind her as she said, “Have you eaten?”

“I’m not hungry, thanks.” I yawned and asked the dreaded question. “Is he here?”

“No.” Mom stared at me in a way that made my head hurt.

“Look, I’m sorry.” My feet jerked under the table. “I didn’t want to say those things to you yesterday.”

“And I didn’t enjoy hearing them,” Mom said quietly. “I know you don’t like Julian, and I had no idea that you were so aware of what was going on between us, but, Lucan, some of the things you said just aren’t right.”

“I know that.” I studied my hands on the table. “I’m sorry.”

Mom swallowed and bit her lip. “He won’t be sleeping here on the days when you’re home anymore. I’ve spoken to him about it.”

“Mom, that’s not —”

“We’ll change our scheduling,” she interrupted. “Standardize your days with your father.”

I opened my mouth to say what I’d come up with on my way upstairs. “That’s what I’ve been thinking about. I thought maybe we could flip things around. I could spend more time at Dad’s; you wouldn’t have to worry about the scheduling so much. He’s not that far from the school. Nothing would have to change.”

“But this is where you live,” she said, her face pale.

“I’d still live here. I’d still live in both places.” My hands dropped down to my knees, my fingers thrumming away at them. “It would give you more time and me more space. There’s really no downside. Everybody gets what they want.”

“Not everyone.” Mom pulled out the chair next to mine and slid into it. “You know I like to spend time with you every day. You haven’t given this a chance yet.”

“You know” — I took a sharp breath — “I don’t want to make this hard, but I really don’t like this guy. Maybe that could change, but for now I can’t see it happening, especially if I’m running into him in the hall.”

“I told you that wouldn’t be happening anymore.”

“I know. But that feels like an unfair deal too, like a weird role reversal where you guys are the ones doing the sneaking around.” I wasn’t doing a great job of explaining. “I can’t see how this would work without the three of us feeling like we’re tiptoeing around each other. I just think I might feel differently about it if I wasn’t here as much.” I straightened up and held my feet still. “When it comes down to it, I’m probably only talking about a difference of two more days a week at Dad’s place. It’s not like I won’t see you. Maybe it won’t even work out with me staying with him. It’s just something to try.”

Mom clasped her hands on the table and bent her head. She looked sad and tired, and I didn’t know what else to say to convince her that I wasn’t blaming her (which I was honestly trying not to do).

I cleared my throat and coughed into my fist. “Mr. Hawkes drove me home. That stuff about him with another woman at a hotel was true, wasn’t it? He’s a liar.”

Mom blinked as she looked over at me. “You shouldn’t involve yourself in that. It was a long time ago.”

“I’m not involving myself. It was just something Ivy and I were talking about. Her parents told her the fight was about money. I guess now she doesn’t know what to think.”

Mom rested her chin in her hands and said, “They did lend us some money shortly before that. Things were tight at the time. We were paying it back in installments. They never cashed the last check. I thought it was some kind of reaction to what I’d told Lisette.”

“Which was the truth,” I summed up.

“Of course it was the truth, Lucan — Lisette was one of my closest friends back then — but it doesn’t have anything to do with now and with you being friends with Ivy. You should just put all that aside. Ivy doesn’t need to know.”

“It’s too late. I already told her.” Not like I’d be spending much time with Ivy over the rest of summer anyway, but she had a right to know. I couldn’t imagine not wanting to kiss her again any better than I could imagine liking Julian — and even if I could handle that, Ivy probably couldn’t. She’d be worried that I was hanging around hoping for a second shot. “I don’t think she’ll say anything to her folks, or to you.”

“Nice try at distracting me from the matter at hand,” Mom said with a long face. “Are you sure staying with your dad is what you want to do?”

“Let’s call it an experiment, okay?” Mom sighed, and I stood up from my chair, ambled towards her, and leaned over to put my arms around her. “I’ll be a whole new me,” I promised. “Not moody.”

Mom laughed lightly. “Now I know you’re lying.” She squeezed my arm. “I still don’t like it, but if that’s what you want.”

I kissed her swiftly on the cheek and plopped back into my chair. “I guess it is. You’re not mad?” I still wanted her to tell me it was okay. I guess I hadn’t been hearing that much lately; I’d been surrounded by distinctly un-okay happenings.

“I’m not mad, Lucan. I just don’t want us to drift apart.”

“That’s not going to happen.” It was part of the reason I wanted to go. I didn’t want to be angry with her. Hopefully being at Dad’s would change my perspective. At the very least I wouldn’t have to worry about hanging out with Julian in the kitchen in the morning.

“I worry about some of the things your father might say about me too,” she admitted. “Especially after what happened here the other day.”

“I spoke to him about that. I told him if he wanted me around he had to stop.”

“You did?” Mom’s expression brightened a little. She folded one of her arms over the other. “You know your father’s stubborn.”

“Yeah, well, I can be stubborn too.”

Mom full-out smiled. “I don’t doubt that.”

For the first time that morning, I smiled too.
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I’D LIKELY SCREWED UP one of the best things about that summer through an embarrassing lapse in self-control and ensuing insensitivity, and knowing that wasn’t conducive to getting a good night’s sleep. I spent more time tossing, turning, and eyeing the changing digits on my alarm clock than I did unconscious. With thirty minutes still to go before my morning alarm went off, I hobbled over to the computer and wrote the only person left that I could confide in. I told Shaye the entire history of Lucan and me, beginning with his allergy attack at Aunt Grace’s and ending with last night when he’d asked if I wanted him to go. I even explained our in-joke about being delicate, which wasn’t remotely funny considering the fragile state of our friendship at the moment.

An email from Jeremy arrived while I was typing, and I popped it open, almost as a reflex.

I hope your friend is doing okay. By now Beverley has probably told you that Mr. Amara is currently on holiday in Spain and that a lot of us AVL past & present have emailed or phoned in complaints re the T-shirt. Yesterday I was in a Westside Depot branch that had sold out which is very disturbing. Everybody is passing the info on and urging others to voice their disapproval. Ishmael’s post about the issue will be up on the blog and social networking accounts today. He’s also been in touch with someone from the Students Against Violence org at Forester College who will be pursuing this issue too. We need to keep spreading the word, any way we can.

Any further updates/discussion from now on will be of the group variety. I understand if you want to block me on email and social networks. I’m sure someone will keep you in the loop if that’s the case.

I don’t want to make any excuses for myself when we both know there really aren’t any. I would like to have been someone better for you. You were always wonderful and I wasn’t one of the smart/good ones. I’m sorry for suggesting you may have been lying on Sunday. Considering the circumstances that seems especially pathetic. I’m so sorry for everything.

Jeremy

The reply I sent him was much shorter. If not for last night I probably wouldn’t have sent one at all. But it turns out he was never really my enemy. Things were much more confusing than that.

My friend is fine & thank you for Tanice’s number. Also for not trying to get into the personal business between me and you last night.

Ivy

Next I finished my email to Shaye, showered, and then ate breakfast with Mom. “It looks like Lucan’s overslept,” she commented as I rinsed my orange juice glass. “You better wake him so you two aren’t late for work.”

After what had happened in the park, creeping into a room where a pajama-clad Lucan lounged around in a double bed didn’t sound like a respectable prospect. The best I could do was knock at the door, hollering his name. I tried that for several seconds, but the silence on the other side forced me to swing the door open and confront an empty bed, its yellow bedspread pulled neatly across it. There was no sign of his clothes or any other clues that he’d ever been there. The room even smelled of lemons again. I checked the wall and confirmed the presence of the plug-in. Lucan had left everything just how he’d found it.

I opened drawers, searching for a note he’d probably never written in the first place, but the only thing I found was my father’s green checked pajamas folded in the bottom drawer of the dresser. When I’d suggested Lucan should make alternate plans for today I hadn’t meant before the sun was up. I wondered if there was anything I could say to get us back to the place we’d been before last night. Then again, that past place was one where I’d suspected this one was just around the corner.

I believed you could be friends with someone of the opposite sex, best friends even, but that wasn’t the sum of what I felt for Lucan. In the light of day, with some distance from last night’s conversation with Jeremy, I knew better than to believe I could blame my feelings for Lucan on my ex-boyfriend. If there’d never been a Jeremy, I’d doubtless have noticed Lucan’s appeal sooner, but other than that, my feelings had nothing to do with Jeremy. Lucan was terrific; it was our timing that was terrible.

The attraction didn’t necessarily put friendship beyond our reach, at least from my point of view, but it did mean that I needed to be clear with myself about what was good for me. In five weeks I’d be heading up to Ottawa, and with my old strings snipped I didn’t mean to entangle myself with new ones. If I were still speaking to Betina she’d stress that Lucan was gorgeous and that I didn’t need to think that far ahead, but look where that kind of thinking got her. Consequences. They were difficult to forget when my relationship with Lucan hung in the balance. If I’d blown it with him over an impulsive moment I’d be endlessly pissed off with myself.

I drove to work, where a steady supply of credit notes interrupted my internal debate. “I’m glad there’s lots of this stuff,” I told Anwar, patting my pile of yellow sheets appreciatively. “I don’t think Rory wants me back in Marketing.”

“What makes you say that?” he asked, picture perfect in a whiter than baking soda shirt and camel and aqua striped tie.

I explained about my lengthy protest phone call, and Anwar stopped typing, his fingers hovering over the keyboard as he said, “You said it’s a cartoon, so maybe the people that designed it were just thinking of it in that way, not as a social statement.”

“Tolerating something like that makes it a social statement,” I told him, flashing back to the way Des had clapped his hands in front of McKenna’s face, using the threat of violence without even touching her. “If we say it’s okay to make jokes about violence against women, it’s like saying it’s not a serious problem.” I cited the fact that it was the biggest cause of death worldwide for women aged nineteen to forty-four. “More than car accidents, war, and cancer.”

We continued on with the discussion, Anwar typing faster than the speed of sound and me tapping along at my usual pace, until Vivienne ambled by on her way back from the water cooler. “Where did you spot this thing?” she asked me. “I’ve seen lots of ‘please tell your boobs to stop staring at me’ and blow job joke T-shirts, but I’ve never seen the one you’re talking about.”

I showed Vivienne and Anwar the photo stored on my cell. Anwar tapped his mouth with his finger as he studied it. “Maybe everyone’s not going to see it on the level you’re talking about, but looking at the illustration you don’t have to go very far out of your way to arrive at that interpretation.” He tilted his head to the left and added, “I never go into Westside Depot, but I can fire them off an email.” He handed the phone back as Vivienne promised to email too.

Anwar and I headed down to the cafeteria together at lunch, and I was glad he was next to me when we passed Sheri on the stairs because that kept me from asking about Lucan. She’d wonder why I didn’t know where he’d gone, which would aim questions straight back in my direction. Besides, it was possible she didn’t know where he was, either. The thought created a domino effect in my brain: if she didn’t know, who would, and how was I supposed to find out?

After lunch I decided to stop being so immature and texted him: Where are you staying?

An hour later, presumably while he was on break, he texted back: At work.

Me: Ha ha. But seriously.

Him: Staying with my dad.

It’s strange how quickly you can get used to having someone in your life. Why couldn’t forgetting people come as easily?

Neither of us followed through with another message. Dad was microwaving popcorn in a faded red T-shirt when I got home. “We should’ve put in a pool years ago,” he commented, motioning towards the backyard. “There’s not much point now that you’re going off to Ottawa.”

“You and Mom might still use it,” I said. You and Mom, like they were a unit. The microwave’s insistent beep prompted Dad to retrieve the still crackling popcorn and empty it into a bowl. Three uncooked kernels from the bottom of the bag spilled onto the counter, and I glanced expectantly down at them. If Dad had broken his wedding vows by sleeping with another woman, like Sheri believed, the absolute least he could do was pick up after himself for a change.

“Are you going to get that?” I asked, pointing the spillage out with a sharp dose of attitude. “The kitchen doesn’t clean itself, you know.” Dad stared at me like I was speaking in Urdu. “I think it’s sad that Mom and Sheri stopped speaking over money,” I added swiftly. “I hope I’m never that hung up on money.”

“That’s easy to say when we’re not talking about your money,” Dad said, clearing his throat. He scratched at one of his sideburns, eyeing me with a measure of suspicion. Then he swept the stray kernels into his palm and tossed them hastily into the garbage under the sink.

“Things would be different if we were talking about me,” I agreed, promising myself that would be my final word on what was likely an old, buried subject between my parents. If Dad knew what I was hinting at he didn’t say, but the wary look remained as he told me he was taking his popcorn outside to “enjoy the day since I’m home from the office early for once.”

Shaye called while I was walking up to my room, replaying the conversation in my head. “I got your email,” she said bluntly, “and I have questions.”

My mind skipped back to the topic I’d been avoiding for most of the day. “Ask me in person, I’m on my way over.”

“Cool. But I have a guitar lesson at seven-thirty.”

“I didn’t know you were taking guitar,” I told her. “That’s awesome.”

“Actually, I suck eggs at the moment, but I’m hoping that will change.”

There was no doubt in my mind. With a guitar in her hands and her trademark poetry put to music, Shaye would be unstoppable. People would sell her scribblings on eBay. She’d have 500,000 views on YouTube, and fans would gush when I mentioned that I’d known her when she was fourteen. It wasn’t difficult to imagine.

Shaye’s baby brother, Ethan, was wailing as her mom let me in. Real live babies — along with chlamydia, HIV, gonorrhea, etc. — are the world’s best advertisement for condoms. Shaye handed baby Ethan over to her mother as she disappeared to change the cream top he’d spit up on. “He’s beautiful,” I lied as Ethan scrunched his face into a painful shade of red. Shaye’s mom smiled as though it was the truth, and I suppose it was, regardless of what he looked like or the terrible noise he was making.

Shaye and I hung out in the backyard, grilling chicken on a barbecue that appeared to have been carted along on a dozen too many camping trips. I described Jeremy’s concern over the phone last night and the details of his morning email. “He’s still gross,” Shaye proclaimed. “Marginally less gross for realizing his epic grossness, but still.”

“I know.” I squirted more honey mustard marinade onto the chicken. “It just made me feel strange. Like there are so many things that are bigger than us.”

“Perspective is a good thing,” Shaye said, “but wouldn’t you rather talk about Lucan? Because after everything you said in your email I know I would.”

I shivered when I should have been breaking into a barbecue-induced sweat. “I should’ve kept my hands off him,” I told her. “I just wish I could figure out how to get things back to some kind of normal, if that even exists.”

“Doesn’t it freak you out, having these feelings for your cousin?”

“Second cousin,” I corrected. “It’s not like our families are even close — just the opposite.”

“Okay, but let’s say you two get cozy and then crash and burn, it’d either mean a ton of awkwardness or cutting off part of your family again, wouldn’t it?” Shaye wrinkled her nose in disapproval. “And wouldn’t your parents totally lose it if they found out you were involved?”

“We’re not involved. It was a single incident, which was entirely my fault.” The fact that we were second cousins hadn’t made much of an impact on me until Shaye had mentioned it. Maybe in part because I knew Sheri and I weren’t blood relations. “Don’t you think you’re being a bit closed-minded about this? There’s no law against it. Some people are married to their first cousins. There’s not even a law against that here.”

“Really?” Shaye pointed the tongs at me as I nodded definitively. “But you do realize that you sound like you’re defending the idea.”

“You’re supposed to be supportive and help me figure this out,” I complained. “Can we get past the second cousin thing and explore other possible reasons why this isn’t a good idea?”

“Why do you need more reasons?” she asked, eyebrows curving skyward. “You already said you wanted to forget about what happened.” She prodded at the sizzling chicken like she hoped it would fly away. “Are you sure first cousins are legal?” Shaye shuddered.

“Of course I’m sure,” I snapped. “But if you really want to get technical, his mom was adopted, okay?” Betina wouldn’t have had a problem with Lucan and I being second cousins, even without the adoption factor. She would’ve known what to say to crystallize my opinion in a helpful way. Not like what Shaye was doing.

“His mom was adopted?” she repeated. “Why didn’t you say that in the beginning?”

“You kept going on about it being gross. I didn’t have a chance.” Frustration chafed at the back of my throat. Even at our best, a small part of me had always known Jeremy and I weren’t destined to stroll along beaches hand in hand together in our seventies, but I’d never suspected I’d be without Betina. If Jeremy wasn’t my enemy, she wasn’t either. But that didn’t mean I was ready to forgive her.

“I did not.” Shaye’s eyes shifted towards sympathy. “I said Jeremy was gross. But I’m sorry, okay? I’m listening.”

I sighed into my hand, no longer hungry for chicken.

“Talk to me,” she continued. “Tell me about the other reasons.” She watched me, waiting for me to kick in with my own thoughts. “What’s the worst-case scenario? You hook up for the summer, end up hating each other, and take off for Ottawa in September the same as you would’ve anyway, only with your parents acting all disappointed in you.”

But nothing would be the same. It already wasn’t. Were Lucan and I even friends anymore?

Shaye rooted one hand to her hip, the other loosely clasping the tongs, and I knew that she’d decided to try for me, to ignore her reservations and dissect the pros and cons until her guitar teacher showed up with instructions on how to conquer the universe, but it suddenly seemed crystal clear that the only person who could help me resolve this was Lucan himself.
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PAOLO AND I TOOK a Saturday afternoon dip in the condo pool. He was obsessing about the best man speech he’d promised to give at his brother’s wedding in two weeks. Paolo’s the type who goes green every time he gets up in front of a crowd, and he was convinced he’d have to smoke a spliff to stop himself from tripping over his tongue on the day. Problem was, then he probably wouldn’t remember his speech. “Even if you do screw up the speech, I guarantee no one’s going to care,” I told him. “Keep it short and you’ll do okay.” He didn’t believe me, but then I reminded him about Jack’s wardrobe malfunction on the Aqua Twist and got him laughing.

“Someone should’ve snapped a picture of that,” Paolo said, gasping for breath. “It would’ve been a keeper. We should psych him out at poker tonight — tell him we shot one and put it on Instagram.”

It was natural for Paolo to assume I’d show up for poker. I usually did. “Actually, I think I better hang out here tonight,” I told him. “It’s my first night back at my mom’s since leaving. I don’t want her to feel like I’m skimping on her time.”

“Dude, come by after she goes to sleep,” Paolo suggested.

“Yeah, maybe.”

I hadn’t seen or heard from Des since last Sunday’s nightmare. McKenna had called my cell while I was sitting around with Dad and Frank after dinner on Wednesday, and that conversation was awkward enough, until we got warmed up. McKenna told me she’d been in touch with a counselor and wasn’t going to involve the police as long as Des stayed away from her and had sessions with a counselor of his own. “What’s that like — talking to someone?” I asked.

“Hard getting started,” McKenna confessed, “but I think it helps. I wish I hadn’t kept things a secret for so long. My dad says he’s going to be home more from now on, which will take some getting used to. But I think it’ll be good, too.”

Then we talked about summer things, old stuff from school, and whatever else came into our heads, until McKenna mentioned that she and Annalea were going to see some cool Irish band I’d never heard of and asked whether I wanted to go.

“Annalea used to like me, so that could be weird,” I confessed.

“I didn’t know that.”

“Yeah, I acted like kind of an idiot. There’s a good possibility she’s still mad.”

“Too bad,” McKenna said. “She’s really nice. I hardly knew her before … well, before Des’s birthday, but she’s been cool.”

I nodded to myself, remembering how Annalea had gone into the bathroom to get McKenna tissues and then rescued her from the scene.

“Lucan, I” — she paused like the next part was difficult to say — “I really hope we’re still going to be friends. I always thought you were sort of cool too.”

My stomach dropped, and my head shot up. The combination made me feel queasy. What kind of friends did she mean? Maybe once I could’ve felt like that about her too, but not anymore. She was Des’s ex. It wouldn’t seem right, regardless of the other circumstances.

“I think you’re cool too,” I stammered. “I mean, as a friend. As only a friend.”

“Yeah, that’s totally what I meant,” she said quickly. “I hope you didn’t think …”

“No, no.” I laughed anxiously. “I’m just paranoid lately.” I tacked on an overly long explanation of the Ivy situation, at first to get some distance from the suggestion that McKenna was interested in me and then because that kiss on the path was still eating away at me. McKenna was the first person I’d told, which I guess proved we really could be friends.

“Lucan you should call her,” McKenna sang. “When she told me she was your cousin I didn’t know that she wasn’t really your cousin and that there was all this stuff going on with you two. The part with her dog and her ex is messed up, but it sounds like she likes you. And she seems great. What are you waiting for?”

“She wanted me to leave.”

“Duh! That doesn’t mean she doesn’t like you. If I met the world’s greatest guy tomorrow I probably wouldn’t know it because I’m fucked up, you know?”

“Yeah, I guess.” But that didn’t mean Ivy thought I was the world’s greatest guy. Jeremy still held that title, and I had the feeling I wasn’t even runner-up. I was the crutch guy who’d helped Ivy out when she’d needed it — dog-sitter and sensitive listener guy.

“Okay, so call her.”

“Maybe.” Everything was maybe with me lately. “Give me a call the next time there’s a concert or something, all right? We can hang out.”

“Will do.”

In the meantime I was hanging out with my mom, on a Saturday night with no sign of Julian Caravello. We picked a couple of movies to stream from Netflix, and when Mom’s family drama thing was over she yawned and asked, “What are your friends doing tonight?”

“Not a lot. I think they’re at Jack’s.”

“Do you want me to drive you over there?” she asked.

“What, you don’t want to watch the action flick?” I kidded. “Now I get why we had to watch your movie first — because you never intended to watch mine.”

“I can predict exactly what’s going to happen in your movie just from glancing at the cover. It looks more like something your friends would appreciate.”

The gun close-ups and exploding Humvee must have given it away. But I didn’t want her to think I had a problem with hanging out with her. Anyway, what would I say to Des? I wasn’t ready to see him again.

“It’s okay,” Mom said, noticing my hesitation. “I’m not going to be up much longer anyway. I know you like to spend time with your friends on the weekend too.”

So I told her thanks and got into the car with her. My palms were sweaty when I knocked on Jack’s door. If I rapped any louder I’d risk waking his parents. I went around to the side door and tried again. The hall light was on, and a few seconds later someone opened the door for me.

Des.

His face was green like Paolo’s when it was his turn to give a speech. He froze in the doorway. I froze too. A mixture of TV noise and the sound of Jack’s and Paolo’s voices crept up behind him. We stared at each other blankly. Maybe I was green too, I don’t know. Then he shoved the door open wider and shifted quickly over to the side of the hall to let me pass.

I hurried by him, my blood rushing in my ears. Jack and Paolo were sitting on opposite sides of the living room couch. Jack was talking about the same girl he’d been talking about for the past three months, and Paolo looked up at me — and Des shuffling into the room behind me — and said, “Jesus, who died?”

I twisted to look at Des. His cheeks puffed out like they were crammed with puke. He turned and staggered out the side door. I followed him.

“What the fuck?” Paolo asked Jack from behind me. They were on their feet too. All three of us trailed Des down Jack’s driveway. The moon was huge in the sky. It made the scene look like a teen horror movie, like one of us was about to go werewolf or zombie.

“What’re you doing, man?” Jack cried, falling into step with Des.

“Leave him,” I said. A parade wouldn’t help him. We needed to talk alone.

Jack and Paolo hurled confused looks at each other. No one had stopped moving. In fact, Des was speeding up, determined to lose us.

“Leave him,” I repeated, my voice spiky. “Leave him.”

Jack and Paolo fell back, but I didn’t. Des and I walked in the middle of the street like it didn’t matter if anyone was coming. The noise of distant traffic kept us company. I couldn’t see how we could climb out of the quiet. Maybe we’d end up in front of his house again with nothing settled and not another word between us.

Then he surprised me by saying, “I can’t do this.”

“I know.” I shook my head. My mind was blank.

“Ask me,” he urged, turning to look at me. “I know you want to ask me.”

“What?”

“You know what.” He swore softly and tilted his head to glance up at the moon. “Maybe it doesn’t matter, huh? Maybe you’re just going to act like it all never happened.”

“No, it matters.” I stared at the moon too. The unnatural glow made it hard to look away. “So what are you doing about it?” My voice sounded tired. I pictured it crawling along on the pavement between us, struggling to keep up.

Des shrugged heavily and drifted over to the side of the street. He pushed his lips together, making them disappear into his mouth before shrugging slowly again.

I already knew he must’ve agreed to see someone; that was why McKenna hadn’t called the police. But I needed to hear it from Des, and I stood there in front of him trying to jangle my pockets. They were empty and made no sound. “If you could change on your own you would already have done it,” I said.

Neither of us was moving anymore. Des shrugged, bent his head, and shrugged again. “It feels like weakness not to be able to change something that you know is wrong. But I … I’ve started talking to somebody. And I can’t explain why it happened.” Des’s neck sloped up. “I wish to God you hadn’t seen those things. I wish I could delete everything — make it so none of it happened. But I can’t.”

I wished that too. It would be so much easier for all of us. He would still be the Des I’d puked next to the first time we’d gotten drunk in his basement while his parents were out, the Des who’d tried to find out whether my seventh-grade crush, Sujin, liked me back.

The complete Des — the one I knew now — blinked at me and nodded leadenly. There was so much disappointment and sadness there that I wondered why I hadn’t noticed it months ago. How long had he been carting those feelings around with him? I wished I’d known sooner. At the same time, I still didn’t want to know at all.

His expression made my stomach twinge, and I didn’t want to see that lost look, either, but I wasn’t going anywhere. “Maybe you can’t delete anything,” I told him. None of what had happened lately was anywhere close to okay, but if he could try, if he could work through this, then I guess I could be around for it. “But you can change.”

Des’s head flopped forward like I’d sucker-punched him. When he glanced up at me again maybe there was something else in his face too, the light that skips across a person’s eyes when they hear something they can latch on to and keep. At least, that’s what I thought I glimpsed there as we walked back to Jack’s house together under a horror movie moon.

[image: ]

Heavy on the mayo and with a tiny serving of coleslaw tucked on top of the bacon. I was proud when Sardie gave me the go-ahead to make his BLT on Tuesday afternoon. Making someone’s lunch (exactly the way they like) and smiling at them for thirty seconds was a thousand times easier than being real with someone, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t worth doing right.

The Mill Street Café was beginning to feel like a second home. I’d miss it in the fall, but maybe they’d let me come back next year, as long as I didn’t break many more plates. “Hey, Christie, you like me, right?” I asked, shooting him a big smile. “You ever hire the same student two years in a row?”

“The kid thinks we like having him around,” Christie yelled to Miriam with a wink. “What do you think?”

Before Miriam could answer, Emmett, unloading dishes at the end of the counter, shouted, “We like him! You should give him a raise.”

“What about me?” Miriam asked.

“Give Miriam a raise too,” Emmett ordered. “And me. Raises for everyone!”

Christie rolled his eyes, but he smiled too. “What do you want? For me to go out of business here?”

“You could charge the customers more,” the girl across the counter from me suggested. Her voice made my head snap up, and sure enough there was Ivy for the first time in a week. Her dark hair was back in a single braid that made her look younger than I’d ever seen. Her eyes — no shades this time — were sparkling from the sun streaming through the windows. Why did she have to be so damn cute? And how do you make a feeling stop?

Christie beamed at her in the same way that I wanted to. I also wanted to hide myself under a table somewhere, but it was too late for that.

“What can I get you?” I asked.

“I just want a Caesar today,” she said, her gaze flickering between me and the countertop. “And I wondered if we could talk later, when you’re off.”

“Anytime.” So much for being cool.

“Yeah?” She grabbed on to the end of her braid, and it made me want to do the same, made me want to twist it around my finger and whisper in her ear. “I guess you’re at your dad’s after work then? Would it be weird if I dropped by?”

“Not weird at all,” I told her. “Just let me write down the address for you.”

I scrawled it on a napkin and told Ivy how to get there while Miriam served up her salad. I don’t know how I’d gotten by without speaking to Ivy lately, but there were so many things I wanted to say that I thought I’d burst waiting for later. And I don’t just mean stuff about the two of us, I mean everything. A hundred tiny (and some not so tiny) things happen every day, and I hadn’t seen her in seven.

“Thanks,” she said, and I couldn’t tell from her face whether our talk later was going to be good or bad news, but at least we’d be communicating. The day dragged the way it usually does when you’re waiting for something to happen. Dad picked me up just after five, and we ate linguine with artichoke sauce with Uncle Frank. Dad put a heap of garlic in, so I spent extra long brushing my teeth afterwards.

By the time Ivy showed up I was positive I reeked of garlic anyway. I introduced her to my dad and Frank, and Dad said that he would’ve known it was her even if I hadn’t reminded him. “S’nice you two are back in touch,” he commented, shaking one of her hands with both of his.

The issue of girls in my bedroom hadn’t come up at Dad’s yet, so I took her out to the backyard to be on the safe side. “It’s weird seeing your dad again,” Ivy told me. “I guess the only Rossi I have to catch up with now is Michael.”

“He’s only going to be in town for a few days before heading back to school,” I said. “When’re you leaving, anyway?”

Ivy knocked her feet together under her chair. When I glanced down at them she said, “I know, this time it’s me with the restless feet.” She tapped her armrest and added, “The restless everything, I guess. Anyway, class starts on the fourth. I’ll probably show up a few days early, get unpacked and all that.”

I nodded, the hundred tiny (and some not so tiny) things I mentioned earlier on the tip of my tongue. I could kiss her, wait to hear what she had to say, or start shooting my mouth off. I voted for option two and pretty much kept my eyes on her feet.

“Have you heard from McKenna?” she asked. “I’ve been wondering how she’s doing.”

“She’s good. She and Des have both been seeing counselors. Separately, I mean. Last time I talked to her she said you were great. And that I should call you.” Okay, option three then — start shooting my mouth off.

“She did?” Was I imagining the slight blush on Ivy’s face?

“Uh-huh.”

“That was a bad night.” A natural pause slipped between Ivy’s words as we both remembered it. Des and McKenna in front of her garage. Ivy and me on the path. Good and bad, inseparable from each other. “I’m really glad they’re both getting help.

“I wanted to get in touch with you earlier,” Ivy continued, “but I thought I’d let you get moved in here.”

I told her about my dad’s permanently-on radio, Bruno’s and Frank’s constant presence, and how relaxed I felt now that I didn’t have to worry about overhearing Julian with my mom. Ivy frowned for a second when I said that last part. Maybe we weren’t supposed to talk about sex now that we’d kissed. I didn’t know what the rules were anymore.

She started talking about the campaign against Westside Depot and would I want to come if they had a protest? Because since head office said they didn’t want to remove the T-shirts it was starting to look like there’d be one. “I mean, if you have the time and it’s something you’d want to do,” she added.

Ivy rattled on about how weird it was being in touch with Jeremy now, how they were being super professional with each other, but that at least it was better than her being bitter all the time. “I know I talk about Jer a lot,” she said. The fingers on her right hand curved around the end of her armrest. “I’ve been really self-absorbed this summer, but I didn’t want you to think that I thought everything was about me. I missed seeing you this week.”

“Me too. Maybe I would’ve called but” — I shrugged — “I guess it was easier not to.”

Ivy wrestled her sunglasses out of her pocket. “I almost called at least three times, but I kept changing my mind. I got to the point where I was spending so much time thinking about calling that it became this big thing in my head.” She drew a finger quickly across her lips before returning it to the armrest. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, but she was one of those girls who looked better without it. “I had this conversation about it with a friend who was freaked out about us technically being second cousins, which I’d hardly even thought of, and for a while everything seemed really clear. But I guess I needed more time to think.”

“You never thought about us being second cousins?” My voice was high. Jack and Paolo would’ve laughed.

“I didn’t realize it mattered — or maybe it doesn’t, but lots of other things do.”

“I know.” I slid down in my chair, because then I knew she was going to list all the reasons why we couldn’t be together.

“You’ve been around me a lot this summer. You can see this isn’t a good time for me to —”

“You don’t have to do this,” I interrupted. “It’d be better if we skip the letting me down easy part, okay?”

“It’s not that I don’t feel the —”

I cut her off a second time. “I get it.”

“Do you?” Ivy leaned forward in her chair, her hands dangling between her knees.

I hated the way her sunglasses always kept me from looking into her eyes. “Can you do me a favor and take off your shades?” I asked. “I feel like I’m talking to a mirror.”

She humored me and rested them on the top of her head. “I just wanted to say that I’m not ready to fall for someone again and — just let me get this out, okay?” I paused and nodded where I would’ve interrupted. I watched her breathe in and out like someone who’d had the wind knocked out of them. Her eyes stayed focused on mine as she continued in a voice that made me ache. “Because I think maybe you are someone I could really fall for, and trust me, that really really wouldn’t be a good thing for me right now.”

I smiled at her, even though it was bad news. I smiled because I was the kind of person Ivy could fall for, and it wasn’t just me feeling those crazy feelings on my own. Plus, now didn’t mean forever. Now was very much subject to change.

“Don’t go all cute and make it harder, okay?” she said, but she was smiling shyly back.

“What does that leave me?” I kidded. “Ugly and mean?”

“Ugly and mean would be awesome — but if you think you can’t manage that, we could always just be friends.” Ivy grinned wider and played with her braid. I still wanted to twist it around my finger, but I’d take the next best thing in a heartbeat.

Maybe she’d meet another Jeremy first semester in Carleton, or maybe I’d run into some hot girl with the personality to match the very next day at the café and she’d tell me I was the best thing that had ever happened to her. I guess we had time for all that, Ivy and me. And if this was all we ever were to each other, I guess that could be okay, too. Who ever knows about the future? In the meantime, I still had about ninety things to tell her, and I had the feeling she had at least that much stored up for me.

We smiled at each other until my cousins Ella and Natalie shattered the atmosphere by bounding out the back door and rushing towards me like I had a bull’s eye tattooed on my forehead.

“Is this your girlfriend?” Natalie demanded.

Cue bigger smiles for Ivy and me. Ridiculously massive smiles that neither of us could contain and that didn’t have a thing to do with Jeremy or anyone else on the planet. Smiles just for us.

Natalie folded her arms in front of her waist. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” Ivy chirped, sliding her glasses onto her nose again and turning towards Natalie. “My name’s Ivy. What’s yours?”

Maybe we weren’t so delicate after all.
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DATE VIOLENCE

According to Statistics Canada, dating violence is on the rise, with victim numbers doubling between 2004 and 2010, surpassing that of spousal violence. Similar to spousal violence, much of the abuse in dating scenarios happens after the relationship is over — RCMP stats show almost sixty per cent of all dating violence happens after the woman has broken off the relationship. Most studies of self-reported dating violence indicate that young people between the ages of 15–24 have the highest risk of dating violence. Young women between the ages of 15 and 19 experience ten times more violence in relationships then young men. In the U.S. one in three girls is a victim of physical, emotional, or verbal abuse from someone they’re dating.

If you are a young person in an abusive dating relationship, please confide in someone you trust, like a friend, parent, a guidance counsellor, or a teacher. You can also seek support by calling or contacting the Kids Help Phone (1-800-668-6868), a free and confidential resource for youth. If you are in immediate danger or if you want to end the relationship but fear for your safety, call 9-1-1 or your local police department at once.

Likewise, tell someone you trust if you know or suspect someone is the victim of dating violence. Encourage the person to get help and let them know you support them. Call 9-1-1 or the local police department if they are in immediate danger or if you believe their life may be on the line. Never confront an abuser or do anything that puts you in danger or feels unsafe.

According to the RCMP page on dating violence a relationship may be abusive if one partner:

•Has unexplained bruises or questionable explanations for injuries;

•Engages in risk-taking behaviors (doing drugs/drinking alcohol, etc.)

•Withdraws from their friends and family;

•Experiences a drop in school performance;

•Acts differently when their partner is around (e.g. not speaking up);

•Seems to be controlled by their partner and is unable to make decisions by themselves;

•Is humiliated or criticized by their partner in front of others;

•Tries to change the subject if they are questioned about their partner’s behavior;

•Receives constant text messages from their partner demanding to know where they are and who they are with;

•Is forced to give their partner the passwords to their social networking accounts.

OEBPS/html/images/4_2.png
FSC

ESC 1o Corenns





OEBPS/html/images/4_1.png
&

Canada Council

for the Arts

[ L7 |

ONTARIO ARTS COUNCIL

Conseil des Arts 'CONSEIL DES ARTS DE LONTARIO
du Canada o ergoe o yomement de Ot

cmaon pamore  (Capad4





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


	

	

	

		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		One | Ivy



		Two | Lucan



		Three | Ivy



		Four | Lucan



		Five | Ivy



		Six | Lucan



		Seven | Ivy



		Eight | Lucan



		Nine | Ivy



		Ten | Lucan



		Eleven | Ivy



		Twelve | Lucan



		Thirteen | Ivy



		Fourteen | Lucan



		Fifteen | Ivy



		Sixteen | Lucan



		Seventeen | Ivy



		Eighteen | Lucan



		Nineteen | Ivy



		Twenty | Lucan



		Twenty - One | Ivy



		Twenty - Two | Lucan



		Twenty - Three | Ivy



		Twenty - Four | Lucan



		Twenty - Five | Ivy



		Twenty - Six | Lucan



		Acknowledgements



		Date Violence













		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		229



		230











OEBPS/html/images/cover.png
DELICATE

§ A ¢
ﬁ Vi -v'/ F





OEBPS/html/images/28_1.png





OEBPS/html/images/7_1.png





