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Dedication



To Steven and Andrew, my loves.
And to anyone out there who’s ever felt like they didn’t quite belong.






August 18 -
Mental Inventory

 
When I was twelve years old, I learned not to talk about death. People would get uncomfortable. They’d look away and change the subject. Or they’d say something stupid and wrong. Or the silence would become something you could almost touch. Kids at school would have one of two reactions: either they’d give sympathetic looks from afar, or they’d stay completely away from me as if the death were contagious, like some type of incurable disease. I also learned that the simple (or not so simple) act of talking about death is painful—almost as painful as experiencing the death all over again.

Two years ago, my dad died while he was crossing the street. It was one of those random accidents that can happen to anybody. It wasn’t something contagious, unless you believe in that sort of thing, like fate or destiny or voodoo or black magic. But I don’t believe it was anything more than a horrible accident, and I learned to bury it deep inside. Now the sharp edges of pain have dulled to more of a rounded feeling, but it’s still there.

I think about death a lot. I think about the big questions of where we go after we die and what happens to us. One time my mom told me about how after my dad died, she’d dream about him, and in her dreams, he’d show up at the front door with a suitcase in each hand as if he were just visiting. Personally, I like to think he visited her while she slept and their souls could touch, then he’d return to wherever it was he’d come from. He came to her when she needed him the most—when his death was still fresh and raw. After about a year, she stopped having the dream.

Occasionally—when I wake up in the morning, walking to and from school, during class, and when I go to bed at night—I like to take a mental inventory of my life. When I’m in a glass-half-empty kind of mood, which is about fifty-one percent of the time, I start out with the things in my life that blow:

•1. My dad is still dead. (Obvious, but still true.)

•2. I don’t have a true best friend. (Not anymore.)

•3. I don’t have a boyfriend.

•4. I don’t have any money.

•5. High school is much worse than I thought it would be.

•6. My clothes are completely lacking in style—not to mention the fact that they’re old.

•7. Becca is still a slob.

•8. Math is my worst subject. (But not as bad as actual death.)

I’ve added a new topic to my life-blows list:

•9. Becca has been acting strange. (Stranger than usual.)

Lately I’ve been thinking about “normal” and how there’s this fine line between being an average, ordinary person and being completely out-of-your-mind crazy. “Normal” is all about perception. I mean, isn’t “normal” what the majority of people do? So what if suddenly ninety-nine people out of a hundred decide to walk their iguanas down the street while wearing a tutu? Wouldn’t the one guy who didn’t own an iguana and wear a tutu be the freak? And isn’t it the ones who seem normal on the outside who, in actuality, know where the bodies are buried in the backyard or are secretly in love with their toaster?

Am I normal? I’m a freshman, I hate school, I think most of the other kids are idiots, and I don’t fit in. Most days I feel like I’m an alien from another planet observing the lives of Earth teens. But ninety-nine out of a hundred high-school freshman would probably say that’s normal.

I have a tendency to be too sarcastic, but I’m working on that. I live in North Hollywood, California, which sounds much more glamorous than it is. There are some really nice areas of town and some not-so-good ones that you wouldn’t want to walk through any time of the day. But since this is Los Angeles, you can barely turn around without running into a celebrity of some kind. Like I once saw a movie star picking her nose at the Farmers Market, and one time I saw a soap opera actor at IKEA looking at dish towels. You can almost always see someone at least familiar looking, like an infomercial host, at the Whole Foods on West 3rd Street.

I’m a movie buff, especially classic movies, when men were handsome and women were glamorous, and everything was like a fairy tale, because people wanted to escape their lives for a couple of hours. Today, everything is about depressing realism. Everyone knows that life can be depressing and real enough as it is.

I’ve thought about which movie my life is most like. The one that really sums up my feelings the best is 10 Things I Hate About You, but I really just like the title.

I thought fourteen would be better than thirteen. In some ways it is, but in others, it’s much worse. Which leads me to high school. With the first week over, I have only this to say: it’s much worse than I thought.
 





August 22 -
So Who Am I Really? 
(In 250 Words Or Less)


 
Horrible high school has begun. It is horrible for many reasons—the reasons you’d usually suspect—and it is horrible on so many levels—the ones you’d also usually suspect—not to mention the fact that it starts in August. (But I won’t even go there.)

One horrible thing that was particularly awful and egregious happened the first week of school. In English, our teacher Mr. Selden (a nice-looking, older man—broad shoulders, deep brown eyes, nicely-shaped eyebrows—someone I could really sit back and daydream about) asked us to do a quick-write about our family, which, by itself, was not so bad. What was horrible was the fact that he read it out loud. For everyone to hear. If I’d known this in advance, I would have either:

•1. lied, saying I was raised by wolves, or

•2. made it much less entertaining so that my teacher wouldn’t have felt the compelling need to humiliate me in front of the class.

If I had known my life was going to be made public, I wouldn’t have written about my sister Jill being bossy and overbearing, or how she literally has a cow when I squeeze the toothpaste tube from the wrong end, or how she’s been known to smack me upside the head for using the wrong subject-verb agreement.

I also wouldn’t have written about how I went to Ms. Liz’s Modeling School or how she taught me to make the perfect gin & tonic—one part gin to three parts tonic over three ice cubes with a twist of lime. (Since we weren’t actual model material, I think knocking back a few during Runway Class was her own personal coping mechanism. Also, I’m beginning to wonder if she ever really was a model.)

I wouldn’t have written about being in the gifted program because—well, you know how that sounds. I mean, I don’t want to brag or anything. And I wouldn’t have written about math—how it doesn’t like me and I don’t like it—because that just made me sound like a loser.

Lastly, I wouldn’t have mentioned Becca being strange. I mean, people know her. If she ever found out about it, I could get seriously hurt.




August 22, Later - 
My Life As An Open Book 
(Which I Don’t Recommend)


 
When Mr. Selden read my paper to the class, I experienced this strange sensation of being disconnected, like I was listening to someone else’s horrible life story being read out loud for everyone to hear. He did not warn us that what we wrote could be used against us. (And I kind of hate him now, even though he’s still handsome.)

“I have a paper here from Stacy York,” he said as he peered over the top of his glasses. “Stacy, where are you?”

I raised my hand so he’d see me—kind of half-raised in self-conscious embarrassment.

Please don’t read my paper. Please, I beg you in the name of everything that is good in the world. Puppies, kittens. Fluffy, white bunnies. Toast with strawberry jam. Please don’t. It was a slow-motion feeling; there was nothing I could do to stop him.

“This was quite good.”

First he cleared his throat, then he began to read my life to the class. I heard someone snicker in the back row. Miguel, the mouth-breather in the next desk, stared at me, mouth open as usual.

I wanted to hide.

Someone poked me in the back. It was Daria.

“Stacy, I didn’t know you went to modeling school. That’s weird.”

“Um, thanks.”

Chad sat in the next row laughing. I gave him a death stare. He ignored it.

Mr. Selden also glared at him, continued my public humiliation, finished reading, then asked, “Did you really mix cocktails for Ms. Liz? That’s very funny, Stacy. You may have a future as a writer.”

Would somebody please shoot me?

He softened the blow just a little by saying, “Stacy’s used humor to write an engaging essay. Humor’s an effective tool for holding your audience.”

This was where I stopped listening and started singing my favorite song in my head, “Loser,” hoping his moving on would take the focus off of me.

On the way out of class, Mr. Selden stopped me, looking a little concerned, probably from noticing the way my body had slumped for the rest of the class period.

“Hey, I hope I didn’t embarrass you by reading your essay.”

What could I say? This: “You ruined my life”? Or this: “I’ll never be able to show my face again, and it’s all your fault”? No, this is what I actually said, because I just didn’t have that kind of nerve: “No, that’s okay. Um, see you tomorrow.”

I wanted to hide. But I couldn’t, because I’m a freshman. My choices are limited.




August 22, Even Later - 
Not An Endless Summer


 
At lunch, after my public humiliation, I saw Chad. He asked me, completely out-of-the-blue, “So, what’s up with you and Summer?”

I shook my head, sighed. Something else to feel depressed about. “I dunno. Maybe I’m too—”

“Smart?”

We laughed. I was going to say “dorky.” Chad and Summer have never exactly been friends.

Chad seemed happy to see me—he was being his usual cheerful self. He was in boardshorts and a T-shirt. His skin was brown, and his hair was extra curly, like he’d just gotten back from the beach.

“So what’d you do all summer, Chad?”

“Family went to Fiji. Nothing exciting like you. I mean, not everybody gets to mix cocktails for Ms. Liz.”

He laughed. I wanted to hit him. But I didn’t since he’s my Summer replacement.

I guess I was never part of Summer’s high school plan. Maybe I am too dorky. Maybe it’s the less-than-new clothes or the fact that I never have any money.

It has become apparent to me that Summer, my best friend, is now my former best friend. She found new homies over the summer, Chelsea and Hannah. I don’t know them, but I already don’t like them. They’re the type of girls who look eighteen, dress like they’re twenty-one, but probably read at a second-grade level. Total flash over substance. And they’d never be caught dead with someone like me. (So I really don’t like them.)

After two days of trying to get her attention and being repeatedly blown off with excuses, I got the picture.

When I saw her in homeroom today, the picture was developed.

“Hey, Summer. Wanna get lunch later?” I asked.

“Oh, Stacy!” (Everything Summer says has an exclamation mark attached to it. Everything is very important.) Her hands were fidgety; she looked away, eyes darting to the side of the classroom where her new friends sat checking their phones for messages, even though we’re not allowed to have them in class. “I can’t. I made other plans already!”

“Come on, Summer! What are you doing?”

Chelsea was calling her over, acting as if she owned her, giving me this look like, “And just who are you?”

“Stacy! We’ll talk later, ’kay?”

“Sure, Summer. No problem,” I lied. And she was off.

How like her.

The thing with Summer is, she’s a force of nature—like an earthquake or flood. There’s no stopping her. But for some unknown reason—a complete mystery to me—she had chosen me to be her friend. Summer Phillips, social butterfly. Summer with the waterproof mascara and trendy clothes. Summer who made out with guys in middle school. Cute ones.

I tried not to question our friendship too much though, because sometimes you just have to let a good thing happen. So I went along for Summer’s ride, but in the back of my mind (the glass half-empty part), I wondered how long it would last. I wondered when she’d drop me like a hot rock.

In middle school, Summer would invite me to spend the night at her house, and then insist on me going to Mass with her Sunday morning because—well, you know. Misery loves company. I’d sit there, totally lost, afraid of doing the wrong thing, and her mom would keep shushing us while all Summer wanted to do was sit and gossip with me.

Even in the eighth grade she knew where all the action was. She’d constantly get phone calls from people wanting to know whose band was playing where and where the parties were. (She had all these connections.) And if someone called her who she didn’t consider worthy or who she just didn’t feel like speaking to, she’d tell them, “I’ve gotta go. My muffins are burning.” But she’s never baked in her life.

A few weeks ago, I called her.

“Hey, Summer. Wanna go to the mall?”

“Stacy! I can’t talk right now!” (Girls’ voices in the background laughing.) “I’ve got something in the oven. Gotta go!”

At least she didn’t say “muffins.”

Now that we’ve started high school, she acts like she’s a rock star and school is this giant mosh pit. She just dove right in, and people are passing her around—and here I am standing in the shadows waiting for her to come back to me some day.

The truth is, Summer is kind of a bad friend. And that’s just who she is. But she reached out to me when I really needed someone. And she always gives me good advice about my hair.

So I’m giving her back to the universe. Maybe she’ll gravitate back to me once in a while, or maybe the universe will get tired of her one day and throw her back. Until then, I’ve got Rose and Bethany. And then, of course, there’s Chad.




August 29 - 
My New Best Friend?


 
Chad seems to be my new best friend. We’ve been eating lunch together every day. Rose and Bethany sit with us. Actually, he lets us sit with his group. But Chad’s like that. He doesn’t care that we’re fringy. Yesterday when we sat down with him, horrible Vanessa gave me a death stare. I don’t know if it’s because I’m not “one” of them or because she thought I had the hots for Chad.

“So I’m running for class president,” he said during lunch, all excited and goofy.

“Look at you, Mr. Popularity.”

“Well, you know.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Want to help me campaign?”

The look on his face was all hopeful and maybe a little—what? I don’t know. But I did notice that his hair was extra wavy and sticking up a little in the middle. I wanted to laugh, but I didn’t.

“Sure, Chad. I’ll write your speech and see how many times I can work in the words ‘awesome’ and ‘cheese.’”

“Um, okay. Maybe not ‘cheese.’ Um, maybe I’ll have you work on posters instead.”

I gave him a little shove, and we laughed some more. We talked about ideas for his campaign, which would be short—only two weeks to get everything done.

We’ve collaborated before. When we were in the gifted program in fifth grade, we cowrote and starred in our modern version of The Three Little Pigs. It killed. Hilarious. The adults ate it up. Chad’s a natural comedian. I’m having him start his speech out with a joke to loosen up the crowd. He’s funny and popular. (I’m funny too, just not popular.)

As we were talking, sitting on a bench in the quad planning our strategy, I scanned the crowd for Anthony, waiting for him to walk by so I could maybe get a glimpse of him. If I could just manage to see him, it would be enough to get me through the day. But then when I didn’t, I kicked myself for being so weak.

Sometimes I think my feelings for Anthony border on obsession.

Anthony is my Kryptonite. Anthony is my Achilles’ heel. Anthony is: whatever other bad description I can come up with.




September 5 - 
Wanting Is Not 
The Same As Having


 
The world is full of fools for love. So are the movies. So why should I be any different? Why shouldn’t I jump into that black pit of despair?

But why does love have to be so painful? Is it a requirement for life, like going to school and getting a job? Is there some rule that we all have to suffer? I’d really like to know the answer to this. And just why does something everyone wants—each one of us—why does it have to hurt so much?

Still, I’m in love with love, the whole idea of it. The puffy hearts and puffy clouds, the couples walking hand in hand into the sunset. (Yes, I’ve seen a lot of movies.)

I don’t have a boyfriend, and I really want one. A boyfriend.

I made a major discovery today: Anthony has Chemistry second period, and if I hurry and get into the right position, we pass each other on the way to third. I don’t think technically it’s stalking, is it? (I’ll have to check that later.)

Another major discovery: our first dance is one week away. Rose and Bethany are, of course, excited. Chad mentioned it at lunch casually—almost hopefully, which was strange—but all I could think about was whether Anthony would be there and whether he’d ask me to dance.

For the past two years, my love for Anthony has been the one constant thing in my life: the thing I can count on, just like that extra zit on my forehead when I’ve had too many French fries. (Love is like…junk food?)

For as long as I can remember, I’ve had a crush on some boy. Ricky from preschool was my first love. He was cute, but what I really remember about him, more than anything else is he had some great toys, really high-quality stuff. Toys that an only child would have—not all worn-out and crappy looking. He also had the softest hair, and he’d let me pet it. (Now that I think of it, Ricky was more like a dog than a boyfriend.)

Then there was Ted in kindergarten. I called him “Tiger Ted” for some reason. He didn’t look like a tiger at all. He wasn’t mean and ferocious. I think I just liked the way the words sounded together, “Tiger” and “Ted.” Our first week of school, Mrs. Shaw picked the two of us to take the attendance sheet to the office. We walked the halls together; I held the classroom’s drink order form, and Ted held the roll sheet. He wore a red, white, and blue sailor suit, and I loved him. So much that I reached over so we could walk hand in hand. When I did this, he jerked away from me. I guess that’s why I socked him. And I guess that’s why he stayed away from me after that. I loved him the rest of kindergarten from afar.

In first grade, Matthew, the only boy with glasses, looking at me very earnestly with all his heart, said, “Stacy, will you marry me?”

I turned him down, though, because he’d already asked two other girls. (Right in front of me!) I would’ve said yes if I hadn’t been the third in line. I do have my pride.

Since then I’ve had about a million crushes, but I’ve never had a real boyfriend. And I really want that. Just someone to listen to music with. Someone to watch movies with. Someone to write songs about me. (Okay, I know. That’s ridiculous.)

I’ve been kissed once by a boy. It was quick, maybe two seconds. Davey Schwartzman, last day of fifth grade.

Martina handed me a note that said, “Do you like Davey? Circle Yes or No.”

I hadn’t thought about Davey that way. I looked over at him and considered it for a few seconds, then circled “Yes” and handed the note back to Martina. She immediately opened it and clasped her hand over her mouth before passing it back to Davey.

We kissed once behind the big tree in the field during lunch. It was a nice kiss—lips only—but fast. And I never saw him again, because his family moved away that summer.

So I really want a boyfriend this year. My hope is for Anthony, who I’ve quietly longed for, but I also know that deep down inside of me—in the part of me that knows the truth about things—it’s like all the other hopeless crushes.

But a girl can always hope, can’t she?




September 12 - 
Election Day


 
I leaned forward in my chair during second period when I heard Chad’s voice over the loudspeaker.

“Good morning, students and faculty.”

He said it clearly, with confidence, not shaky like Edwin or too fast like Ileana. So far, so good.

I had the entire speech memorized word for word. We’d practiced it with a stopwatch so it would come out to exactly ninety seconds and not run over the allotted time.

Once again, we’d had a disagreement that morning over the last line.

“I don’t know,” he said, running his hand through his hair. “I think it’s too much.”

“Don’t be a weenie, Chad. Laughs get votes.”

“All right, all right. And I’m not a weenie.”

“Are too.”

I punched him on the arm; we laughed. That is, until horrible Vanessa butted in.

“Chad? Are you ready to go?”

I made a face behind her back. For some reason, she needed a personal escort to class. Thinking of her as I listened to Chad give his speech made me wrinkle my nose.

“…and lastly, if you elect me freshman class president, Mr. Fonseca has agreed to shave his head.”

Laughter.

Yes.

The joke: our principal, Mr. Fonseca, was already bald, so there was nothing to shave. It was stupid and silly; everyone thought so. And I was proud of Chad for having the nerve to say it. Judging by the reaction of the class, the line was a hit. So was the speech.

During lunch, as we walked to go vote, I gave him my campaign manager’s pep talk.

“You know, I have a good feeling about things. You did a great job with the speech.”

“Well, just don’t forget to vote for me.”

I snapped my fingers. “I knew there was something I forgot.”

He gave my arm a shove, and we cast our ballots, stuffing them inside the box in the gym. All through lunch, kids high-fived him and complimented his speech. He hugged horrible Vanessa, then he hugged me. The hug lasted a couple seconds too long on his end. It was weird.

“Stacy,” he said, after releasing his hold on me, “thanks. I really appreciate all your help. It means a lot to me.”

“Oh, c’mon. I didn’t do that much.”

I tried to brush off the vibes I was getting from him.

“Will I see you tonight?”

The dance. Right.

“Uh, I guess.”

I tried to ignore the puppy-dog look on his face, but I was experiencing the same feelings I had the week before when we worked on his speech at his house. I hoped it was just me, though, and he didn’t mean anything by it. I held out that same hope until Saturday when he had a work party at his house, and the vibes kept coming at me in waves—gloppy waves of feelings—giving me the very bad sense that he liked me. He liked me in a way that friends aren’t supposed to like each other.

The thing about Chad: we laugh at the same jokes; we like the same music. We’re both crazy for Mexican food and 1980s-era John Hughes movies featuring mopey teenagers. The two of us go together like peanut butter and jelly, like chips and salsa, but we’re friends. Just friends.

Horrible Vanessa was there. Why is she horrible? Because she hates me for some reason, although I’ve never done anything to her. And she’s stuck up. She made snotty little comments, like, “Why are you using pink and not purple, Stacy?” And, “Stacy, you should let Brianna draw the letters. She’s much more even.” She placed herself between Chad and me whenever possible. It was more than slightly uncomfortable, and I wanted to flee or punch her in the face. But I didn’t do either. Ugh.

These thoughts ran through my head as I heard the loudspeaker’s crackle.

“Everybody, quiet.” Horrible Vanessa was shushing us. We stopped to listen as Mr. Fonseca announced that Chad won. Then he made his own joke, “And I’ll make you a deal, Chad. You get a haircut, and I will too.”

It was pretty funny. I mean, for a principal.

And here was Chad, hugging me again, but this time adding a quick kiss on the cheek, leaving me confused.

“I’ll see you tonight, Stacy.”

He walked away happy, which would have been a great emotion to be feeling right at that moment—perfectly appropriate, in fact—except for the bad feeling I had about Chad and me. There was that.

Why is it that things never seem to go exactly the way I want them to?




September 12, Later - 
Results In: I Lose


 
I was kind of looking forward to the dance. I put my lip gloss on and sprayed my hair, getting my bangs just right, a little spiky on the top. I wore my jeans, the ones that were still sort of new, and a shirt I didn’t hate. A constant stream of thoughts ran through my head revolving around Anthony and me: dancing together so close, kissing softly on the dance floor, swaying to the music. They were good thoughts.

At the dance, I stood around with Rose and Bethany, and with Chad, Marty, and Jason. We all had our eyes on somebody. Unfortunately, Chad’s eyes were on me. I was on edge, waiting for a glimpse of Anthony, when the song “True” started playing. It’s a song straight out of one of our eighties teen movies, and it’s very romantic. I mean, I don’t really know if it’s actually about love, but it sounds like a love song to me. Chad looked over and put his hand out dramatically, in a jokey way—like he was a prince and I was his princess.

“Shall we?” he asked gallantly.

“We shall,” I answered in my most princess-like voice.

We walked out to the gym floor. The lights were down low with the mirror ball strobing. I could smell his aftershave as he put his arms around my waist. I put my arms around his shoulders, all stiff. I smiled at him, he smiled at me—a big goofy look on his face—and he’d just had a breakout. When he smiled, I noticed how his braces would catch the light when the mirror ball hit them just right.

It was normal. I mean, it seemed normal enough at first. We’d danced before. But not to a slow song. Not to a ridiculously romantic song. And I’ve never looked at Chad as someone I’d ever want to kiss. We laugh and joke, but I’ve seriously never thought of kissing him.

But there we were, swaying to the music. I focused on the lyrics of the song, trying to figure out what they really meant, as Chad locked his eyes onto mine. His eyes are pretty—brown with green flecks—but I didn’t like the way he was looking at me, as if he was trying to think of the right thing to say, as if I held the answer somehow. And I couldn’t look away, even though I really wanted to.

“You know, I really like you,” he said.

“I know. I like you too, you big dork.”

I could see it coming, like in slow motion, but there was nothing I could do to stop it.

N-o-o-o-o-o-o-o-o.

The kiss. Wet. Messy. Sloppy. Gross. He leaned into it—catching me so completely off guard that I almost fell over—shoving his tongue into my mouth. There was too much saliva, maybe because of his braces, and zero chemistry.

Turns out, Chad is a horrible kisser. And when I say “horrible,” I mean ridiculously, awfully, horribly bad. The vibes I’d been feeling: real. The way his kiss felt: awful.

When I pulled my head back, there were stars in his eyes.

“Wow.”

He said it like he was floating on top of his very own cloud.

I said nothing and looked into his eyes—eyes that told the story of a boy who’d just kissed a girl and the kiss was the most amazing kiss ever in the history of the world—and we stayed looking at each other for a few uncomfortable seconds.

The song was over; a techno song came on.

“Do you want to—” he started to say.

“No. Absolutely not.”

He gave a little shrug.

This is the part where I wanted to go back in time. Just five minutes. To the time before the time when my life became a horrible nightmare of awkward unwanted love. I wanted to go back to the part when we were standing around, just talking with our friends. Before it went all wrong.

It would be so easy to love Chad. He’s adorable. And we get along so well. But life doesn’t work that way. You can’t just make yourself like someone, and you can’t just make someone like you. You can’t just make that stuff up. I really wish you could.

We rejoined our group. Bethany’s mouth was hanging open, and Rose’s eyebrows were about a foot higher. Obviously they saw it. The Kiss.

I had to set him straight.

“Chad,” I shouted over the music, “can we go outside for a minute?”

He started looking all goofy again. And hopeful.

“Let’s go,” he said as he grabbed for my hand.

Ahhhhhhh.

His hand was kind of sweaty; mine was more so. He was floating; I was not.

We walked together, and he looked at me and said—almost sounding shy—“I missed you this summer.”

“I missed you too,” I said, except I knew that the way he missed me was different than the way I missed him.

“Is this okay?” he asked when we got to one of the long cement benches outside the gym.

“Yeah. It’s fine.”

Ever since I’ve known Chad, he’s never asked me if it was okay to sit on some bench before. One stupid kiss changed the whole dynamic of our relationship. What a bunch of crap.

It was cool out, not stuffy like the gym. Some boys in a circle were playing hacky sack with a group of girls standing by watching. I wished I could be one of the girls watching the boys kick the footbag around.

Chad moved to put his arm around my shoulder. I brushed it away, almost involuntarily.

“Don’t.”

“Don’t?”

He looked surprised, then wounded, and here’s where everything went wrong.

“Look, Chad, I don’t know what to say.” (Which is unusual for me.) All I could think of was the old, “I think we should just be friends” speech. It’s such a cliche, but I meant it. “We’re friends. You’re, like, my best friend in the world.”

Stony silence.

“Chad, say something. Please don’t just look at me like that.”

He shook his head and narrowed his eyes. “Like what?”

“Um, like you hate me.”

“Stacy, don’t be ridiculous.”

He picked up a bottle cap lying on the ground and chucked it, bouncing it off the side of a soda machine, a very un-Chad-like thing to do.

“I thought…” he started to say, but his voice drifted off.

“What? What did you think?” I asked, desperate for a response. Anything. Something.

“Nothing. I’m going back in,” he said, shaking his head. He got up and gave me a little half-salute.

He left me sitting outside on the bench like an idiot.

Of course, I followed him back in.

He wouldn’t speak to me.

To top off my horrible evening, Anthony and some girl were making out in the corner.




September 13 – 
Chad = The Opposite 
Of Warm And Fuzzy


 
After I gave myself a pep talk, after feeling awkward and insecure and awful all morning, I called Chad to see if I could salvage anything of our relationship.

Chad: “Hi, Stacy.” (Flat. Not friendly.)

Silence.

Me: (Sounding extra friendly.) “Hey, Chad! I just wanted to check in, you know, see how you’re doing, make sure things were okay.”

Silence. Uncomfortable.

Me: “Uh, can we talk? Please?”

Chad: “You think I’m a loser. What is there to say?”

Me: “Come on, Chad. Don’t be like that. Please. It’s just—uh, I think we’re better as friends, you know?”

Me again: (Because Chad kept up the silent treatment.) “Chad, I really want things to be like they’ve been between us—”

Chad: “Look, Stacy, I don’t want to talk right now. Let’s just let it go.”

Me: “Wait a second. Don’t hang up—”

Chad: “Talk to you later.” Click.

I’m not sure if that qualifies as being hung up on, but I think so.

To recap my first month of high school, my newly updated mental inventory list is as follows:

•1. I lost my best friend.

•2. Got a new best friend.

•3. Lost that best friend.

•4. I have no best friend.

•5. I have no boyfriend.

So that’s my life. Impressive, right?




September 15 - 
Stalking, Obsession, 
Crush = Confusion


 
I’m not a stalker. I just want to clear that up. But today while I was waiting for Anthony to pass by after second period, I saw him, and he saw me and gave me a little, “HeyStacyhowsitgoing,” all fast like that without stopping. I was a goofball for all of third period—my Algebra class for boneheads. (Which is bad because I’ve been having enough trouble concentrating as it is.)

Is it stalking to wait near the classroom of someone you have a mad crush on when your class is only one row of buildings away? Is it stalking to rush over from Spanish, even though Algebra is in the complete opposite direction, to plant yourself in the path of the boy you’re in love with?

I’m going to have to think about that. I’m going to have to think about the way I feel when I don’t see him and how it messes me up for my next few classes. If I were to ask Rose and Bethany, they’d probably say yes. Without hesitation. But they know me, and they know him. Maybe I should ask someone I don’t know (because sometimes the truth is easier to take from a stranger).




September 17 – 
Dumb, 
Dumb, 
Dumb!


 
Today when I missed Anthony—either because my timing was slightly off or because he was absent—and after I was sad through Algebra and depressed through English and after Rose and Bethany kept asking me if I was okay, I looked up the definition of “stalker” in the Urban Dictionary (which Mom has told me not to use because it’s so nasty, perverted, and inaccurate). After reading the first seven entries, I’m happy to say that I’m not a stalker (which, apparently, is an overused term). I merely have a crush. Also (my own personal diagnosis): I’m TSTL (too stupid to live).

Why am I TSTL? Because I’m in love with a boy who I know for a fact is bad for me. Terrible, bad news. How do I know this? I know this because he motors through girls like they’re popcorn, a new one each week (sometimes two). I admit, this might be a slight exaggeration, but the girls really go crazy for him.

It flies in the face of logic and reason, my crush. And he’s a junior. And he drives and has probably been shaving since he was ten. Yet when I see him, it’s like when I’m strapped into a roller coaster and the car is inching up the belt on its way to the top, right before it falls over the edge. And that pretty much encapsulates my relationship with Anthony—the falling-over-the-edge part.

It’s not like he’s the world’s most handsome guy. He doesn’t look like Mr. Selden (who I still kind of hate but not as much as I did last week). His nostrils are flared, and his hair’s kind of frizzy. But there’s something about him. I can’t shake it.

He’s got “it,” whatever that undefinable quality is that causes usually smart, together people (like me) to lose their minds. He’s a major player. Rumor has it he even “dated” one of the younger teachers. He’d go over to her house and mow her lawn or feed her cat or something like that.

It is ridiculous. I am ridiculous.




September 18 - 
Bad Picture Day


 
We got our pictures back and I derped. I couldn’t believe it. Me, who has gone to modeling school—I derped. My eyes are looking up and my mouth is open going “durr-hurr.” (I wasn’t ready for the picture. The photographer snapped, and I knew. I knew.)

We got them in homeroom. Summer was already passing hers out to her BFFs, who apparently had a pair of cuticle scissors in their purse. Being bossy Summer, she demanded one of mine. I tried to hide them, but she grabbed the sheet out of my hand and ran with it.

“Stacy, you derped! Oh my God.” Giggle, giggle. “These are terrible.”

Then she walked away laughing, and I could tell she was telling Chelsea and Hannah about my derp. God. She is the devil.

I will destroy them.

When I saw Rose and Bethany at lunch, they brought their pictures out. Rose looked so pretty in hers. She wore a bright yellow short-sleeved turtleneck that looked great against her red lipstick and copper hair. Bethany’s were fine. She’s not a makeup girl, and she didn’t do anything with her hair—it just kind of hung there—long, brown, and limp. But at least she smiled in her picture and didn’t look like she’d been given a sedative.

“Stacy, I want one of yours. Lemme see,” Rose said as she handed me hers. She’d already cut it out and signed the back. She’s very organized that way.

I shook my head and lied. “Um, I didn’t turn the money in. Sorry.”

She and Bethany exchanged looks, then Bethany handed me one of hers.

“Looks good, Bethy.”

“Oh, come on. I look terrible.”

“Oh, they’re not even as bad as mine.”

“Wait,” Rose said. “I thought you said you didn’t get them?”

“Okay. So I lied. You’re not getting any though.”

We argued; we ate; I looked for Anthony. He didn’t walk by, but Chad did. He said hello to Rose and Bethany and looked through me—right through as if I were a ghost.

After school, while I waited in the parking lot for Becca and Roman to give me a ride home, I seized the opportunity to take a mental inventory of my life and the ways it’s a big, disappointing, horrible mess.

•1. I miss my dad.

•2. I don’t have a best friend.

•3. I don’t have a boyfriend.

•4. Chad’s not speaking to me.

•5. I still don’t have any money, and my clothes still blow chunks.

•6. Becca has been acting strange. (Stranger than usual.)

•7. And my bonehead Algebra class is completely over my head. (But still not as bad as actual death.)

In light of my life’s general suckiness, I decided to also make a list of the things that don’t suck, because I’m an optimist (and so that I don’t decide to lock myself away in my room forever).

•1. I have Rose and Bethany (my reliable elementary school friends).

•2. Jill is so busy with work and school that she’s not bossing me around about cleaning the bathroom.

•3. Mom’s been in a good mood lately—smiled today twice, laughed once.

•Charles (my cat) likes me.




September 20 - 
That Temporary 
Happy Feeling


 
Summer’s voice at the other end of the phone was breathless as usual.

“Stacy! Hi!”

“Summer?”

“Yes!”

Summer has a way of drawing you in and making you feel special.

“Hey, there’s a party tonight! Wanna go?”

“Uh, sure,” I said, without knowing important details like: who was having it, where, and when.

“’Kay. We’ll pick you up at seven fifteen.”

“Wait. Summer—”

I was able to catch her before she hung up. She’s always in a hurry, like she’s got a million things to do, places to go, people to see.

“What?”

“Where’s the party?”

“Chelsea’s house. Bye.”

I really shouldn’t have said yes. A party at Chelsea’s house was like walking into enemy territory. Sometimes I really wish I could be more like Becca, who doesn’t care about anything, or alpha-sister Jill, who would take the party and own it.




September 20, Later – 
And the Awkwardness Begins


 
The first words out of Summer’s mouth when she picked me up were a good start. She complimented me, and it wasn’t backhanded like her compliments sometimes are.

“Stacy! You look great! I love that blouse! Is it new?”

I looked down at Becca’s plaid shirt I’d borrowed—one that she hadn’t altered or cut, and it didn’t smell like cigarettes.

Summer, of course, looked perfect. Cute jeans and strappy heels. She’d left her hair down, and it was beautiful and flowing, highlighted in exactly the right places.

We arrived at seven thirty.

Me: “Hi, Chelsea! Thanks for inviting me to your party!” (Dork!)

Chelsea: “Hi, Stacy.” (Fake smile.) “Cute, um, shoes? Where did you get them?”

“Oh, these?” I looked down at Becca’s green high-tops—the ones that Roman had drawn skulls all over—shoes Chelsea wouldn’t be caught dead in. “They’re my—”

She’d already moved on.

“Summer!” Hug, hug. “Come with me. There’s someone I want you to meet.”

Probably a guy. Summer didn’t even look back. The two of them left me in the dust. Just like that.

I tried making small talk with Jenna and Ariel. The two of them stood next to the food table talking but not eating, which was annoying all by itself.

“Hey, Jenna. Hey, Ariel,” I said as I picked a handful of party mix out of a bowl, and when I said it, it wasn’t in a very enthusiastic way since they don’t like me.

“Hey, Stacy,” Ariel said, all bored and distracted. Jenna stared at me as I shoved a few pieces into my mouth.

“Fun party?” I asked.

Ariel shrugged. “No one’s here yet.”

“You two look great, you really do,” I lied. If I were going to be mean, I’d describe their look as two hookers in training—short-shorts and boots, tons of makeup.

Jenna rolled her eyes, and Ariel gave a half-smile and turned back to Jenna so they could continue their deep conversation about the very best way to shape eyebrows and the controversy over threading or plucking.

Parties are weird. You find yourself making conversation with people you’d never speak to in real life. People like Jenna and Ariel. I mean, when I say they’re shallow, what I really mean to say is they’re completely awful, gossipy girls possessing the combined IQ of an anteater, which I’m guessing is not very high. (I mean, they eat ants.)

Given the choice of being ignored by two witches or sitting alone, I decided on the third option of taking a self-guided tour of the house. Chelsea’s got a great house. Two stories. Her dad does something important. I think I heard he was a sports agent. Who knows? But her parents are loaded with cash. They’ll probably give Chelsea an expensive car when she turns sixteen, like a BMW, and pay for her to go to any expensive university she can get into. (But knowing how dumb she is, they’ll probably have to bribe someone to let her in.)

Wait. Do I sound jealous?

As I quietly walked upstairs to look for a place to hide, I took in the posh surroundings. Chelsea’s room is very sophisticated (I know because I kind of pushed the door open a little bit). Everything is done in maroon and black, and it looks very professional. No posters taped to the walls or random pictures shoved up with thumbtacks. She even has all of her shoe boxes lined up on special shoe racks. We live in two different worlds. Her world is a money world. Mine is not. Plus, she’s shallow. (Did I mention that?)

Finding myself slightly depressed by how great her room was and agreeing with my own assessment that Chelsea totally didn’t deserve to live in such luxury, I slouched back downstairs and found a place to hide. I sat alone in the family room playing Ms. Pac-Man on an old game machine, watching her eat all the little dots. I made it to the second level of sucky crapulence, and just as I was about to get to level three—Hell, at the point when I couldn’t take any more and was about to call my mom to rescue me—something happened. I felt hands over my eyes. Man hands. Hands that could only belong to one person.

Anthony had his hands over my eyes.

This was where time began to warp—speeding up and slowing down at the same time.

Of all possible scenarios of how this night could have turned out, Anthony’s hands covering my eyes as I played Ms. Pac-Man was probably the last thing I would have expected.

Legs: like JELL-O. Insides: all wobbly. Get hold of yourself, you big dork! Trying not to breathe too fast. Trying to maintain some sort of composure.

Weak in the knees, I turned around, and there he was looking great and handsome. His hair was perfect. He smelled of aftershave and power. (If you could smell power. I mean, is that a thing?) He’d managed to turn a plain white button-up shirt and jeans into cutting-edge fashion.

“Long time no see,” he said to me, as if it were an opening line people actually used. (Fail!)

But his eyes were like these deep, brown pools of handsomeness.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you here,” I said dorkishly. (Oh, come on!)

“Well, you know. I’ve gotta spread myself around.” And he laughed. I laughed. We laughed. Hahaha.

Anthony knew I had a thing for him. (I don’t know if he knew about my trailing him at school like Harriet the Spy.) But he knew about my thing for him. Ever since the seventh grade when I’d go over to his house to do homework with his sister Jessie. I fell in love with him then.

He was: handsome, older, confident, in charge of things.

I started going over to do homework with Jessie more often, hoping to accidentally run into him on purpose (which I’m a little ashamed to admit). Nothing ever happened between us though. Nothing until that moment in Chelsea’s family room.

“You look really nice tonight,” he said.

It must have been Becca’s shirt. Or maybe it was the shoes. (Nah.) Maybe it was the shady modeling school makeup tips and tricks I’d applied to my face and hair.

“Thank you,” I said, since all the clever and witty things I usually have rolling around in my head had left me.

“Why don’t you come over anymore?” he said, smiling playfully at me like he was the cat and I was the scared, little mouse. “I miss having you around.”

You mean you noticed? You actually noticed?

“Um, I don’t know.” (My lack of eloquence was appalling.)

It was just the two of us and Ms. Pac-Man. And some guys in a little group off to the side of the room. His eyes penetrated my soul, and I think I might have stopped breathing when he took my hand. His was rough and warm. It was bigger than mine, and I hoped he didn’t notice that my hand was starting to get sweaty.

“Do you want to go outside?” he asked.

It was a simple request, but time warped again. One one-thousand, two one-thousand.

I asked myself: Why does he want to go outside? I answered myself: Oh, you know. One deep breath, trying to slowly exhale.

“Outside?”

“Yeah, let’s go out to the balcony. We can look at the view, get some fresh air. Shall we?”

He was very smooth. So smooth that I couldn’t argue with the logic of his ridiculously sexy face. So we walked outside onto the balcony. It was cool out, and the lights from the Valley below were twinkly like stars. It was all pretty spectacular, the whole thing. I stood next to him near the heat lamp, and he held my hand. He turned, his dark hair falling into his eye, making him look even more handsome. He leaned in, and this is the part where I left my body for a few seconds.

The kiss. It wasn’t the kiss of an amateur. This was a professional-grade kiss. I mean, compared to all the other kisses I’d had up to this point—all two of them—this kiss had heat and electricity. As we kissed, our life together flashed through my mind—our marriage, honeymoon, dark-haired babies. Whole years passed. I don’t know how else to describe the magic. I would have followed him anywhere—ironed his shirts, washed his car, done his homework. (Except for math.) My body tingled in an every-cell-encompassing-fantastically-incredible-time-warping few seconds.

But then he had to go and ruin everything.

The beautiful kiss turned into a grab-her-anywhere situation. His hands explored my body like I was the beach and he was a metal detector.

Momentary shock, sudden weakness. Sensory overload. Confusion. Brain impulses in an uproar. I was going to pass out or fall over.

I regained my senses, not being ready for sex. Being fourteen.

What the heck, Anthony?

Still, I let his hand rest on top of my blouse—on top of my breast—for about five seconds before I moved it. Things were moving way too fast. The heat we generated between us was scorching, the heat lamp totally unnecessary.

When the five seconds were up, I moved one hand from the front of me and one hand from the back of me as I pulled away and gave him my best indignant look.

“Um, that was nice, but do you think you can back it off a little? Maybe slow down a bit?”

I couldn’t help it. It was that sarcasm thing I’ve been trying to sort of work on.

He looked surprised.

“I’m sorry, Stacy,” he said quickly and stopped, taking a step back.

His face suddenly became earnest. He shook his hair out and composed himself. His look was all thoughtfulness and concerned apologies.

“I’m so sorry. Are you okay? I guess I got carried away.”

He looked at me so intently, studying my face. His nose was five inches away from my nose. His wavy, dark brown hair was five inches away from my semi-professionally-styled hair. He repeated himself saying softly, “I’m sorry.” He looked like the handsome prince again, the one who would most definitely carry me away to his castle in the sky. The fairy tale.

“That’s okay,” I said to the prince whose pawing me was probably a fluke.

This is where Stacy York left the building. Those puppy eyes of his just destroyed me. At that moment I would have reached right into my purse and handed over my wallet, cell phone, cash. I would have given him everything I owned and joined his Anthony cult.

This is where he looked at me like he was Yogi Bear and I was the picnic basket.

Luckily, I heard my phone.

“Just a sec. It’s my mom.”

I promised her I’d answer when she called. I totally believed her threats about grounding, punishment, and other forms of general harassment. Plus it gave me a chance to catch my breath after being worked over by Anthony’s hands. Plus, plus: it gave me a second to work on my strategy.

“Okay, I’ll meet you out front,” I told her. “Anthony, I’ve gotta go. My mom’s picking me up.”

I waited for his reaction, feeling the butterflies in my stomach, getting lost in his brown eyes.

“I’ll walk you out…in a second.” He pulled me close and kissed me one more time, and this time it was soft and sweet, and I got the little goose bumps all over. And he didn’t try to maul me.

“How was that?” he asked in a soft voice.

Words failed me, so I smiled. He smiled back. It was very much like the fairy tale again. It definitely had that sweet feeling of unreality, like this couldn’t possibly be happening to me, right?

He took my hand in his, and we went back inside the party. And I was experiencing this slight floating feeling until I saw Chad talking to horrible Vanessa and some other girls. I was about to open my mouth to say hello, but he looked away when he saw Anthony’s arm around me, and it hurt. I mean, it hurt like an actual physical pain, because I miss Chad. But Anthony’s arm was around me. I could always feel bad about Chad tomorrow.

We waited together outside. Anthony’s arm was draped around me, casually, like it was a totally normal thing for him to do, and I felt happy again, all tingly and excited, because my world was a magical place with rainbows and glitter, unicorns and lollipops.

Mom pulled up, and we said our goodbyes.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” he said handsomely.

“Okay. Bye, Anthony,” I said, all starry-eyed. I gave him one last smile, and he smiled back, a genuine smile that assured me everything was right in the world.

Mom drove, and I floated the rest of the way home.

It was the most amazing night ever.




September 22 - 
Sucker Punched


 
A sucker punch happens when a person is completely relaxed and casual. Unsuspecting. They might be standing around, talking to a friend, maybe laughing a little. Everything’s completely fine and normal until someone comes along and—without warning—punches them right in the solar plexus—the body’s core. At first the person who’s been punched doesn’t feel pain; shock is the body’s first sensation. Then, in the few seconds that it takes for the brain to process what’s just happened to the body, the pain hits. Hard. That is a sucker punch, and it’s probably no coincidence that half of the phrase is the word “sucker,” as in the one who receives the punch.

The sucker in my situation was me. Or at least that’s the best way I can describe the sensation I experienced when Anthony walked past me after second period the Monday after Chelsea’s party, giving me a nod and a “HeyStacyhowsitgoing,” all fast, said at once. He didn’t stop; he didn’t do any of the things I’d planned while I waited at home—all day Sunday—for his call.

I could have gone to the movies and then out for sushi with Mom and Jill, but no. I waited. And nothing.

We were supposed to live happily ever after. While I was busy planning our future together, writing Stacy Zarate over and over to see how it looked, he apparently forgot to call me. Total amnesiac case I’m thinking.

I thought for sure when I saw him at school, he’d run to me with his arms open and sweep me up. We’d pick right up where we left off. I could just picture it in my head. Oh, he’d have some excuse for why he didn’t call me. A very good excuse. He’d apologize, and then he’d take my books that I was holding with one hand, take my hand with his other hand, and walk me to my next class. He’d give me a soft kiss and tell me how beautiful I looked. This was how it was going to go.

So I waited where I knew he’d see me after second period. I was a little nervous—almost giddy with excitement. Wait—there he is! I see him!

He looked at me and nodded.

“Hey, Stacy. How’s it going?”

“Hi, Anthony!” I waited, smiling my brightest smile, face turned towards him. One one-thousand, two one-thousand.

He turned the other way, kept right on walking.

He gave me the brush-off. That’s it.

I was like a deflated balloon. I’d been sucker punched, and I really don’t know what else to say about it.

Anthony is a sadist/jerk.

I’ll never figure out why he did that to me. I’ll never figure out why he reached into my soul, ripped my heart out (while it was still beating), threw it down on the ground, and then crushed it under the heel of his motorcycle boot.

Maybe he likes to collect girls like other boys collect action figures or video games?

Curse you, Anthony. I curse the day I met you. You and your muscles and your perfect teeth.

Poor, brokenhearted, loser me.

Epic Romance Fail.




September 25 - 
Becca Has Been Acting Strange 
(Stranger Than Usual)


 
Talking about mental illness is kind of like talking about death. I mean in the way that it’s another subject people seem uncomfortable with. It’s not contagious, as far as I know—I don’t think you can catch crazy—but still, it makes people feel self-conscious and awkward. Which is why I’d been keeping Becca’s strangeness to myself.

As if my life weren’t horrible enough—so much so that a list of the ways in which it blows would just be overkill at this point—Becca has been acting strange (stranger) lately.

First it was little things, like her flying off the handle, calling me names, and slamming the bathroom door in my face. Then it moved on to more and more bizarre behavior.

First, she dyed her hair black with hot pink streaks. She also pierced her nose (with a cute little diamond stud) and pierced her ears in the high part where it looks like it would be very painful. She now has multiple piercings and those little plugs that stretch the earlobes out in a gross way.

That wasn’t such a big deal. I thought she was just going for the intense artist/writer look since she’s editor of the school newspaper this year. And it kind of matches Roman’s skinny-jeans, all-black clothing emo look.

Second—but much more strange—she told me that she thought our neighbor Mrs. Chu was spying on us.

The thing about Mrs. Chu: she’s about eighty-five years old and walks with one of those delicate little sun umbrellas. She lives with her daughter, and whenever she’s out walking, she seems to always be on the verge of tipping over. Of all the people to suspect of spying, Mrs. Chu isn’t one of them.

Third, last week when I came home from school, I could tell she and Roman had had a fight and she was smoking. Becca’s never smoked in her life, and suddenly she’s sitting there smoking like a chimney and writing furiously in her journal, giving me the silent treatment. When she’d finish with one cigarette, she’d use it to light the next one. (She probably raided Mom’s secret stash of stress cigarettes that we totally know about.)

Lastly, Becca’s putting syrup on everything lately.

There are other things too, and when I brought it up to Mom, she didn’t want to talk about it. When I brought it up to Jill, she laughed it off as Becca just being Becca.

But when Becca cut the sleeves off almost all of her clothes Sunday night, Mom freaked. (She said she did it because she was hot, but the weather’s been cool lately.) She even cut the sleeves off the expensive black cocktail dress Aunt Linda gave her last Christmas.

So I guess I’m going to have to hide my clothes.

And I ask myself this question: Could my life be any worse? (Sadly, the answer is probably yes.)




September 29 – 
And the Strangeness 
Gets Stranger


 
I’ve been tiptoeing around Becca lately, trying to seem invisible, which is hard since we share a room. I try not to look her directly in the eye. It’s like I’m watching a movie about two sisters, and one of the sisters is losing her mind while the other looks on. But this is real.

When I got home from school yesterday, Becca was wearing her goth cheerleader costume from last Halloween—with the arms cut off. She wore it to Roman’s house, just headed right out the door. I questioned this behavior.

Me: “Becca, where do you think you’re going in that?”

Becca: “Out.”

Like it was a totally normal thing for her to do.

When Mom brought home a bucket of fried chicken for dinner, Becca wouldn’t eat it. Wouldn’t even touch it.

We were sitting there at the kitchen table. She picked the drumstick up off her plate and stared at it, then pushed her plate away without taking a bite.

“What’s wrong, sweetie?” Mom asked. “Is there something wrong with your chicken?”

“It’s so…disgusting. Ugh. I just can’t. It makes me think of the poor chicken, and it looks like I’m eating something that died. I feel like a cannibal.”

But wouldn’t we be chickens then?

Becca shuddered. “I can’t eat this.”

Fried chicken’s amazing, but I’ll admit, I’ve always thought it was kind of gross when you really look at it—the little veins and nasty black stuff, the cartilage at the end of the bone.

My appetite was ruined, so I ended up just eating the mashed potatoes and coleslaw instead. At least there was dessert.




October 1 – 
Unemployed Wizards 
and Godzilla


 
When I walked through the door after coming home from school, Becca was sitting on the couch smoking, with a full ashtray next to her. Her hair was swirled around her face; it looked like a tumbleweed. My eyes were focused ahead though, as I tried to sneak by her so I could just go straight to our bedroom.

“Stacy, come here.”

What name was she going to call me this time? Was she going to accuse me of taking her hairbrush again?

“What?”

“Come here,” she repeated, but her tone wasn’t angry or out of control. She seemed like she just wanted to talk, but I didn’t want to get too close, so I sat down on the arm of the couch.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know,” she said, like she was asking herself a question. “I don’t know what it is, but I can’t seem to get a grip on anything. I haven’t been able to sleep at all, and when I do, I have terrible nightmares. My mind won’t turn off, you know?”

She seemed pretty serious. It had been a while since we’d really talked, had a real conversation. I hardly recognized her now. She looked scared, and nothing ever scares Becca. She’s never been the type to show a vulnerable side or let her guard down. She wasn’t like herself at all—very distracted, like her thoughts were all disconnected and random. She kept looking around the room, her eyes darting and not resting on any one thing in particular.

“Becca, are you okay?”

“I don’t know. I really don’t. And I picked a fight with Roman, and he’s all pissed off at me, but I don’t even know if I care. It’s weird.”

Her head was resting against her hand, and she started playing with a section of hair. She kept picking up different strands, examining the ends of the hair like she was looking for split ends, and she seemed to be somewhere else for a minute until she looked right at me and asked:

“If the world stopped spinning, do you think we’d all turn to dust?”

Instead of saying something stupid like I usually would, I resisted the impulse.

“I don’t know. But I don’t think it’s something you really need to worry about, you know?”

“Or would we all fly off into space?”

“Um, I dunno, Becca. I’ll have to look it up.”

Science has never been my strongest subject.

“Last night I had a dream. There was a wizard. He had this remote control, and he wore a bathrobe or some kind of robe. He was controlling me—all of my movements. It seemed so real. I think it means something.”

This sounds mean, but I couldn’t help thinking that the wizard in her dream was unemployed. I mean, bathrobe and a remote control? What kind of wizard was this? I also wanted to ask how she knew he was a wizard if he was wearing a bathrobe, but dreams are like that. You just know.

“It’s like it really happened. Do you think it did?”

“Becca, it was just a dream. Dreams don’t mean anything. They’re just dreams.”

“But it felt like it really happened.” She shook her head. “I don’t know if it did or not.”

She was getting agitated, so I tried to calm her down a little, but I wasn’t really sure how.

“Listen to me, Becca: what you said makes no sense. It doesn’t make sense. It was just a dream. Dreams aren’t real. I dream stupid stuff all the time.”

Poor Becca. She started to cry, and I really had no words for her, because this was so out of my comfort zone, it wasn’t even funny, so we sat there on the couch, quiet, for a minute.

“I don’t want to sleep anymore,” she said finally, like she’d made a big decision.

It’s been so long since I’ve had a bad dream. When I was a kid and the neighbors next door were playing their stereo so loud and the bass was booming out, like really pounding, I dreamed that Godzilla’s footsteps were crashing down on the ground and that he was coming to get me. It was pretty terrifying. The look on Becca’s face, it was like she was the little girl with the Godzilla dream.

Mom, even Jill, would have been the ones to handle this situation, not me. I like to think of myself as being smart and together. I like to think of myself as being so mature, but this—it was way too much.

I can’t imagine what it must feel like to not know whether you’re sane or not, whether the things you’re thinking about are real or imaginary, but I attempted to stay composed so that she wouldn’t see me upset. I tried to cheer her up by changing the subject. I told her a funny, heartwarming story about Mitchell at school wearing his pants so low that his friends snuck up behind him and pantsed him, which then made him trip and fall over without his pants. There he was, yelling, “You guys suck!” and threatening them while the whole time trying to pull his pants up. I was able to get her to laugh a little bit at that one.




October 1, Later – 
Science and Stuff


 
I looked it up on the Internet, and in the unlikely event that the Earth suddenly stopped spinning: We, the People of Earth, would be history. As in past. Gone. Everything not bolted down would fly off into space. But that’s not going to happen. Unless the Earth is hit by a ginormous meteor. But I won’t tell Becca this. I’ll just keep it to myself.




October 4 - 
Blue Hawaii


 
I have a job. Well, not much of a job. Five hours a week. Saturday mornings. On a trial basis.

Why do I have a job? Probably because I’ve been hounding Roman for three months now about getting me a job at his mother’s travel agency.

Ever since Dad died, financially we’ve just been getting by. My parents were never exactly the planning types. So there may not be money in the bank, but we do have a great collection of rare sheet music from the 1920s. And some awesome vintage concert posters from the 1960s, because we all know how practical posters of Buffalo Springfield and Captain Beefheart are.

What I found out today is that having a job is:

•1. boring,

•2. not as much fun as I thought it would be, and

•3. seven dollars an hour under the table.

So that’s what? One outfit a week if I spend my money wisely (which I probably won’t). Or I can buy Mom dinner (which I probably will). Or I’ll save it for Christmas presents (sadly, I probably won’t).

I like the way Roman’s mom Sylvia calls me mija and keeps the fridge stocked with Dr Pepper.

Today, I answered the phone, “Blue Hawaii Travel, Stacy speaking. May I help you?”

Mostly, I take messages, sort mail, clean, and do whatever random tasks Sylvia asks me to do. It’s strangely responsible of me.

I think Roman maybe got me the job, though, because he wanted to talk about Becca. He brought her up on the drive home. He was staring straight ahead, not looking at me at all.

“Stacy, um…” he cleared his throat “…have you noticed how Becca’s been acting lately?”

I watched him, and he looked like a scared little boy. I tried to play it off like I wasn’t worried, and I looked down at my nails like I was checking my polish.

“She’s been pretty wacky lately.”

“Stacy, I’m serious.”

“Yeah, I know you are. It’s just that I have no idea what’s wrong, and it’s freaking me out a little.” I let out a big sigh. “Have you talked to her about it?”

(I kind of already knew the answer. Becca can be pretty intimidating, even with Roman, and they’ve been together for over two years now, practically joined at the hip.)

“Nah. I keep thinking she’ll go back to normal, but then she doesn’t.”

That’s the thing: she didn’t go back to normal. No matter how much I wished it, she seemed to keep getting stranger.

We rode home the rest of the way in silence. Uncomfortable silence until Roman reached over and cranked up the stereo. Sometimes it’s better to not think about things.




October 7 - 
Chad May Be A Robot


 
In English, I decided to be brave. It’s ridiculous. Chad was in the next row, like maybe four feet away from me. I’m a big dork, so I pretended to drop my pencil, then I looked over my right shoulder and waited until he noticed me. We made eye contact.

“Hi, Chad!”

“Hey.” (Very monotone, robot-like voice.)

That’s all he said. But at least he talked to me.

Stacy to Chad: Get over it, you big dork. It’s been weeks now. What the heck, Chad?

Actually, now that I think about it, he’s starting to really tick me off. I mean, it’s not like I led him on. I didn’t pull an Anthony on him. I didn’t do anything other than be his friend and write his speech (which won him the election, by the way). If he doesn’t watch it, I may stop speaking to him. How would he like that?




October 8 - 
That Temporary 
Warm Fuzzy Feeling


 
Today Chad said hello unprompted, meaning I didn’t have to pretend to drop my pencil. He said, “Hey, Stacy,” with a slight smile. The barest hint of one. Lips turned up just a little. He appears to be thawing out. I feel all warm and fuzzy inside.




October 10 - 
Even Robots Smile


 
Toward the end of the period when Mr. Selden gave us time to work on our essays, Chad walked over to the empty seat in front of me and sat down backwards, resting his arms over the top of the seat, casually leaning over. I couldn’t help but notice that he was looking kind of handsome (I mean, for Chad.). His hair’s growing out now, and the curls have become relaxed and wavy, not sticking up at awkward angles.

He looked right into my eyes, serious look on his face. “A priest, a rabbi, and a nun walk into a bar. Stop me if you’ve heard this one before.”

“I’ve heard this one before. But you can tell me again.”

“Actually, that’s all I’ve got.” And he gave a little shrug of his shoulders.

“You’re a dork, you know that?”

“It takes one to know one.”

“Good comeback, Chad. Did you ride your dinosaur to school today?”

I missed our witty conversations. (At least witty for us. Maybe no one else in the world would find us funny. But we think we’re funny, and that’s all that matters.)

I missed Chad, I really did. I missed him so much, it hurt. Sometimes you don’t realize how important someone is to you until they’re gone.

“So, going to the game tonight?” he asked.

“Yeah, I think so. At least, I was thinking about it.”

I was just about to ask him if he wanted to sit with Rose and Bethany and me, when he said, very casually, “So, what’s going on with you and Anthony? I haven’t seen you two together since the party.”

The party. Horrible Chelsea’s awful party with snake-y Anthony. So this was the real reason he came over. I guess what goes around comes around? No, that’s not true. I didn’t set out to break his heart. That’s not a fair comparison at all. But still, he seemed maybe kind of mad at me, even though it was really none of his business.

“Well, that was unexpected,” I said. I couldn’t help myself, so I just told him straight out. “If you really want to know, he completely blew me off, if it makes you feel any better. Never called. Nothing.”

Chad raised his eyebrows and didn’t say anything for a second. He looked like he was weighing his words carefully, and then, “Yeah, it kind of does make me feel better,” and he smiled like he was joking with me, but I don’t think he was.

“Anything to brighten your day, Chad,” I said maybe a little too loud as he sat back down at his desk. Freaky Daria shot me a dirty look, I guess because she was working away as usual, either that or working on some kind of love spell for Coach Rob.




October 10, Later - 
Betrayal, Heartbreak, 
And Other 
Not-So-Terrific Things


 
I didn’t really want to go to the football game, yet I didn’t want to stay home either. I didn’t want to worry about tiptoeing around Becca and her strangeness.

When Mom dropped me off, I found Bethany and Rose in front of the ticket booth.

We waited in line at the snack bar for nachos and sodas, chatting the whole time and saying hello to other kids we knew. It felt like such a normal Friday night high school thing to do.

When I saw Chad walking close with horrible Vanessa, I felt a twinge. She was laughing, and he was laughing. He casually slipped an arm around her shoulder. Smooth, Chad. Very smooth. My heart sank. But why shouldn’t he be happy? I mean, shouldn’t I feel happy for him? But I didn’t. I guess I’m just a selfish person, and I’m not happy about being selfish, but it’s true.

“Oh, look, there’s Chad with Vanessa,” Bethany said. “I didn’t know they were going out. Did you, Stacy? Did you know they were going out?”

“Um, no. We haven’t exactly been close lately.” I glared at Bethany.

“Sorry,” she said, shrinking back, as if I’d just bitten her head off, turning her attention to her nachos.

“Chad’s a sweetheart,” Rose said, ignoring my reaction.

Yeah, he is a sweetheart. He really is. Well, except when he’s not. It’s good that he had someone else to focus his attention on. I mean, I was trying to be happy for him, I really was. But then there was horrible Vanessa. Of all the people to see him with. I had to question his taste in women.

Wait a minute. So what does that say about me?

We found our seats, and we were so not there for the game. I don’t really understand football anyway. Dad would try to explain it to me, and I’d just sit there with my eyes glazing over. Poor Dad stuck living with a bunch of women. I should have at least followed along and pretended to be interested.

The cheerleaders looked so perky in their little outfits. They didn’t look anything like Becca and her goth cheerleader costume. They were much more polished and clean, ponytails and sparkles, not all caked eyeliner and ratted hair.

Everything was fine, everything was normal.

While Rose chatted away about Darrell, the boy she’s interested in, I watched Anthony sitting a few rows ahead of us with Summer. It was weird because, for a second, it didn’t hit me. Anthony and Summer were together.

My friend Summer. My former friend Summer.

“This can’t be happening,” I said without really thinking about it.

Bethany and Rose looked over at the two traitors and then at me. “That jerk,” Rose said. “What a jerk! I can’t believe him.”

“Him? What about her?” Bethany said. “Some friend.”

Summer’s never been one of Bethany’s favorite people.

It was the worst kind of betrayal. The two of them were entwined. She was practically sitting in his lap. OctoMan seemed to have returned, but this time he had another victim. But this time, his victim wasn’t really a victim at all.

In seconds I experienced: pain, shock, eyes burning. My face was getting hot, my heart was pounding. Then breaking. I felt a hard little knot form in the back of my throat, and I tried to keep the tears from coming. I tried to keep from losing complete control of myself. Another sucker punch. I wanted to run.

Summer knew I’d been in love with Anthony. She’d known since the seventh grade when we had our sleepovers and would braid each other’s hair and share all of our deepest secrets. Yet there she sat with him. It was a betrayal right out of Macbeth. Their hands were joined together pushing the dagger into my heart, then twisting it. I felt so like poor King Duncan, and I hated them both. They didn’t even know they were killing me.

I got up, hand to my stomach, and felt the wave of nausea coming over me. I gave Rose a little nudge.

“Rose, I’m leaving. This isn’t working for me at all.”

Rose and Bethany looked first at me, then at Summer and Anthony.

Loyal Rose was fuming. “I’m gonna kill her,” she said, hitting her hand with her fist like she was ready to jump over the seats and hurt them. (And I really love that about her.)

“Her? What about him? He’s a pig,” Bethany said.

“He’s a—I’m not going to say what he is. I can’t sit here, though. You guys stay. I’m gonna call my mom.” They let me go after I promised I’d be okay, which was probably a mistake. I really should’ve called my mom for a ride.

As I walked—angry—a telephone conversation with Summer ran through my head. She called me the day after Chelsea’s party. It went something like this:

Summer: “Stacy! I saw you with Anthony last night!” (Apparently when she wasn’t hanging out with Chelsea’s older brother and his mustache.)

Me: “Yes! Did you see us? I can’t believe it!”

Summer: “So has he called you yet?”

Me: “No, not yet, but he said he would. He told me he’d definitely call me today!”

Summer: “Huh.”

Me: “What? What do you mean by that? Do you know something I don’t know?”

Summer: “No, it’s just the way he was all over you, I thought he would’ve called you by now. Huh.”

Me: “Stop saying ‘huh.’”

Summer: “Oh, it’s nothing. I’m sure he’ll call.”

And we all know how that turned out. Maybe she figured he was fair game. Maybe she was already planning to make her own move. I really don’t know. What I do know, though, is you don’t go after someone that your friend likes, period. Even if there isn’t a snowball’s chance in hell he’ll ever be interested. That’s just the way it is, and she broke the Girlfriends Code.

I left the stadium—the cheering, happy people. I walked, and I hated as I walked.

My boots crunched the little pebbles on the pavement, and I wanted to punch somebody. Somebody like Anthony. Or Summer. Everything was unfair and wrong, and the world became a blur when I started to cry fat, wet tears that rolled right down my face, tears that I didn’t even bother to wipe away. It occurred to me, though, after I’d been crying and walking for a few minutes, as I ran through the emotions of the whole stupid situation, that maybe I wasn’t so much angry at stupid Anthony and stupid Summer; it was everything wrong in my life put together. The way I’d been feeling so wretchedly alone. Summer, Anthony—they were unimportant. The two of them were insignificant specks of lint I could just flick off my sweater. That made me feel about two percent better.

Cars passed as I walked on the main road. A car full of guys honked at me, and I didn’t even bother to flip them off or curse them out like I usually would.

I cut through the same residential neighborhood I usually cut through, but during the day it’s not so dark. Not nearly so creepy. Everything was quiet; no other cars were around. It seemed like there were a couple street lights out, and the blackness of the night was intimidating.

The night air was clearing my head though. Walking is good for that. It can really take the edge off things. I took a few deep breaths, trying to calm down. I stopped crying and noticed how still everything felt. Peaceful.

I heard the car pull up from behind. It was a car like my grandma’s—a big boat. It stopped, and the man inside motioned for me to come over. (I’m not a complete idiot, I know about staying out of pervert-grabbing range, so I didn’t get too close.) There was something about him. He seemed harmless enough, but the hair on the back of my neck stood up.

Pervy Guy rolled the window down.

“Hello, young lady. Can I give you a ride?”

He said it so innocently, like it was nothing at all—a perfectly normal thing for me to do, get in the car with some strange man. It’s kind of funny when I think of it, him thinking that I’d just jump into the car with him. For some reason, I focused on his hair, his terrible comb-over that looked like what was left over from a bird’s nest—the part the birds didn’t want.

“Oh, no thanks,” I said, trying to sound calm.

“Are you sure?”

“Thank you, but no. I’m good.”

“You know, it’s really not a good idea for you to be out by yourself this late. Why don’t you let me give you a ride?” he said firmly.

“Um, I’m good. Thanks anyway,” I said politely, in case he had an axe and a hammer and a roll of duct tape tucked underneath his seat. For all I knew, he could’ve been the biggest serial rapist/murderer in L.A. I didn’t want to set him off; I didn’t want to make the news.

I started to walk on, and he shrugged his shoulders like I was making a big mistake. (God, what an ego. Do I look like a hooker or something? Was it the boots? Maybe it was the boots.)

As I walked away, I went from feeling like a pathetic mess to angry. Angry like I wanted to kick someone. Angry that I couldn’t walk down the street at night without being accosted by some old pervert.

When the perv’s car drove about half a block down the street and flipped a U-turn, pulling slowly up next to me, I felt the fear gnawing in the pit of my stomach. He was near me now, maybe three feet away, he’d pulled up so close. His eyebrows looked all shaggy and woolly; my stomach tightened. I also noticed his hands, how big they were, and rough-looking.

“Look. Why don’t you let me give you a ride.” His voice was strong now, commanding.

“Back the hell off, you freaky bastard! I don’t want a ride!”

I forgot for a second what type of person he might be, how he might have duct tape under his seat. But for those couple of seconds, it felt good letting loose on him. A quick vision of me punching him a few times in the face flickered through my head. For about two seconds, I felt great. Invincible. Until he turned off his car and opened the driver’s side door.

When I saw his foot hit the ground, that was it. I was gone. Off running. There was no way I was going to become a statistic. Not me.

I looked around — quick—considering the option of running up to one of the houses, but the houses nearby were dark, so I kept running. As I ran, I cursed my shoe choice, boots with three-inch heels (Stupid Becca’s boots.). And I tried not to slip on the pavement with all the little potholes.

The cold air hit my face, and I fell into a weird kind of rhythm, running, with each step saying a word in my prayer: “Dear God,” one, two, “please save,” three, four, “me from” five, six, “this lunatic,” six, seven.

I left Comb-over Man in the dust. When I looked over my shoulder, he was nowhere to be seen. I kept running though, and I ran until I got to my front door, gasping for breath. (I admit, I’m not in the world’s greatest shape.) But I made it and burst in through the front door, an out-of-breath, upset, sweaty mess. But I made it.




October 10, Even Later - 
Tears, 
Star-Crossed Lovers, 
And Cocoa


 
Mom took one look at me and started asking a million questions at once.

“Stacy! What are you doing home? What’s wrong? What’s going on? What happened? Didn’t you get a ride? Why didn’t you call me? You know I don’t want you out walking alone at night.”

I sighed, took a deep breath, and told her a story about my evening. About me and heartbreak. Me and betrayal. I conveniently left out the part about the pervert and his roll of duct tape, axe, and hammer because then she’d never let me out of the house again. I started to cry—not my first choice.

“Oh, Stacy. Come here,” she said as she put her arm around my shoulder and pulled me in close. “It’s okay, baby. It’s okay. Everything’s gonna be okay.” Which made me sob. And we just stood there in the middle of the living room. I was crying with her arms wrapped around me, and we didn’t say anything for a while. And it wasn’t just about my broken heart, it was everything all rolled into one—everything that was supposed to be that wasn’t. Everything about Mom and Dad growing old together and watching Jill, Becca, and me grow up and have families of our own. Everything about the whole of life that we’re all going to miss out on; everything that’s different now. I didn’t have to say all of those things, because they didn’t need to be said. The way you can just look into someone’s eyes and tell what they’re thinking sometimes, that’s kind of how it was with Mom and me.

“Come on,” she said as she handed me a tissue to wipe my eyes. “Let’s make some cocoa. How does that sound?”

“That sounds really good.”

I sat on a stool in the kitchen and watched as she made us hot cocoa from scratch, with milk and cocoa powder and sugar and vanilla. We chatted as she stirred it on the stove, like I was a little kid again.

We settled in on the couch with our cocoa, and she put on the DVD of The Way We Were with Barbra Streisand and Robert Redford—the same one we’ve watched a thousand times before. I got the box of tissues, and we sat sharing a blanket. At the end of the movie— when Katie and Hubbell see each other on the street, and they feel all wistful about how their lives could have been together, the star-crossed lovers—we cried like we always do.

When the movie was over, Mom told me all about Becca’s visit to the doctor and how he made a referral for her to see a psychiatrist. I tried to absorb the whole idea, but it just didn’t seem real to me. How could it?




October 11 - 
Cheese Omelets 
And Cheesy Movies


 
I woke up too early—the morning after the horrible football game and possible serial strangler encounter—and noticed Becca’s empty bed, and when I went to the kitchen for a glass of water, she was sitting at the kitchen table, pouring so much syrup on her toaster waffles that they practically floated on top of her plate. A cigarette burned in the ashtray next to her, her hair was a tangled mess, and her eyes were caked with makeup—who knows how old it was.

She stared at me.

“Hey, Becca.”

She gave me a blank look. I went back to bed, and when I got up later, Mom was making omelets.

“Have you seen the syrup? I could’ve sworn I bought some not too long ago. I thought it would be nice to have pancakes,” she said as she flipped an omelet over in the skillet.

Becca was in the living room, sitting cross-legged on the living room floor cutting out newspaper articles.

“What’s with her?” I asked Mom, who shrugged and gave me this eye-roll look.

“She’s working on a school project.”

“Can’t we make the scissors go away?” I whispered, and she gave me a look, one that meant that was going to happen very soon.

Jill joined us for breakfast, and we ate our cheese omelets as Becca sat with two Pop-Tarts and a glass of orange juice.

At work I did random, boring things that were still better than being at home avoiding Becca, and when Rose called me to see how I was feeling after the horrible football game betrayal, I told her I was great, which wasn’t true at all, but I was about three percent better than when she last saw me. Really, though, I was just feeling numb.

After work I went to the movies with her and Bethany, even though the two of them have terrible taste, and it was a horrible slasher film, a remake of The Texas Chain Saw Massacre. I sat through half of it with my hand covering my eyes.

When I’m in the mood for a scary movie, which is rare, I prefer old-school horror like The Blob or I Was a Teenage Werewolf, even though they’re corny and ridiculous. At least they don’t have all the blood and body parts.

I’ll never let Rose and Bethany pick the movie again.




October 13 - 
Why I Don’t Like Mondays


 
For a lot of reasons besides my usual ones, I was not looking forward to school today. When I got up, I could feel a pimple coming to the surface right in the corner of my mouth, where the really sensitive skin meets the face, so I squeezed it. I know you’re not supposed to, but who doesn’t? Nothing happened, so I kept squeezing until I saw a little pinprick of blood. Not a good sign. The corner of my lip started to swell, and a few minutes later when I looked at myself in the mirror, the pimple had apparently turned itself inside out and was now swelling to the size of a pea, or a small country.

Not only did I want to avoid Summer, the traitor, and Anthony, the other traitor, I wanted to avoid every other person I knew. And it’s not like you can put a bandage on your face to cover a zit. That just doesn’t work except in stupid teen movies. Ugh. It looked like I’d been stung by a bee.

I scanned my closet looking for something that wouldn’t call attention to my face. Not having a bag to put directly over my head, I found a black sweater and black pants. Not only would I not stand out, I hoped, but it fit my dark mood. A bonus.

Mom took one look at me. “Oh, no. What happened?”

Ugh. “Mom, I really can’t go to school looking like this.”

I pleaded with her to let me stay home. Just this once.

“Oh, Stacy, don’t be ridiculous. It’s not that bad. Nobody will even notice. Don’t worry about it. You’re fine.” Spoken just like a mom (who, in fact, had noticed).

In homeroom, when I walked to the back of the class to throw something in the trash, Summer saw me, and by the horrified look on her face, I could tell she saw “it.” (Of all people to have to deal with at this moment!) She got up out of her seat to meet me.

“Stacy! What happened to your face?”

“What does it look like?”

“What’s your problem? I was just asking.” She gave her beautiful golden hair a flip with her hand like she always does and walked away. I could feel myself starting to boil over; my fingernails were digging into the flesh of my hands. (I don’t know how to express just how much I hated Summer at this moment.)

“I saw you with Anthony Friday night,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Yeah? And?”

She stared, defiant, with a hand on her hip. I just wanted to smack her face. She shocked me, how unconcerned she was about this. I forgot about Mr. Mandel.

“God, Summer. I can’t believe you. I thought you were my friend, and you stabbed me in the back. You’re a backstabber, Summer.”

On the verge of tears, losing it, my hands began to shake a little.

“Oh, come on, Stacy. It’s my fault he didn’t call you? I’m supposed to stay away from him forever just because you like him?”

“God, what a bitch,” I said, turning to walk back to my desk. She stopped me though, putting a hand on my shoulder, which I smacked away.

“You’re completely out of control, Stacy,” she hissed.

“You know what, Summer? I just wanna slap your face right now.”

Summer pushed herself up close to me.

“Come on. You want some? Right now.”

I imagined the two of us rolling around on the floor with me pulling her hair.

“Is there a problem, Ms. York? Ms. Phillips?” Mr. Mandel asked.

“No,” we said at the same time.

“Then get back to your seats, please.”

I gave Summer the evil eye. “Whatever, Summer. You two deserve each other.”

She stomped away, all pissed off.

My next two classes, I was in a very dark mood. And everyone was looking at me. They were trying to figure out what this thing was on my face. Maybe they thought I had herpes or ringworm or some other disease. I should’ve worn a little sign that said, “Hi, I’m Stacy, and this is my pimple. Don’t be afraid. It may be the size of a small island, but it won’t hurt you. Just don’t feed it.”

In English class, Chad turned around in his seat.

“Whoa, Stacy. What happened to your face? Did you walk into something?”

“Not in the mood right now, Chad.”

Why is it that I like him again?

“You know, I hear they make stuff for that.”

“Thanks, Chad. I didn’t know that. Grew up in a cave.”

“I’m kidding. It’s not that bad.”

“Yeah, sure.” I felt the little devil on my shoulder, and I couldn’t resist poking back at him just a little. “So I saw you at the game with Vanessa.”

“Oh, yeah.” He looked a little embarrassed and gave a shrug. “We’re just friends.”

“Just friends, huh? You two looked pretty cozy there.”

Sometimes I wish I’d keep my thoughts to myself. Now he thinks I care about him. I really need to stop talking sometimes. But he laughed and went back to his work, still insisting they were nothing but friends.

At lunch, I met Rose and Bethany in front of the library.

“Hey, guys. Meet my pimple. I’m thinking of naming it soon. I’m thinking of naming it Summer, as a matter of fact.”

“Oh, come on. It’s nothing,” Rose said, completely non-convincingly as she and Bethany looked at each other with eyebrows raised, like, “Whoa, did you see the size of Stacy’s zit?”

We walked to the cafeteria, and I felt people looking at me. We grabbed our trays, and I knew something was up when Roman walked over with this look on his face. He was supposed to have first lunch with Becca.

“Roman, what’re you doing here?”

He was all fidgety, like he didn’t know what to do with his hands, and looked more pale than usual.

“Um, Stacy, uh…Becca wigged out on the lunch ladies a while ago. Um, she just went off.”

I tried to process this information: she wigged out. This could mean a lot of things. I turned it over in my head, wondering exactly what he meant.

Roman looked right at me and brushed his straight, black hair out of his eyes.

“What happened? Roman, come on. What?” Oh god. Becca, what did you do? My mind was reeling with the possible nightmare scenarios; Roman looked like he’d rather be anywhere in the world than telling me this.

“She started throwing things. Flipped a tray of food over.”

Oh God, Becca.

“Um, there’s more.”

“More? More? What more?”

He swallowed hard, then bit his lip.

“Tell me.”

He looked like he wanted to die.

“She took her shirt off.”

“Why?” (Why?)

Roman sighed, and he looked like he was about eight years old, just like a little kid. “She said she was hot.”

Oh God, Becca.

“Please tell me she was wearing a bra.”

“Yeah, she was.”

Thank God for small favors. He filled me in on the rest of the horrible, awful details as I contemplated changing my name and coming to school in a wig and dark glasses. I’d been kind of waiting for something to happen—hoping it wouldn’t be at school—with Becca showing her colors to the world and exposing herself (but not so literally as taking off actual clothing).

So Becca caused a scene in the cafeteria and started a fight with the lunch ladies. I repeat. The lunch ladies. She wanted veggie burgers, and all they had were hamburgers and fried chicken.

Why did it have to be fried chicken?

And the poor lunch ladies. They’re actually very nice, and I know they don’t get paid enough to deal with my crazy, psycho sister.

Roman told me all about it, about how he tried to calm her down, and she just pushed him away, flipped the tray. After that, she whipped her shirt off in about two seconds.

Becca was agitated, started yelling, and the security guard ended up escorting her to the office, the whole time trying to get her to put her shirt back on. Oh God.

So that’s it. People know Becca’s crazy now.

“Roman, I gotta go. We’ll talk later.”

I brushed off Rose and Bethany’s offers to go with me. Their faces were sympathetic, and I couldn’t deal with that too. I practically ran to the school office. People were looking at me, but this time, I knew it wasn’t my pimple they were looking at.




October 13, Later - 
Ms. Cruz Control


 
When I got to the office and gave the secretary my name, she was friendly, which was all wrong. A dead giveaway. I didn’t really know what to say, so I just told her, “My sister Becca was here a little while ago.”

“Just give me a minute, dear.”

I didn’t like how she looked at me. Her eyes looked a little sad, like I was some lost puppy. She called me “dear” when usually she says rude and impatient things.

“Okay, I’ll send her in,” she told the person on the other end of the phone, then turned to me. “Ms. Cruz would like to speak to you, dear. She’s the second door to the left.”

I mumbled, “Thanks,” and found Ms. Cruz sitting behind her desk. She was wearing a brown turtleneck, cute black eyeglasses, and dangly earrings. She tapped a pencil against the side of her desk, like this bundle of nervous energy. I think she’s a little off, to be completely honest. I’d met her once before when we planned my classes, my life. Her desk was full of little pamphlets about STDs and anorexia and crazy parents and the big one—teen pregnancy. I wanted to ask her, “So is there a book on what to do when your sister starts a fight with the lunch ladies?”

“Hi, Stacy. Have a seat.”

She motioned for me to sit down across the desk and focused her eyes on me.

“How are you today, Stacy?”

“Uh, I’m…okay? How are you?”

I tried to stay calm, but my stomach was in knots. I was right on the edge. The fragile hold I had on myself could disappear any second.

“Stacy, I don’t know if you heard, but there was an incident with your sister Becca—”

“Is she okay?” I cut her off. I couldn’t help myself.

“She’ll be fine, but your mother picked her up.”

I stared at Ms. Cruz, trying to concentrate on what she was telling me. Her face was soft, her voice reassuring.

“I hear things have been difficult around your house lately.”

“Yeah, they have. She’s been acting strange, not herself, for a while now. I really don’t understand, to tell you the truth.”

And I told her about some of Becca’s strange, new behaviors and how I’ve had no clue about anything—how to act, what to do around her.

“Try not to worry. She’ll be okay, she just needs some help. But are you okay? Do you want to call home?”

“Yeah, I think I will.”

She handed me her phone, and I got ahold of Jill who was on her way to get me.

I waited in the office, looking down at my feet, trying to avoid eye contact. My tennis shoes really needed to go in the wash. They had dirt on the toe part.

It was still lunch, and teachers and students kept coming in and out the office door. I wanted to crawl under the chair and disappear. Maybe Mom would let me homeschool. That could work. I’d never have to show my face again.

Quick mental inventory: Becca’s nuts, and I can never return to school. There are probably other things that could go wrong with my life. What will be next? What else could possibly be next?

After waiting for ten minutes that felt like an hour, Jill came and signed me out. She looked like she left the house in a hurry—she was wearing sweats, hair pulled back in a ponytail, no makeup. She was out of breath.

“Stacy. Oh, my God. Did you hear what happened?”

“Yeah, but only because everybody told me about it.” That wasn’t true, but who knows how many saw Becca making her scene. “Let’s just go. We can talk about it on the way.”

We walked through the halls, and I felt more eyes on me. Do they all know? Maybe I was being paranoid. That was probably it. People were probably just looking at Jill and wondering who she was. Even scruffy looking, she’s still very attractive. And anything different gets attention around here. Scott and Kevin from my Algebra class were drooling over her like they were hungry dogs and she was a T-bone steak. In your dreams, boys.

Jill and I walked fast, and she told me what happened, between breaths, and it was pretty much the same as what Roman already told me.

“Since when does she eat veggie burgers anyway?” I asked.

“Since when does she do half the things she’s been doing lately, Stacy? Come on, keep up. I don’t know if you heard about her shirt—”

“Yeah. Heard about the shirt.” Poor Becca. But really all I could think about was poor me. “I’m never going to be able to show my face at school again.”

Jill stopped and looked at me; by this point we’d made it out to the parking lot. “Come on, Stacy. Don’t be such a drama queen. That’s the least of our problems now anyway. A little self-absorbed, aren’t we?”

“Yeah, maybe I am. But come on, Jill. This is my life, my school. It’s not fair.”

“I hate to tell you this, but life isn’t fair.”

“Well, that makes me feel a lot better.”

“Stacy, you don’t have to be sarcastic all the time, you know.”

We walked to the car, and I felt guilty. This was my sister after all, not some stranger. I just wish things could be—what’s that word again? Normal. Normal is looking really good to me right now. Normal as in normal problems, like my giant pimple or your parents fighting, even divorcing. That’s normal. Your sister going off on mental episodes is not normal. Far from.

Jill drove, and I looked out the window and thought about how everything we passed looked the same as it had in the morning, but now everything had changed.

“So what now?” I asked her.

“She’s at the psychiatrist’s office. Mom took her straight over. So we wait.”

I sat in the car thinking my selfish thoughts about how all of this would affect my practically nonexistent social standing. Would I now move down in the social order from nonentity to outcast?

The funny thing about high school is that everyone wants to be seen as unique, yet no one wants to be thought of as different. Being different means you’re a freak. Outcast. Pariah. So while we want to think we’re different, what we really want is to be exactly the same. It makes no sense, but that’s how the world is. It’s how people are, I guess. We travel in packs, and no one wants to be the freaky weirdo.

I looked out the window, and I kept thinking: Why Becca? Why was she having these problems and not, say, me?

At home, I pulled up a stool in the kitchen and watched Jill as she made us quesadillas with the good cheese—the cheddar and jack mixed together. I poured out glasses of iced tea as she cut the quesadilla in half and pushed a plate toward me. We sat down to eat.

“Why Becca though?” I asked between bites. “Why not me or you? Why is this happening to her all of a sudden? I mean, I really want to understand this.”

Jill knows more about this stuff than I do—she’s taken a few psychology classes in school—but she just shrugged her shoulders.

“Who knows? The brain’s a mystery. Mental illness does tend to run in families though.”

She gave me this serious look.

“Great. That makes me feel much better now.”

“I’m just telling you—you wanted to know. Nobody really knows what causes someone to go off the deep end. Some people are more sensitive, or they might have a chemical imbalance, or they took drugs, or something terrible happened to them when they were little and it takes a few years to come to the surface. Who knows?”

Then I told Jill what I’d been thinking lately with Becca acting so strange, about normal, and what it really means.

“So who decides what normal is?” I asked.

Jill shrugged her shoulders again. “Normal—” she made little air quotes around the word “—normal is whatever society decides it is. And that’s just how the world works. It might not be fair, but—”

And I finished her sentence. “But who said life is fair?”




October 13, Even Later - 
Checking In And Checking Out


 
When Mom walked in the door with Becca, they had this tired, defeated look.

“Well, let’s get your things packed, sweetie,” Mom told her in a quiet voice.

Becca walked past us to our bedroom with an empty look on her face. Jill and I looked at each other, then at Mom.

“Mom?” was all I could say, because anything else seemed unnecessary.

Mom told us about the scene at the psychiatrist’s office, how the doctor gave Becca a pill to calm her and told Mom that Becca might have a form of schizophrenia—a mild form—which, if you’re going to have schizophrenia, I guess that’s the best kind to have. Becca, of course, started to cry when he said this. Who wouldn’t? I mean, it was her sanity we were talking about here. It’s not like hearing you have a cavity or need to have your tonsils removed.

The doctor gave Mom a referral for a residential treatment center, Brookside, where Becca will get counseling and treatment. She’ll be gone for at least thirty days. After that, after her meds have kicked in and helped even her out, she’ll probably come back home with us. Probably.

Becca packed. We all helped—Mom, me, Jill—and we asked her about the different things she wanted to take with her, trying to be helpful.

“Did you get your journal? Your earbuds? Do you want my shampoo?”

I asked her these things, and she gave quiet nods, but her eyes didn’t register the words. She wandered around, moving slowly at first, then quickly, frantically opening drawers and throwing her clothes in a heap on top of her suitcase. She started to cry.

I tried not to cry, but the hard, little lump in my throat was making it difficult to swallow. Mom, of course, cried. Jill, who’s usually the strong one, started crying too.

We were a tragic little group standing in the bedroom crying, but what else could we do?

When Becca was all packed, we drove her to her new home. It’s just a couple blocks off Lankershim. I don’t remember ever really noticing it before because it’s one of those places that blends into the background. There’s nothing unusual about it. Brookside looks like a large modern house, like two large boxes, one square and one rectangular, set next to each other, with plants and trees and a little brick pathway that leads up to the double doors. There are a couple of wooden benches sitting out in front and flowers in pots. It doesn’t look all institutional like a prison, though. I pretended it was Becca’s mental health resort.

When we got inside, the receptionist, a small woman with a kind face, welcomed us.

“Hello there.” She took Mom’s hand. “I’m Marcy.”

She focused on Becca.

“You must be Becca. I’m so glad to meet you.”

And she held her little hand out to Becca, and Becca kind of grabbed for Marcy’s hand like she was a little unsure about the whole shaking-hands custom.

Marcy led us down the hall and gave us a quick tour, explaining the house rules, visiting hours, pointing out the common room for the residents and their guests—the place where we’ll be when we come for visits.

She showed us Becca’s room, a tiny little cubicle about half the size of our bedroom. There was a bed, a bedside table with a lamp, an overhead light fixture, a simple desk and chair. And a small dresser—three drawers—for her clothes.

“I’ll give you ladies a few minutes, then you’re going to have to leave so Becca and I can go over a few things.”

Marcy left us, and there still wasn’t really enough room for us all in there, so we stood bunched up together.

It still doesn’t seem real to me when I think about it. Just when it seems like you have things figured out, something like this—something so completely unexpected—comes along. I couldn’t get over it. The sister that I’d shared a bedroom with my whole life, that I’d fought with and laughed with, I was saying goodbye to her. And I was scared—really scared—that she might never be the same again.

“Bye, Becca,” I said, giving her a hug, and she held on to me tight, and it felt like she was a little rag doll. It was impossible for me not to cry, so I just gave in and held her a few seconds.

When it was Mom’s turn and Becca clung to her like she was her life raft and called her “Mommy”—something I’ve never heard her say—I felt the tears coming to the surface.

“It’s okay, baby. Everything’s gonna be okay,” Mom said as she stroked her hair. Jill put her hand over her mouth like it was all too much, and I left the room. I had to leave because it was hard to breathe. The walls were starting to close in.

I found a seat in the visitors area. The kind woman Marcy put her hand on my shoulder, which made me cry even more.

“Your sister’s gonna be just fine here. Okay?” She looked at me with her soft eyes that made me want to trust her. “This is what we do. We take care of people like Becca. Don’t worry.”

So that’s it. We drove home, none of us saying anything. I mean, what else was there to say?




October 14 - 
Refugees


 
I just couldn’t go to school. I really couldn’t.

I begged Mom not to make me go back. I didn’t want to face the stares, the wondering, the whispering. People thinking that my sister was insane. I didn’t want to explain to Bethany and Rose that my sister had schizophrenia. I definitely didn’t want to see Summer and her backstabbing face—I’d probably smack it, and then they’d send me to see the school counselor. And I just really didn’t feel like going to school.

Surprisingly, Mom let me stay home. She let me go back to bed.

When I got up at ten thirty, Jill took me to the mall. Apparently she couldn’t deal with school either.

There we sat at Starbucks drinking our half-caf soy vanilla mocha lattes like two refugees from a prison camp. That’s just how it felt, like we were on leave for a little while, waiting to be picked up and taken back to jail. It was a temporary escape, that’s all, then the guards would take me back, and I’d have to go to school tomorrow.




October 14, Later – 
Everything Is Wrong


 
Roman stopped by in the afternoon to take me to see Becca. I got into his beater car, brushing fast food bags off the seat. His car really is a disaster area. I can’t imagine what his bedroom looks like.

“I like your shirt, Roman.”

He was wearing an old, black The Cure T-shirt with holes. It was so thin, you could practically see through it.

“Thanks. My dad gave it to me. Becca cut the sleeves off for me,” he said with a little smile.

Why didn’t that surprise me. It’s kind of funny when I think of it, Becca cutting the sleeves off of everything and how happy Roman was with his shirt. I’m just glad she didn’t go to town on my clothes too.

We rode most of the way in awkward silence except for the radio. I had no idea what to expect—if they’d even let us see her—and when we got to Brookside, the lady at the reception desk told us to come back because it was medication time, and then Becca had a therapy session after. Poor Roman was so confused, like he didn’t quite know what to do with himself. He’s so used to Becca giving him his daily instructions. They’re like two halves of the same person.

On the drive home, he looked so sad. I wanted to hug him, but we’re not usually huggy like that. We were both quiet, and I thought about how things were before, when I was little. I pictured the three of us girls with Mom and Dad and how happy we were, but we didn’t know it at the time. Why would we?

How could life have changed so much? How did I get here?




October 15 – 
Poor Roman


 
Roman and I cut school after third period to go visit Becca. I risked Mom’s wrath, knowing she’d kill me for cutting classes, but I went anyway mainly just to keep Roman from jumping off the nearest roof.

At Brookside, I watched him and Becca have their little reunion, kind of staying in the background, because I didn’t want to intrude. It was sad and sweet. The two of them hugged like pale ghosts. Becca had this faraway look on her face. After a couple of minutes, I gave her shoulder a squeeze, said my goodbye, and waited for Roman outside on the benches.




October 16 - 
Are You There, God? 
It’s Me, Stacy


 
I’ve picked up a new habit the past few days. A praying habit. Every night in bed, I’ve been saying a little prayer for Becca. It’s been years since I’ve prayed regularly, not since I was six years old and Mom and Dad took Jill and Becca and me to Sunday school at a church in the neighborhood. Mom and Dad only lasted for a couple of Sundays. It turned out to be a very holy-rollerish place. The pastor would call people up to the altar rail, encouraging them to “Let Jesus into your heart.” It wasn’t their cup of tea, I guess, but Dad kept taking us to Sunday school. I think he was concerned about us being godless heathens, which we totally were. I went to the younger kids’ section; Jill and Becca went with the older kids.

Two things stand out about my whole experience there: one, I remember the pastor’s wife cleaning the wax out of my ears with bobby pins. (Don’t they always say not to put anything in your ear sharper than your elbow? I guess she never heard that one.) And, two, the Sunday school teachers taught me how to pray by getting on my knees and placing my hands together and talking directly to God. I did this for a few nights. I got down on my knees and prayed that God would watch over my family, our cat Rex, my grandparents, Aunt Linda, and everyone else. This went on for a few nights, then I stopped, probably because Becca told me I looked like a dork doing it or most likely, because I got bored with it.

Now when I pray, I ask God for help with Becca. Just make her like she was before she started getting all strange and cutting things and smoking and putting syrup on everything. Just bring her back to us okay. Also, to help Mom and Jill and me. I don’t ask for anything else, because I don’t want God to get the idea that I’m greedy. I’m trying to come off as unselfish, even though my reasons are really maybe selfish. I just want my sister back. And I figure if I pray the same prayer every day, I’ll eventually wear Him down.




October 16, Later - 
Residential Treatment


 
I sat across the table from Becca at her residential treatment center. We were in the visitors room. It’s a large, open space with yellow walls, framed pictures of cats and dogs, and paintings of vases of flowers and bowls of fruit. There’s a pool table off to one side, little seating groups, a couple of couches, and a flat-screen TV. Groups of people were scattered around. It feels like a place for mental patients that they tried to make look like it’s not a place for mental patients, and the whole thing was kind of depressing.

The two of us played poker like we used to. I had a pair of twos and a pair of sixes. We used miniature peanut butter cups as our poker chips.

Becca put her cards down all of a sudden. “I can’t play right now. The numbers are all fuzzy. I can’t concentrate.”

She was pale, and her hair had this wild look like it hadn’t been brushed in a while. I picked up the Cosmopolitan that I’d found on one of the little tables and read “The Ten Worst Movie Pickup Lines” to her, and then her horoscope, while she sat there kind of staring off, not laughing or making snide comments like she usually would.

“Look, Becca. Sleepless in Seattle’s on.”

One of my favorites. So we went over and sat down next to a woman with bright orange hair who looked like she was about forty-five and a younger guy, maybe Becca’s age. He and the woman with orange hair were watching the movie intensely and didn’t even look over at us when we sat down. His arms were completely sleeved with tattoos, his ears were pierced about a million times, and he had long, black hair, almost to his shoulders, that he kept brushing out of his eyes. I kept watching him out of the corner of my eye, trying not to seem obvious.

It was the scene towards the end of the movie where Tom Hanks’s character realizes his eight-year-old son has bought an airplane ticket and is on his way to New York to meet Meg Ryan on top of the Empire State Building. I just love it. It’s, of course, usually way too mushy and romantic for Becca, but she sat quietly next to me watching. I gave her one of the KIT KAT bars from my purse that I’d brought for her, and she devoured it like she’d been stranded on a desert island and hadn’t seen chocolate in a very long time.

When the movie finished, visiting time was over.

“I’ve gotta go now, Becca.”

I gave her shoulder a little squeeze, and she felt fragile and small, almost like she was empty on the inside. I waited in the reception area for Mom to pick me up. As I watched a girl in a Hello Kitty shirt talking to the woman with bright orange hair, it struck me how I never would have thought I’d find myself in a situation like this.

Sometimes life can be really strange.




October 17 - 
Chad, My Hero


 
In English class, I was hopelessly behind. Our Macbeth papers were due Monday, and I really hadn’t even started mine.

I heard Mr. Selden say in his monotone voice, “They’re worth thirty percent of your grade this quarter, so please put some effort into them. And don’t forget, I want notecards and footnotes. Don’t disappoint me, people.”

Notecards? Footnotes? Apparently either he went over everything while I was absent or I really hadn’t been paying attention. It figured, the way things had been going.

I turned around to Daria, who’s usually on top of things, and asked, “What notecards?”

She looked at me as if I’d grown scales all over my green body.

“He wants us to cite our references and put them on notecards, Stacy.”

She might as well have gone, “Duh, idiot.”

“Ugh. I’m so not prepared for this. What is a notecard again?”

“If you want, I can come over and help you tonight,” she offered nicely.

While that might sound like a perfectly reasonable thing to do, the thing is, Daria’s kind of a freak. I mean, we’re sort of friends. She’s not bad-looking at all—pretty hair, pretty smile, white perfect teeth—but she’s got this monobrow thing going on and a healthy mustache, and when she’s not doing her homework or practicing with the volleyball team, she’s fantasizing about running away with Coach Rob.

Coach Rob is young for a teacher. I’d put him at maybe thirty, but according to Daria, he’s twenty-nine. How she knows this, I have no idea, but I wouldn’t put it past her to have broken into the school office one night dressed in her black ninja suit, found his personnel file, copied it, and then taped the different pages to her bedroom wall. She probably has a little Coach Rob doll that she sticks pins into while mumbling love spell incantations.

It’s not like the coach is ridiculously handsome or anything, but who can explain why people develop their obsessions? One day he casually dropped the fact that he was engaged. (Or maybe not so casually. He probably wanted her to back the hell off.) Daria was utterly crushed, really devastated for a couple of days, but she bounced back and convinced herself that it would never last, that his fiancée couldn’t possibly love him the way she did.

So I was caught in a dilemma: I definitely needed help on my paper, but did I really want Daria knowing where I lived?

I could tell Chad was eavesdropping on our conversation. He was giving me a raised-eyebrow look like, “Do you really want her help?”

I screamed out for him to help me with my eyes. And just in case he didn’t get it, I mouthed the words “Help me” when Daria wasn’t looking.

“You know, Stacy, didn’t you have that thing you had to do tonight? You know, with your mom?”

Chad, my hero.

“Um, yeah, that’s right. Shoot. I can’t get together tonight, Daria. I’ll just have my mom help me.”

Daria kind of gave a little shrug of her shoulders like “It’s your funeral” and went back to her letter to Coach Rob. I looked over at Chad and mouthed “Thank you.” He was practically doubled over with laughter.

At the end of class, as I was walking out, he caught up to me.

“Stacy, wait up.”

“Hey, thanks for helping me out with Daria. I’m so screwed on this paper. You know, I’ve barely even started it.”

“I can come over and help, if you want,” Chad said so casually, like it was absolutely no inconvenience to him at all. “I’ll bring what I have and show you what I’ve got.”

“That would be awesome. You’re a sweetheart.”

He had this great, big, mouth-full-of-braces smile.

“I’ve got an appointment after school, but I’ll call you when I’m done.”

“Great.”

And we walked to lunch together until horrible Vanessa saw him and called him over. He gave me a little “See ya,” and I hunted for Rose and Bethany, feeling that little twinge. My old friend jealousy was back.

Me jealous? Nah, it couldn’t be. Except I couldn’t help but wonder a little how things would have turned out between the two of us though, if I’d just given him a chance. Oh, and if he wasn’t such a terrible bad kisser.

At lunch, Rose and Bethany and I ate:

•1 burrito

•1 mini pizza

•2 orders of chili cheese fries

•3 Dr Peppers

Then we all talked about how we’ll be starting our diets tomorrow. Rose and Bethany looked for their crushes as usual. And snake-y Anthony—who I hadn’t spoken to or had a real conversation with in weeks—walked by and looked right at me.

“Hey, Stacy. How’s it goin’?” (Not said all in one word, but enunciated.)

I felt the little rush of excitement. My heart started beating faster. In spite of everything, I said, “Hi, Anthony!” giving him a big, dorky smile like a complete goofball, hoping secretly that he’d stop and talk to me, but he didn’t. He didn’t even slow down. Bethany poked me in the side.

“What’s wrong with you? Why are you being nice to him?”

“Because I’m a pathetic loser? Because I’m waiting—waiting—for him to give me any kind of sign, anything at all, the slightest crumb?”

Rose didn’t say anything, just kind of looked down. She didn’t need to say anything; I could tell what she was thinking.

Bethany said, “Oh, Stacy. You could do so much better. You know that.”

“If you haven’t noticed, the boys aren’t exactly knocking down my door. Well, pervy old guys maybe.”

The truth is, my heart was still broken. If Anthony were to say, “Stacy, can I call you sometime?” Or, “Stacy, wanna go to the movies?” I’d say “okay” in a heartbeat. I wouldn’t even have to think about it, pathetic as it sounds. But that’s just the way it is when you’re a fool in love. Or maybe just a fool.




October 17, Later - 
Waiting


 
At home, I scooped up Charles as he came running to meet me and sat on the couch and thought about Anthony and Chad and wished that I could combine the two, or at least have the feelings that I have for Anthony for Chad, or that Anthony liked me as much as Chad did. But Chad was coming over, so that must be a sign that he still had feelings for me. Right?

I sat with Charles and waited. When Chad called, he sounded extra upbeat.

“Still want me to come over?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Okay then. See you in a few.”

The living room was a mess, so I started tidying it up a little but not too much. I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea—that I’d actually cleaned for him. And I got ready, but it’s not like I cared what I looked like. I cleared the papers and glasses off of the kitchen table to give us somewhere to work, and then the doorbell rang.

There he was—all smiles, no braces. I stood there with my mouth gaping open. He’d been wearing them so long, I seriously couldn’t remember what he looked like without them.

And what he looks like without them is: handsome.

I must have looked like quite the goofball with my open mouth because he just stood there in the doorway laughing at me.

“Oh my God! Chad, you look amazing!”

And he really did, too. He had the biggest smile I’d ever seen. Really handsome. And he looked taller somehow. I don’t know how he got taller suddenly. Maybe he was more confident, so he was standing up straighter.

“What the heck happened to you? I can’t see from the glare of your beautiful, white teeth.” (I held my hand over my eyes like a dork.)

“I know, I thought I’d have these on forever.” He was grinning this big grin. “So what do you think? How handsome am I?”

“Really handsome.” No, really. “You look great, you really do.”

He was so cute, I just wanted to put him in my pocket. I gave him a hug without thinking. It was totally spontaneous, and if I’d thought about it first, it might have been all awkward, but it just seemed like the right thing to do.

He kind of stumbled back a little. (Now that was awkward.)

“Sorry. I couldn’t help myself. I’m just so happy for you. Can I get you a beer? Wine? Martini? I think a celebration’s in order.”

“Uh, sure.” (He laughed at my lame attempt at humor.)

I got our Cokes, and we settled in to work at the kitchen table. He showed me his notecards and explained about getting references. Then we went online, and he brought up a couple of reference sites I could use as sources. The whole time, I was stealing glances at him and his new look, perfect smile and all. He really looked handsome.

While Chad read from one of the websites out loud, he caught me looking at him.

“You look so different. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to stare, but you really do.”

“Um, thanks.”

He shoved his hands in his pockets; his cheeks were red. I think he felt pretty amazing though. And it felt good to be the first person to get to see his new look besides his mom.

I was feeling all starry-eyed until he got a call.

“Hey. I’m just at a friend’s. So, are we still on for tonight?”

Obviously a girl. I could tell by the way he talked to her, the way he sounded all soft and gooey around the edges. But what did I care though? It’s not like I like him. I mean, I like him, but I don’t really like him. Anyway, we were just about done.

“So I’m gonna go. I’ve gotta show off my new look.”

And he flashed another braces-free smile. I was tempted to tell him to say hi to horrible Vanessa for me, but I didn’t. I didn’t want him to think I was being petty and small.

“Thanks so much, Chad. You’re a lifesaver.”

“So, going to the game?” he asked.

I’d forgotten. Another Friday night, another football game. And the last one was so much fun.

I took a deep breath, tried not to be too awkward, and told him quietly, “Um, I’m going to visit Becca tonight.”

He looked surprised—I guess maybe not everybody in the whole school heard about Becca and the lunch ladies—so I attempted to explain the situation in as few words as possible.

“She had a little incident at school the other day.”

He raised his eyebrows, but he didn’t ask me to explain because he’s nice that way, not pushy for details like I am. “She’s in a group home for people with mental illnesses. And she’ll be there for a little while. But it’s okay. She’s really doing well.”

I was trying to sound convincing and convince myself too, I think.

Chad’s look was like pity and surprise mixed together.

“I’m so sorry, Stacy. I had no idea.”

And he did really seem sorry.

“It’s okay. It’ll be okay,” I told him, but his kindness had caught me off guard, and I felt the little knot in my throat again. And before I knew it, tears started to come to the surface. I tried to wipe them away, but Chad saw and looked down. He was quiet, like he didn’t know what to say to me. He just kept his head down as he got his things together.

“Well, I guess I’ll be going now.”

I opened the door for him as he walked out.

“Hey, Chad, have a good time tonight.”

He turned and gave me a little Chad smile. “You too. Say hi to Becca for me, okay?”

I nodded back at him. “I will.”

I closed the door, then kind of slumped against it.

I wish Chad wasn’t such a nice guy.




October 18 - 
Hardly Working


 
Roman picked me up for work. It had been almost a week since Becca had gone to Brooksi18, and his car was more of a disaster than ever. Does he live in it? What the heck, Roman! After you eat the banana, throw out the peel so it doesn’t turn black and disgusting!

Work: mostly me answering the phone, taking messages, and putting people on hold. I tried not to be a total spaz about it so Sylvia wouldn’t glare at me while she was on the other line.

I still haven’t figured out exactly what Roman “does.” He seems to spend all his time on the computer, most likely playing games or goofing off on anime websites.

No customers, so Sylvia put the little “Closed, Be Back in 15 Minutes!” sign on the door to do some errands.

Roman was looking all mopey, so I decided to harass him.

Me: “Roman.”

Roman: “What?”

Me: “Roman.”

Roman: “What?”

Me: “Hey, Roman.”

Roman: “What?”

Me: “Nothing.”

He threw a wadded-up piece of paper at my head. I flicked a big paper clip at him. He shot a rubber band back at me.

We warred.

Luckily Sylvia came back as Roman was just about to throw a small stapler at me.

“What’re you two doing?” (Sylvia looked a little peeved. The floor was covered in office debris.)

We cleaned. Sylvia turned on the radio and started dancing to “Pretty Woman.”

Roman cringed with the pain that comes from watching your egg-shaped mother dancing in a purple muumuu.

Sylvia brought back empanadas for lunch. They were ridiculous, and we ate them in about three seconds. After lunch, she kicked us out to cause havoc somewhere else.

I have now made a total of $105. I shall retire. When I’m ninety-eight.




October 31 - 
Halloween’s Scary Clowns


 
I put a little warlock’s hat on Charles that I’d made out of black felt with a little gold ribbon for the band. He wore it for about two seconds, then flicked it off with his paw. It was too bad, too, because I planned to dress as a witch to give out candy. He could have been my little warlock cat.

Mom took me to see Becca and drop off some candy for their party. Halloween—big holiday for the goths. Roman went as the Mayor of Halloweentown, which was funny. Roman’s more of a “Jack Skellington” type. Becca was ragdoll Sally, which was actually perfect.

When we got to Brookside, I saw Arm Tattoo Guy dressed as Captain Jack Sparrow. He was talking to a giant penguin and a scarecrow, which sounds like a joke, but it isn’t. It was a perfect look for him, especially with his eyebrow piercing. He wore a big, gold hoop earring in his ear and a red bandanna wrapped around his head. He was a very good-looking pirate—hot actually—and caught me gawking at him like a goober, but he just smiled.

When we got home, I made my eyebrows dark, shaping them into these diabolical-looking angry lines, and then blacked out a tooth with some of Becca’s stage makeup from her drama class. Witch hat and a few strings of beads, and I became a scary witch (without a warlock cat).

Bethany and Rose came over to watch Halloween so we could laugh at how cheesy it is. Bethany was a hobo, which meant she dressed in the clothes she usually wears but with a few dirt smudges added to her face and a bandanna stuffed with newspaper tied to the end of a stick. Rose dressed as Superwoman, which was just like her in real life but with added power.

Jill made a brief appearance.

“Not Halloween,” she groaned. She was dressed as a cat, the ultimate last-minute costume.

“Wanna watch with us?” I offered, to be nice.

“Uh, no. I’m going out. But you guys enjoy yourselves,” she said with an eye roll, before heading off into the night.

After making three babies cry because I was so terrifying, I had to go wash my face, and Mom took over candy duty even though she was dressed as a clown and I was even scared of her.

I debated inviting Chad but decided against it.

The three of us watched our cheesy movie, ate the rest of the candy, and made a pact that we’d start eating better tomorrow.




November 2 - 
Baby Sushi


 
Jill, for the first time in about a year, had the night off—no work, studying, or social engagements—so the three of us—Mom, Jill, and I—went to the world’s best sushi place to celebrate my birthday, which is two days after Halloween. (Which, truthfully, is kind of a drag. The parents didn’t plan that one too well.)

How do I know it’s the world’s best sushi place? Because that’s what the sign in the window says. But it’s really a little dive in a strip mall around the corner from our house.

We sat around the U-shaped counter like we always do and watched sushi chef Tom do his thing—slicing and dicing and rolling. I didn’t even have to order. He just saw me and slid over a plate of California rolls, which Jill always teases me about, calling them “baby sushi.”

Excuse me for not loving raw fish, Jill, all blobby and slimy.

Mom and Jill sipped their warm sake out of the little porcelain cups. I drank my green tea. We told each other stories. First was Mom telling me about the day she had me, underscoring all of the pain involved like it’s something I had any control over. Apparently Becca was the hardest of her labors, which doesn’t surprise me at all.

Next was Jill telling us stories about her Women’s Studies professor, a very militant woman with unshaved underarms and leg hair, who’s always telling the female students to take back their power from The Man. But she also spends a lot of time worrying about her boyfriend Edgar. He’s so sensitive, he knits little sweaters for their dogs. Gag, gag.

Then Mom told work stories, which mostly revolved around the new male teacher.

“The new sub, he doesn’t seem to know kids at all. I mean, he’s so clueless.” Mom was laughing just thinking about him. “The kids are walking all over him. I actually had to take a break from my class today and step in. You should’ve seen those little faces straighten up when I went into the classroom. It got quiet real fast.”

“Mom, it’s all an act. He’s pretending to be helpless so he can lure you in. I’ve seen this kind of thing before.”

She looked at me blankly. “Stacy, you’re ridiculous.”

I know. I really am.

I watched a group of kids sitting at a table across the way, the girls with the Frankenstein boots and the boys with the spiky black hair. They were just sitting there, eating, talking intensely. They reminded me of Becca and Roman a little, and I wondered when the two of them would be able to do something normal again, like go out for sushi. Jill turned to look at me, deciding to pick on me for some reason.

“So, Stacy, what about you? What’s going on in your life that we need to know about?”

My mind raced as I self-edited, trying to think of something I could talk about without revealing too much of myself.

I told them about Chad and the dance. The awkward situation. His hurt feelings.

“Awww,” from both of them, simultaneously.

“Poor Chad,” Mom said.

“Yeah, Stacy. How could you be so mean to poor Chad?”

Jill was laughing, poking at me with her sharp wit.

Thanks a lot, Jill.

“Oh, come on, you guys. It wasn’t my fault. I didn’t mean to hurt him. At all.”

“It’s hard to have a crush on someone and get your heart broken, Stacy,” Mom said in a wistful voice.

Yeah. I know all about that.

We talked. We laughed. It was nice, just the three of us.

Fifteen years old. Where has the time gone?




November 27 - 
At Least There Was Pie


 
Because of Becca’s situation, Mom canceled our Thanksgiving plans with Aunt Linda and decided to bring Becca home for half a day, hold her breath, and see if she’d be able to handle it okay.

First, a few words need to be said about our meal. You haven’t really lived until you’ve experienced tofu turkey for Thanksgiving. The five of us sat down—Roman was with us—and studied the gelatinous, glistening, gooey glob that was our main course. Mom poked at it with a long serving fork, and it made a little glurpy sound.

After Becca’s extreme reaction to the fried chicken, the last thing we wanted was for her to freak out at the sight of a giant bird lying in the middle of the table. Mom kind of half-sliced it and half-scooped it onto our plates. Poor Roman sat there staring at it for a while. He’s much too nice to say anything about anything, which is why he gets along with Becca so well. He goes with the flow.

“Mmmm, it’s not too bad, Mom,” I said, trying my best to be upbeat about the whole thing.

Mom kind of shrugged her shoulders and gave a little laugh. What else could she do? Jill, of course, wouldn’t touch it, being the true carnivore that she is.

“I think I’ll just fill up on the sides, Mom,” she said, scooping a mountain of mashed potatoes onto her plate.

Poor Mom. Becca was happy as a clam, though, and just dug right in.

I can’t really describe the taste except to say that it tasted brown and chewy. And wet.

But at least there was pie.

Becca helped Roman in the kitchen. He sliced each piece and put it on a plate, then she sprayed the whipped cream, creating a little mound on top of each piece. Or that’s what she was supposed to do. After the first piece, she squirted Roman on the nose instead. He then grabbed the can out of her hand, shook it, and sprayed whipped cream all over her. They warred, laughing like crazy the whole time, ending with Becca smearing Reddi-wip into Roman’s hair.

“Hey, what are you two doing in there? You’re wasting my whipped cream!”

Mom was laughing, Becca was laughing, Roman was laughing. It seemed so normal and natural until I realized Becca was laughing, something none of us had heard in a long time.

We ate our pie (minus whipped cream) and watched Miracle on 34th Street—the original version with Natalie Wood—and I realized that her character, the cynical little girl who doesn’t believe in Santa Claus, could be Becca’s long-lost twin.

I’ll never forget when I was five years old and Becca told me that there was no such thing as Santa Claus. She was only eight, and she had it all figured out. I refused to believe it was true, but she kept bringing up more and more evidence to support her claim. “Have you ever seen Santa Claus? Why do the tags from Santa all have Mom’s writing on them? How can one person deliver gifts to billions of kids in one night? What about the ones who don’t have a chimney?” I was devastated. She rocked my world. And you never really get over something like that.

But today Becca acted like a little kid again—happy, not a care in the world.

We said our goodbyes after the movie, and Roman took Becca back to Brookside for her evening meds. Roman’s determined to stick by Becca through weird and sane, crazy and noncrazy. They’ll probably end up marrying each other some day. I can just picture them with their beautiful goth babies all dressed in black. You never know. Stranger things have happened.




November 28 - 
Black Friday


 
I called Chad. For no other reason than it just seemed like the right thing to do. Also, I was plain old lonely, to tell the truth.

“Hi, Chad. It’s Stacy.”

I heard voices in the background.

“Hey, I can barely hear you.”

His voice was muffled, and he kept cutting out. Then I heard a girl’s voice, “Who is it?” Then Chad’s, “It’s no one.”

My heart sank. Why was I calling him again? It was obvious Chad didn’t want horrible Vanessa to get jealous. I was surprised he didn’t call me some fake name like “Jim” or “Bob” as a cover.

“Sorry, you cut out there. What’s up?” he asked, not sounding like himself at all. His voice seemed deeper, like he was talking to one of his guy friends.

I tried thinking of an excuse but came up empty-headed, so I faked interference on the line.

“I can’t hear you, Chad. You’re cutting out. I’ll talk to you later.”

And I hung up, feeling like a big dork loser. (Faking interference—amateur hour. Fail!) Thirty seconds later, he called me back, but I didn’t pick up when I saw his number on the caller ID, and he didn’t leave a message. It was just as well, because I decided right then and there I was going to avoid him from now on. I was not going to worry about guys. I was just going to put them out of my mind. Yeah, right. Who am I kidding?




November 28, Later – 
Something 
(Someone) 
Interesting


 
After she got tired of hearing me complain about how bored I was, Mom dropped me off so I could visit Becca during her afternoon visiting hours. Becca looked good. Really good. It surprised me a little, the transformation. Her hair was brushed, and she had her pink and black hair pulled back in a black headband covered with little rhinestones. The caked makeup was gone. She gave me a typical Becca greeting and not a frail little lost hello like when she first came to Brookside.

“Hey, curly.”

I laughed at the insult, a leftover from the time in fifth grade when I tried to give myself a bad home perm.

“Hey, farty.”

I had to dig down deep for that one, but it had the desired effect. If she would’ve been drinking a glass of milk, it would’ve spurted out her nose.

“Oh my God, that was the best. Stacy, you kill me.”

If we were able to insult each other, that was a sign that things were getting back to normal, right?

“Come here, I wanna show you something.”

She took me over to the little seating area by the window and picked up a sketchpad—one of Roman’s that he must have given her. She started flipping pages, showing me sketches of the people around her. There was one of the woman with orange hair looking out the window. There was another of Dante, Becca’s counselor. His dreadlocks were perfectly reproduced, his wire rim glasses, and his great smile. Then there was one of the guy with the tattooed arms talking to the woman with orange hair.

“Wow, Becca. These are really good. I never knew you could do this. Since when did you know how to draw?”

“I don’t know. I’m just seeing things a little more clearly now. I don’t know how to explain it, but I can really concentrate, really focus on things. I’ve just been screwing around, but they look pretty good, don’t they?”

As I flipped through her sketches, Arm Tattoo Guy walked over to us.

“Hey there.”

“Hi, I’m Stacy—” I put out my hand, “—Becca’s sister.”

“Hey, I’m Bobby. I’ve seen you here before, haven’t I?”

He remembers me! Calm yourself, you big goober.

“Yeah, you look familiar.”

“Come on, Becca. Wanna play a game?” He gestured towards the pool table, but Becca groaned. He kept trying to convince her to play until she said, “I really don’t want to, but Stacy does. She’s a pool shark.”

I shot daggers at Becca. She was just getting back at me for calling her “farty.”

“Shark, huh? Maybe you can teach me how to improve my reverse slip.”

And he gave me this movie star smile, and I focused on his brown eyes with the long, dark eyelashes.

“Um, okay. I have no idea what you just said right now, but sure.”

Here was a total stranger, covered in tattoos, and I had no idea why he was here, but why not? What could possibly be the downside of this situation? (I know, I am ridiculous.)

I suck at pool. I mean, I’ve never really had the chance to get any good at it since we don’t have a pool table at home. I’ve played a few times at friends’ houses, and they usually play great since they have their own table.

“Wanna break?” he asked me.

“No way, dude.”

I couldn’t let myself be humiliated like that. I don’t have enough force to really break at all. When I can even manage to get the pool cue to make contact with the cueball, it kind of wobbles over to the rest of the balls and—well, it’s just sad.

Bobby broke, and two of the balls shot right into the pockets.

“Nice,” I said. He got three more in, then it was my turn. I made contact but just barely. It was actually pretty pathetic. But Bobby gave me tips the whole time.

“Take your time. Line up your shot first. Relax.”

He leaned over me and put his arms over mine to help me hold the pool stick just right. He was really close, close enough for me to smell his aftershave. Close enough for me to imagine what it would be like to kiss him. He had a tongue piercing, so that would be weird. But I think I’d do it. I’d definitely kiss him.

I am ridiculous.

By the time we were done with the first game, I’d managed to get two balls in the pockets.

“Another game?” He asked me.

“Sure, why not.”

I mean, what was the harm? And it’s not like I had anything better to do.

We were having such a good time, I couldn’t help myself. My curiosity was getting to be too much. I asked him, trying to seem relaxed and not like I was super interested, just making casual conversation, “So…how long have you been here?”

“Oh, wow.” He paused, holding his cue. “Since somewhere at the end of June, beginning of July.”

Whoa. I felt myself deflating a little, but he flashed me this great smile and I melted, just a tiny bit. It was the end of November, so he’d been at Brookside about—what?—six months. I watched him, trying to figure out why he’d been there so long, but I didn’t want to ask. I didn’t want to be rude. Besides, it was none of my business.

I think it’s natural, though, to want to know what’s wrong with somebody, especially when that somebody lives with your sister. Especially when that somebody is somebody you’re interested in kissing.

I watched all of the people at Brookside. Most of them, though, didn’t seem crazy. Some had little tics, or they’d move kind of strangely, or they might stutter or stammer, but it wasn’t like One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest or anything. It wasn’t like that at all. The people living with Becca didn’t seem all that much different than the people who visited them or the staff. Sometimes I guess you can’t tell when someone has problems—you don’t see it from the outside.




November 28, Later – 
Dude Has Issues


 
I started to play better after the second game, after all of Bobby’s coaching.

“I’ll be right back,” he said, and he walked over to a couple of ladies sitting on the couch. He was talking to them all animatedly, waving his arms, and they were laughing. He seemed normal enough, maybe a little on the hyper side.

Becca walked over and poked me on the shoulder.

“Don’t even think about it.”

“What?”

“I saw the way you were looking at him. He’s got issues.”

“What kind of issues?”

“I don’t know. He hates his dad; his parents don’t understand him. You know. He’s got a lot going on.”

“Becca, I just played pool with him, I’m not planning to marry him.” (Yet.)

She gave me a skeptical look as Bobby walked back over to us. I brushed off her comment and played her next. He still gave me tips. She beat me too but not as bad.

The three of us were laughing together, comfortable with each other. I watched Bobby and Becca play, and it was normal. Until I heard screams. A woman was screaming somewhere just down the hall. I nearly jumped out of my skin, but Bobby seemed very calm about it.

“Don’t mind her,” he said, like it was no big thing. “Lillian doesn’t always take her meds, and she goes off a little sometimes.”

We went back to playing pool. Just another day in Crazy Town, I guess.




November 28, Even Later – 
Mixed Emotions


 
Chad called as Mom and I were about to start
Rebel Without a Cause with James Dean and Natalie Wood.

“Hey, Stacy. Sorry about earlier.”

“No problem,” I lied. I mean, it was fine. He didn’t want to make horrible Vanessa feel insecure, I get it.

“The mall was chaos,” he said, apologizing.

“What were you thinking? Don’t you know what the mall’s like on Black Friday?”

He laughed. “Yeah, I should’ve known better. I was just wondering how Becca’s doing.”

“Oh. Wow.” I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t expecting his thoughtfulness, but then that’s the kind of guy he is. “Um, she’s doing really, really well. Saw her today, as a matter of fact. We played pool.”

“Pool?” he laughed. “You suck at pool.”

“Thanks, Chad. I really appreciate your support.”

“I’m kidding. Trying to make you laugh is all. I’m glad she’s okay. It must suck to have her gone.”

The word “gone” depressed me again. I sighed.

“Yeah, it does.”

“Sorry, Stacy.”

“I know.”

Why does Chad have to be so nice? (Well, except for the mean comment about my sucking at pool.) But why does he have to be so caring about other people? And why does he have to be so handsome now? Why couldn’t he have waited until his braces were off before he made his move? Or maybe I was finding him so attractive because he was with horrible Vanessa?

All of these things rolled around in my head, and I felt a twinge because I knew he was really just calling to be polite, asking about Becca. Or maybe he wasn’t, but then there was still horrible Vanessa, and it was all confusing, and I just wanted to get off the line.

“Chad, I’ve gotta go. My mom’s waiting for me to start our movie.”

“Oh, okay. Talk to you later.”

He seemed a little disappointed that I ended the call, but maybe that was just wishful thinking?

Since I’d already made up my mind I was going to stay away from guys, I decided to leave Chad alone for a while. The last thing I needed was another hopeless crush.

Mom and I sat with our popcorn, our licorice, our Dr Peppers and watched a movie about some seriously messed-up teenagers and the adults who just didn’t understand them.




November 29 - 
Bobby And Jimi


 
After work (at my job!), Roman took me to see Becca. While we were waiting for her to come out, the girl in the Hello Kitty T-shirt (she was still wearing it) walked up to us and stood there with her eyes wide open and a big smile on her face. Roman was too shy to say anything, but I wasn’t.

“Hi, I’m Stacy,” I said as I put my hand out to her. She shook it enthusiastically, pumping it up and down. The glitter bracelets on her wrist jangled together, and her eyes were wide, like two moons. She seemed like she was probably around Becca’s age, even though she dressed younger. I waited a few seconds for her to say something, but she just stood there looking at me, smiling.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Katie!”

“I like your ring, Katie. It’s very sparkly.”

She wore a purply-pink stone ring with little specks of glitter. After I complimented her, her eyes grew even wider than before.

“The glitter’s real!”

“Really? Huh. I would never have thought that. You know, there’s a whole section of the Natural History Museum that’s nothing but rocks and gems.”

Her eyes were now the size of silver dollars, so I continued, “Yeah, you should go sometime. The gemstones are really beautiful. Unique. Some of them look man-made, but they’re not.”

Katie was practically beside herself now.

“What will the Earth think of next?” she asked as if expecting an answer.

“Um, I…don’t…know?”

“There’s definitely some Earth magic going on there, don’t you think?”

“Yes. Yes, there definitely is.”

Roman wandered off while I conversed with Katie a little while, discussing the rare occurrence of frogs raining down from the sky—something I’m not familiar with at all—but Katie saw it on some documentary. It seemed like a normal enough conversation though, and luckily Bobby rescued me before it got any stranger.

“Hey, Stacy! Good to see you again.”

He put out his hand and shook mine. His hair was hanging over one eye, and his jeans were full of holes, riding low. He dressed a lot like Roman, but that’s where the similarities between them stopped.

“Wanna play a game?”

“Sure,” I said. Katie’s shoulders slumped, and she frowned, clearly disappointed.

“We’ll talk later,” I promised her. She was smiling again and remained in the same spot as Bobby and I walked away.

“We can work on your technique a little bit today,” Bobby said, flashing that amazing smile as we walked over to the pool table.

“Technique. That’s funny. I didn’t know I had any.”

“Uh, you don’t,” he said and laughed. “That’s why we’re going to work on it.”

“Makes sense to me,” I said. (It actually didn’t make sense, but this guy had a smile that could make me want to work on my technique for a very long time.)

He taught me how to line up by taking just a second or two longer before I made my shot. It was hard not to get distracted by his tattoos, but I did my best, and after we played our game, as we sat together talking at the little table and chairs over by the window, I asked him to hold out his arms so I could trace the outlines with my finger. I’m not usually so touchy with someone I barely know. It was kind of strange. I was intrigued with how intricate the designs were and how they blended in together. There was a yin-yang symbol and Chinese lettering, flowery swirls, Jimi Hendrix on the inside of his arm, and about a thousand others.

“Didn’t it—all of these—hurt?” I asked. I can’t even stand getting a shot at the doctor’s.

“Of course,” he said with a laugh.

“Where’d you get the money for all of these? I’m guessing not your parents, right?” (I really can’t believe how nosy I am sometimes. It’s kind of shocking.)

“Heck no. No, Junior and Ralph—my buddies—own a shop close to my house. I started hanging out so much, they started giving me jobs to do. Sweeping up, washing windows. Grunt work. Pretty soon, they were doing my tattoos. Free.”

Me: mouth open.

“Yeah, I got the first one when I was fifteen. My parents just about killed me.” He laughed again.

“I’m sorry, Bobby, but you’re nuts. There’s no way I could do something like that.”

Fifteen. My mom would be beside herself. I’d be grounded for life, for sure.

He told me the story behind some of the tattoos. Jimi Hendrix was kind of obvious, but I asked anyway.

“So, big Jimi Hendrix fan?”

“I play guitar. Jimi’s a god.”

Yeah, I know all about Jimi Hendrix. From the time I could walk, my dad was playing Purple Haze on his guitar. Loudly.

“You know, Bobby, if my dad were still alive, I think he’d adopt you.”

And Bobby just grinned at me, and I melted a little.

It sounds absolutely insane, but I was having a good time with him—the guy who lived at my sister’s residential treatment facility. The four of us played pool together: Bobby and me on one team, Roman and Becca on the other. Then Bobby and I watched as Becca and Roman sat with their sketchpads, drawing anything and everything that came to mind. It was weird. We were all so—what’s the word? There’s this feeling that I’ve felt before; it’s kind of hazy though. Could it be happy? Yeah, that’s it. We were happy—almost silly—the four of us. “The four of us.” That sounds funny, like we’re something.

The whole holiday weekend, we hung out. We just sat around—Becca and Roman, me and Bobby—during visiting hours. Bobby would casually wrap his arm around my shoulder, and I’d feel warm and floaty inside, like I was being drawn into his world. I’d watch him laugh, his great laugh where he opens his mouth wide and just really laughs, practically doubling over. It’s a contagious laugh, and I’d start laughing too.

We laughed together. Me and my new friend Bobby.




November 30 - 
That Happy Floaty Feeling


 
We haven’t kissed yet, Bobby and me, but I’ve been thinking about it. Kissing him. I mean, there’s this tiny part of me, like two percent, that’s saying No, don’t do it. But the rest of me wants to be alone with him where we can really get to know each other, where he can just kiss me.

But then I think about how he’s a senior like Becca—too old for me. He’s such a man, and I’m such a kid. But still, there’s this connection we have. A strong connection. There’s something there, and I want to figure out what it is.




November 30, Later – 
At Brookside


 
The two of us sat at the little seating area by the window, and Roman showed us a quick sketch he’d drawn of us playing a game of Go Fish. It was a very good likeness. Roman’s really a talented artist. Then while Roman and Bobby were deep in conversation—Bobby was having Roman design a sketch for his next tattoo—Becca motioned for me to follow her.

“Stacy, come here a second. I need to get something.”

And she took me down the hall, past the front office, toward where the bedrooms are, out of earshot. We were standing in the hallway outside her room, and she looked like she was trying to think of the right words to say.

“Look, Stacy, I don’t mean to be mean or overstep, but…you need to be careful with him.”

“Becca, I don’t get it. He seems fine, like there’s nothing wrong at all.”

“I told you, he’s got issues.”

“But what kind of issues? I don’t understand. He seems normal—just like anyone else—to me.”

And I didn’t. I really didn’t get it.

“Okay,” she said, “the thing is, I know things about him. I’m not allowed—I mean, we’re not supposed to really talk about what goes on in Group, but I hear things.” And she looked hard at me, staring deep into my eyes. “This is important, Stacy. His family isn’t like ours. His dad’s a total dick. They don’t get along at all. It’s a very messed-up situation. Just don’t let yourself get too close to him, that’s all.”

“Okay.”

“I mean it, Stacy. I don’t want to see you get hurt. Okay?”

She gave me a very serious look.

“Becca, don’t worry about me,” I said, trying to reassure her.

When our visiting time was up, Bobby came over and gave my shoulder a little squeeze.

“See ya, beautiful. Gonna come see me again soon?”

“Of course. You know I will. There’s still a few tattoos you haven’t told be about.”

And he shot me that big smile of his, and I felt my stomach do a little flip.

At home, I couldn’t stop thinking about him. He consumed my thoughts, but I couldn’t talk to anybody about him. I couldn’t just tell my friends that I had a boyfriend in a residential treatment center for people who aren’t normal. And if Mom knew, she’d freak.

Not that he was actually my boyfriend. There should be an agreement, right? But I wanted it to happen. I was ninety-eight percent sure I wanted Bobby to be my boyfriend.

I lay in bed and stared up at the ceiling, at the little press-on, glow-in-the dark stars that Becca and I had put up years ago, and I wondered: How did I get here? How in the world had I found myself drawn to a boy like Bobby? But then, I never would have thought Becca would end up in a place like Brookside either. Everything feels different, like I’ve changed somehow, like I’m different than I was a few weeks ago. A few weeks ago I hadn’t met this sweet, kind person who treated me like I was something special. But then I met Bobby.




December 1 - 
Sixteen And Freshman


 
I lied to Bobby.

We were sitting at a card table next to the window in the visitors area. We were playing checkers, and I’d beaten him three games in a row. I kept catching him staring off to the side like he was distracted. Either that or I’m a really good checkers player.

Out of the blue, he asked me, “So, Stacy, how old are you?”

Without hesitation, I told him, “Sixteen.”

He gave me this funny look, squinting his beautiful, brown eyes with the long, dark eyelashes.

“I thought Becca said you were a freshman.”

“Yeah, a really dumb freshman.”

He laughed.

I fessed up. I guess I’m a bad liar.

“Okay, I’m fifteen. I turned fifteen November second.”

I looked right into those eyes that were like deep, brown pools of handsomeness, and I felt like I was dying just a little on the inside. Those beautiful eyes got really wide for a split second, and he smiled and let out a big sigh, putting his hand up to the side of his head like: whoa.

My interpretation: you’re too young for me, little girl.

“Uh, happy birthday,” he said with a weak half-smile.

“But I don’t feel fifteen,” I said, trying to plead my case. “I feel like I’m sixteen or seventeen. Shoot, sometimes I feel so old, like I’m twenty or something.” He was quiet while I talked, listening to me. “I hate school. I feel like I don’t belong there. I wish I was just done with it so I can get on with my life already.”

Now I felt self-conscious, like I’d said too much, exposed myself. Bobby just sat there like he was lost a little bit. His shoulders sagged, and he looked out the window that overlooks the courtyard, then right into my eyes and said, “We have to grow up fast, don’t we?”

And for some reason, maybe the way he said it, it kind of made me want to cry a little, but I didn’t.

“Yeah, we do,” was all I said back, trying not to get all choked up.

We sat for a minute, not saying anything. Then he suddenly got up, smiled, and clapped his hands together. He was animated again.

“Let’s play pool.”

We walked over to the pool table, and he put his arm around my shoulder.

Bobby and me.




December 1, Later – 
Pros And Cons 
(Of Having A Boyfriend 
With Issues)


 
Some pros and cons of Bobby and me.

•Pro: We have a connection.

•Con: He’ll be eighteen in two months.

•Pro: Great smile.

•Con: Takes meds.

•Pro: He makes me feel floaty and wobbly.

•Con: Mom will freak.

•Pro: He’s ridiculously handsome.

•Con: He’s got a semi-permanent room in Crazy Town.

•Pro: I think I love him.

•Con: I may have very bad judgment when it comes to the opposite sex. (See Anthony.)

•Pro: When I’m with him, he makes me feel happy.

•Con: His tattoos have tattoos.

•Pro: He loves Jimi Hendrix.

•Con: Becca will kill me.

•Pro: He plays guitar.

•Con: I can’t tell anybody I know about him.

Why is everything so complicated?




December 2 - 
Bobby And Me 
And Second Thoughts


 
I learned something amazing about Bobby. He happens to be a bona fide math genius. When I casually mentioned (complaining) how I was dreading my algebra test and how horrible I am with math, he said, “Bring your book. I’ll help you study.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, seriously. Bring it.”

So I brought my algebra book, and we sat together at the little table near the window with my book between us, me with my work folder, writing out problems. He’d lean over, “That’s it. You’ve got it.” Or, “No, you need to figure out what the replacement number is,” and I’d keep working, and he was so patient with me. Sometimes he’d tease me, telling me, “Come on, Stacy, use all three brain cells this time,” and I’d give his arm a little shove, then we’d laugh.

And the concepts started making sense; they’re not so abstract. I’m finally having a breakthrough, like I might just get through bonehead algebra. I couldn’t help but get a little distracted, though, by how close he was and by how good he smelled. I just sat there and breathed him in, and I thought about him kissing me and wondered what it would feel like, while at the same time thinking it was probably a bad idea.

But still, there’s something about him I just can’t shake.

I’ve been visiting Becca pretty much every day, which means I get to see Bobby every day. After school I get a ride in the disgusting Roman-mobile.

It has become so routine. When Becca sees me, she gives me a little nod, “Hey, Stace.” When Bobby sees me, he smiles his big smile and gives me a little hug, which makes me a little buzzy on the inside.

Becca has been doing fantastically well. She seems like she did before the strangeness and drama and cutting and syrup and partial public nudity. Her doctors are happy, the counselors are happy, and the idea is that she’ll most likely be ready to come home by the end of the year. Mom is hoping to have her home for Christmas.

I hoped the same for Bobby, that he’d be able to go home in time for Christmas too, until I caught a glimpse of him I hadn’t seen before.

“Damn. I can’t believe I missed that one. Shit.”

We were in the middle of a game of pool, and he slammed his cue down on the table and stalked off, leaving me standing there.

Each day, we’ve been getting to know each other a little bit more, having fun hanging out with Becca and Roman, but I’ve been waiting for a sign, something to show that he’s different. I kept playing by myself, getting three balls into the pockets, until he came back, apologizing.

“Stacy. I’m sorry.”

There was something different about his eyes—they were dull—and his skin was pale.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m having an off day is all.”

He ran a hand through his hair and picked up his cue. I watched him line up his shot, which he missed again, cursing under his breath.

I wondered what it would be like to date him in the real world, and the thought scared me a little. The group home was safe and protected; outside was a different story.

“It’s okay. We don’t need to play today. I’ve gotta go anyway.”

“C’mere.” He gave me a quick, awkward hug. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

I looked in his eyes for some kind of clue, but they told me nothing except that he wasn’t himself, or at least the self that I knew.

“Sure. See ya.”

I watched him go down the hall and waited for Roman to give me a ride home. Things were starting to feel a little too real.




December 3 – 
Bobby And Me 
And Third Thoughts


 
Last night, when Mom came into my bedroom looking serious, I tensed up.

“Stacy, can we talk a minute?” She sat down on the edge of my bed. “Listen, Becca told me about you and Bobby—”

And I cut her off. “We’re just friends, Mom.”

“—and I really think you need to be careful, sweetie. You could get hurt getting involved with someone like him. And those tattoos…”

Her voice trailed off, and she shook her head a little like she didn’t know what else to say.

“Weren’t you and Dad always teaching us to look beyond someone’s outer appearance?”

“Stacy, you know what I mean. And it’s more than that, it’s not just his appearance. He’s not well. He’s not like the boys you know at school. He’s not mentally healthy.”

The boys I know at school. Like Anthony? I’m so glad he’s not like that.

“Mom, he’s not my boyfriend, okay? Don’t worry. I’ll be okay.”

But I knew that what I said, although maybe technically correct, wasn’t the whole truth. And when I lay there in bed and looked up at the press-on stars glowing in the dark, I thought again about him and what it would be like if he were out of the group home and we could just be together, and that kind of scared me.




December 6 - 
A Dog Named Jimi Hendrix


 
When Roman took me to see Becca after work, Bobby gave me his usual greeting, “Hey, beautiful. You came back for me.”

And I teased him, “Actually, I’m just here to see my sister.”

He laughed and gave my shoulder a little squeeze. Roman and Becca had already gone off together; the two of them were in their own little Becca-Roman world.

We sat at the little table by the window. The windows in the visiting area all have wooden shutters on them, and they get opened during the day so you can look out, but there’s a mesh covering on the outside of the window, so when you look out, you’re looking through a grid. (Probably so no one goes nuts and tries to throw a chair through one or jump out or something.)

The view through the grid was pretty—some green plants and a few trees in the little strip of courtyard between the two buildings. It was peaceful and calm. Quiet. We sat looking out, and I ended up blurting out the question I’d been wanting to ask for so long, “So, Bobby, why are you here?”

He gave me this surprised look but then weakly smiled.

“Well—” he paused, taking a deep breath “—I don’t get along with my dad. Not for a long time anyway. I don’t even think he loves me—don’t think he ever has.” He paused again, continued, “Okay, maybe that’s not true. He does, but we don’t get along. I mean, it wasn’t always bad, but I started having problems. I couldn’t control my anger. Everything just seemed wrong. Nothing made sense anymore. It was total chaos in my head, so they started taking me to see doctors, counselors. It seems like I was talking to a different person every week. And we were fighting a lot—big time. The first time I ran away, I was fifteen.”

“Fifteen?” Jeez. “Where did you go?”

“I stayed at my buddy Mike’s house. My parents came and got me after a couple days. They’d always find me and bring me home, but I just started having trouble, you know? I’d get all crazy and want to break things. Or I’d get depressed and not want to do anything at all. I had a lot of anger inside of me. One time, I was just so fed up with everything, I threw a brick through the window of a 7-Eleven store, got arrested. It kinda went downhill from there.”

Bobby gave me a little embarrassed half-smile.

I just sat there not saying anything. What could I say? He looked kind of sad, and I was feeling mad at myself for being so nosy and pushy.

Then he reached into his wallet and said, “Here. I’ve got something to show you,” and pulled out a picture of a black and white border collie with a big smile on his face and a red bandanna around his neck. “This is Jimi, my dog.”

“You have a dog named Jimi?”

“Yeah, for—well, you know.” Then he laughed his great, big laugh, happy again.

“You named your dog Jimi Hendrix. That’s awesome.”

Yep, my dad would definitely adopt this boy. I wonder what he’d think about him dating one of his daughters though?

Bobby told me all about Jimi, what a great dog he is, and how he’s completely insanely intense—about how he runs and runs and never gets tired.

“We go for these long walks at Griffith Park and hike the trails, and he never wears out.” He gave me this kind of shy look. “You’ll have to go with us sometime.”

“Yeah, I’d love that, but there’s no way I can keep up with him. I’m not a hiking girl.”

And I’m really not. I’d probably poop out after the first mile.

Bobby frowned, like he was lost for a few seconds, drifting away from me.

“What’s the matter?”

“I just miss him, you know? And I know he’s probably not getting out like he needs to. If he can’t run, he just kind of goes crazy. He’s intense, you know? Kinda like me.”

He looked so sad. I just wanted to hug him, just put my arms around him and protect him for a while. We were quiet a minute, then, in spite of myself, I pressed him.

“Bobby, when are you getting out of here?”

“I don’t know. I’ve just got some things I need to work on, things I need to work out.”

He looked over at me and put his hand on the side of my face.

“You’re beautiful, you know that?”

His hand was so soft and gentle. And he leaned over and kissed me on the lips, and it was so tender and sweet and lasted just about five seconds. I melted into the floor, right into a big, messy heap. I was putty in his hands, and my heart skipped a few beats.

“Bet you never thought you’d have a boyfriend in the nuthouse, did you?” And he smiled at me.

He had me at “boyfriend.”

We talked for a while about his family, and how he ended up being diagnosed bipolar, and how he started to get things under control when he came to Brookside. He told me about how his dad—a big-shot businessman—wanted Bobby to be like him, and how that’s never going to happen. I mean, he looks like a roadie for DevilDriver.

The more Bobby and his dad would fight, the more tattoos and piercings he’d get.

I tried to cheer him up by telling him that of course his dad loves him, that he just wants the best for him like all parents do, and he looked at me. “He’s not like your dad, Stacy. I would’ve rather had your dad than mine any day of the week.”

“But you have your dad, Bobby.”

“Like I said, I’d rather have your dad any day. You’re really lucky, Stacy. My family isn’t like yours.”

That got me. I’m the lucky one? We sat for a moment, and I reached over and took his hand, and we just sat like that, holding hands, for a while.




December 10 - 
My Secret Boyfriend


 
For days, a movie of our kiss has run over and over in my brain. But since Sylvia’s been busy at Blue Hawaii, Roman’s gone there every day after school so I haven’t had a ride to Brookside. And I actually have homework to catch up on since I’ve been letting things slide a little. But in my head, I’ve been making plans for us—places for us to go and things for us to do when he gets out of Brookside, when he’s ready to get on with his life.

In my head, things work out for us, even though he’s older. Even though I have no idea where he’ll live or exactly what he’ll do. The details of our future are sketchy, but our kiss is part of every cell of my body. I can see his face leaning into mine, and he is beautiful.

Bobby, my secret boyfriend.




December 11 – 
When Things Fall Apart


 
The second I saw Becca’s face, I knew something wasn’t right. Something happened. Something terrible. She was pale and serious. My body was tense all over. I saw Roman’s face, and I knew it wasn’t just me.

“Becca, where’s Bobby?”

“He’s okay. He’ll be okay.”

“He’ll be okay? What do you mean? What happened? What’s going on?”

My alarm bells were going off, adrenaline pumping, senses in overdrive.

“Okay. First, remember. He’s okay,” then she blurted out the rest, “He tried to kill himself last night.”

Oh God. I felt sick, like I needed to throw up. Oh my God. Hot all over. Nauseous.

“How?” I asked, desperate for information.

Becca looked me directly in the eyes like she was really trying to focus. “Dante found him. His wrists were bleeding, but the cuts weren’t too deep—thank God—so he didn’t really hurt himself.”

“How did he—”

“Does it matter?”

“Becca!”

She sighed. “I don’t know. He found something sharp. Maybe scissors. Apparently, it isn’t an easy thing—killing yourself that way,” she said softly, like she was trying to handle me carefully.

“Where is he now?”

“They took him to County. He’s on a seventy-two-hour hold. They’re observing him to make sure he doesn’t hurt himself again.”

There was a knot in my throat, and it was hard to swallow, but I got the words out, “Why, Becca? Why did he do it?”

“His parents came to see him yesterday, and they ended up getting in this big blowout fight—in front of everybody. Bobby was yelling at his dad, his dad was yelling at him—kept calling him ‘Robert.’ ‘Robert’ this and ‘Robert’ that. Then they left. They were all upset. I heard his dad say something to him like, ‘You can’t stay here forever, you know. You need to get on with your life, son. You’ve got to suck it up and live in the real world.’ It really set him off.”

“God, Becca,” I said, starting to sob.

“And I tried to talk to him, but he wouldn’t let me. He literally pushed me away when I tried to reach out to him. I’ve never seen him like that, so upset.”

Roman hugged Becca, and she just kind of folded into his arms.

“When will he be back?”

“He won’t,” she said quietly. “Dante told me he’d go somewhere after his hold, but it won’t be back here. I’m so sorry, Stacy.”

And she really did seem sorry. Her eyes were wet, like she was on the verge of tears. And she didn’t say “I told you so,” even though she had told me so.

“I need to go.”

My heart was broken. Shattered in a million pieces. The knot in my throat was so big, I couldn’t swallow. The tears came, and there was nothing I could do about it.

Outside, I sat on one of the little benches in front of Brookside, and the tears streamed down my face. Of course, I didn’t have any tissues on me, so I had to keep wiping my eyes with the sleeve of my jacket. My sleeve was getting soaked. Thoughts raced through my head: How could he do this to me? How could he do that?

What about me?

What about me, Bobby?

I wondered if I’d ever see him again, and I felt shattered inside. It was as if the whole world had gone crazy, not just my sister. It was like the feeling you get each time you learn something new about the world, something terrible or horrible that you couldn’t have dreamed of on your own. It leaves you raw and numb inside.

I sat there on the bench feeling cold and miserable. Dazed.

How did I get here?




December 12 - 
So Tell Me: 
When Was It Again 
That My Life Didn’t Suck?


 
At school, I didn’t want to talk to anybody. No one. And when Chad saw me in English and asked if I was okay, I mumbled, “Having a bad day,” and barely looked at him. Instead of meeting the girls for lunch, I hid in the library—something I’ve never done before, but I just couldn’t face Rose and Bethany and their happy faces and their chatter. I just didn’t feel like explaining to anybody why I looked like I’d crawled into this bottomless pit of despair.

There wasn’t one single person at school who knew what I was going through, who could possibly relate. Really, how many girls out there can say they’re in love with a guy in a psych ward who’s on a seventy-two hour-hold because he tried to kill himself? I’m pretty sure I’m the only one in school who has this problem. The only other person in the world who understands is Becca, my schizophrenic sister, which sounds like a joke, but it isn’t.

I told Roman no when he offered me a ride to go see Becca.

“There’s no way I can go there,” I said. It was too painful. Too raw. Too much. “Maybe tomorrow.”

“C’mon, get in. I’ll give you a ride home.”

The look on his face was too sympathetic to just blow him off. His big brother side had kicked in. He drove me home, and we didn’t say anything. I looked out the car window and everything was gray—sky, trees, grass.

I mumbled “bye” as Roman dropped me off, and I went inside, nudging Charles away with my foot as he ran over to meet me. Instantly, I felt bad and picked him up. “Who’s a good kitty? Who’s a sweet baby?” I buried my face in his fur.




December 12, Later – 
The Truth Comes Out


 
I caught Mom after dinner as she was about to light up. I stepped outside to join her.

“I’m trying to quit, I promise,” she said as she exhaled a big cloud of smoke.

“I know, Mom. It’s okay.”

She stared at me, her eyes narrowed. She was onto me.

“Stacy, what’s wrong?”

Mom can read all of us girls like a book. There was no use telling her I was fine, so I told her about Bobby. The last thing I wanted was for her to cry, but I had to tell her. I needed to tell someone.

“Oh, baby. Come here.”

And she put her cigarette down and reached out to me and took my hands in hers, and that really got me. Then when I couldn’t see her anymore, because my eyes were just filled, I wiped the tears off on my sleeve.

“Poor Bobby. That poor boy. Oh, his parents. I can’t imagine how they must be feeling.” She picked her cigarette up and took a drag, then put it down again. “You know, Stacy, I was so afraid you’d get hurt.” She was wiping her eyes now. “He’s a troubled young man. I was so afraid you’d get your heart broken. And I’m your mother, I’m supposed to protect you from things like that.”

“I know, Mom. But how do you protect your heart from getting broken? How do you manage that?” I asked, begging her for an answer.

Mom took another drag of her cigarette and stood there for a minute.

“Sometimes the only way is not to get started, you know what I mean? You have to be careful who you get involved with. But even that doesn’t always work. Sometimes you can’t really tell what someone’s like on the inside until you really get to know them.”

My mom, who’s been so strong since my dad died, stood next to me with tears rolling down her face.

“Stacy, sometimes life is just hard, you know? Too hard. I just wish sometimes it could be a little easier.” Then she sighed and shook her head, like it was too much to deal with, and she kind of seemed to just brush off her sadness, release it.

It was starting to get cold, and my nose was already numb at the tip. We stood next to each other on the patio, not saying anything while she finished her cigarette, then she stubbed it out and turned to me, saying in a soft voice, “You know what we need? We need not to be sad for a while. We need a good laugh. Come on.”

I followed her back inside, and I watched as she rummaged through our TV cabinet, through our collection of DVDs.

“This is what we need right now.” And she held up Airplane, the dumbest movie in the world.

“Oh, no, Mom. Not that.”

“Oh, yes.” And she gave a little smile, and we sat on the couch together, watching the dumbest movie in the world, saying lines along with the actors, because this was one of my dad’s favorites, and we’ve seen it a million times.

Surely you can’t be serious.

I am serious…and don’t call me Shirley.

If only real life were more like the movies, where you can just change the plot around when you need to, where the girl and boy ride off into the sunset, always a happy ending. Not that I want life to be like the movie Airplane though, because that would just be weird, and life can be weird enough as it is.




December 13 - 
Marking Time


 
At work at my ridiculous job, I spent hours that felt like days going through Sylvia’s files and shredding old receipts. The shredder was starting to feel like a family member, I’d spent so much time feeding it paper. When I finished shredding, Sylvia handed me a stack of about a million holiday cards to hand address to make them seem personal.

Just when I felt like sticking a fork into my arm so I could actually feel something, it was time to go home.

When Roman dropped me off, I noticed that our condo didn’t look like Christmas at all. No mistletoe, no wreath on the door. Mom will probably drag the tree out of the garage soon, though, when she realizes that Christmas is less than two weeks away and she hasn’t done anything to prepare for it.

I gave up on hearing from Bobby. After asking Becca about fifty million times if she’d heard anything about him and her just shaking her head; after asking every person at Brookside, including Dante, and him telling me, “No, baby. I don’t know where Bobby is. And even if I did know, I couldn’t tell you,” after asking every random person, including Katie with the wide eyes, I gave up.

It feels like I’m marking time, counting the days until winter break. At school, I’m just going through the motions, going with the flow, trying to be as sociable as I can. Since nothing is obviously wrong with me, like my leg in a cast or something, nobody seems to notice anything at all.

In Algebra, I sat there as Ms. Harper passed out the tests with the familiar queasy feeling that I usually feel before a math test. But this time when I looked at my sheet, at all the problems, the numbers actually made sense to me, like they were actual numbers and not some strange, foreign symbols.

When I finished, I put my paper on Ms. Harper’s desk, and I felt pretty confident except for two problems I was a little iffy on. I sat back at my seat and thought about Bobby, who I’ve managed to think about only twenty-three hours a day instead of twenty-four.

Maybe we’ll meet again someday. Maybe.




December 15 – 
Happy/Sad


 
I got my Algebra paper back with a big B plus marked on it. I was over-the-moon happy, and I said a quick mental thank you to Bobby and did a little happy dance in my seat.

When I waved my paper in front of Bethany and Rose, they were happy for me, of course, but not ecstatic.

“Hey, that’s great,” Rose said.

“B plus?” Bethany said as a question. (I don’t think she’s ever gotten less than an A on anything ever.)

“It’s okay, you guys. It’s huge for me—maybe nobody else in the world.”

The two of them exchanged glances. Rose noticed Darrell and her attention turned elsewhere.

I was in such a great good mood that when I saw snake-y Anthony in the hall on the way to fifth period, I actually said hello to him, because I felt so on top of the world—fearless.

“Hi, Anthony,” I said with confidence, like I wasn’t afraid of him at all. (And I’m not. He’s just a big dog turd as far as I’m concerned.)

“Uh, hi, Stacy. Long time no see.”

I ignored this opportunity to say something sarcastic like, “Gee, I wonder why, you big jerk.” Instead, I gave a confident nod and said, “Yeah, it has been.”

And I kept walking; I didn’t even slow down. Our little “encounter” at Chelsea’s party felt like a million years ago, the night I thought I’d never get over. It’s almost as if it happened to a different me.

On the drive home from school, I showed Roman my math paper, and he was happy for my B plus too (because that’s the kind of guy he is), but he was more happy because Becca was coming home.

“That’s great, Stacy,” he said with a nod that was a little more animated than usual.

“Happy, Roman?”

“Yeah, I am.”

“What’s the first thing you’re gonna do when she gets home?”

He didn’t say anything; his eyes were straight ahead on the road, but he grinned.

“Um, forget I asked.”

We laughed. Things are looking up.




December 16 - 
Homecoming


 
Mom brought Becca home, and just like that, she started getting back into the swing of things; it was as if she’d never left. Her bottles of medications are set out on the kitchen counter so she’ll remember to take them in the morning and at night. She’ll still be going to her group therapy twice a week, but that’s pretty much it for her. She’s back doing her regular Becca thing (whatever that is.).

I sat on my bed, watching her unpack, and the person I saw was different from the one I knew before she went into Brookside. Now she seems a little more thoughtful, and nicer. I’m hoping she isn’t as big of a slob, but that’s probably hoping for too much. I have to admit, I really got used to not sharing a room.

But we are actually talking to each other now. We chatted as she organized.

“It feels strange, going back to school tomorrow, you know?”

“Becca, it’ll be fine.” Of course, I have no way of knowing this, but still.

“Oh, I’m not scared or anything. It’s just…weird. You know?”

“Yeah. It is weird.”

And it really is. After everything that happened, to just pick up and return to the way things were. It’s weird.

I watched her put her socks and underwear away. We chatted about life—about anything that came to mind.

My phone rang, and I looked at the number. It was normal. Except it wasn’t.

The thing that I’d waited for and thought about so many times. The thing I’d wished for. The thing that was so important to me at one point in my life, as important as oxygen or food or water. The “thing” was Anthony. (Really.)

Anthony called me.

“Hi, Stacy.”

“Anthony? Zarate?”

“Yeah, it’s me. You sound surprised.”

Well, duh.

“Yeah, I guess I am.”

But it wasn’t a good surprised like someone calling me and telling me I’ve won concert tickets or the lottery, it was more like a surprised shock, like, “What the hell?”

Becca stopped putting her things away and was mouthing, “What’s he doing calling you?”

I waved my hand at her to stop so I could concentrate.

“So how’s it going? It’s been a while since we’ve talked. I just wanted to call you and see what’s up.”

He was so nonchalant, like he didn’t have a clue about how he devastated me, leaving me gasping for air, broken in a heap. “It’s been a while?” What kind of weak thing was that to say?

One one-thousand, two one-thousand. I waited, trying to form some kind of response.

Becca was standing there mouthing, “What? Whaaat?” while I sat tongue-tied.

“Uh, Stacy? Are you still there?”

What is he doing calling me? Why now? What does he want?

I wanted to scream at him, but then there was that little pull. I hate that pull. I hated that I was still this pathetic creature waiting for any crumbs he threw me.

“Um, what did you want, Anthony?”

It sounded rude, but really, I wanted to know. And I was furious with him, and he never even knew it. (Because he’s an idiot.)

“I saw you at school yesterday, and I’ve been thinking about you—that we should go out. It’s been a while.” He was so smooth and casual, like it was nothing. “Anyway, I thought maybe you’d want to go to Danny Quinn’s party on Saturday.”

I’d heard about Danny’s parties. Danny’s a senior, and when his parents go away, he throws keg parties and charges five dollars a head. Couples have sex in the bathrooms and the closets and anywhere two people can squeeze in together—dark corners, basements, beanbag chairs. Who knows? I mean, I’ve never been, but you hear stories. There is no way in hell my mom would let me go to one of Danny’s parties—Becca and Roman would see to that—but, really, I didn’t want to anyway. I wasn’t ready for that, especially with Anthony and how grabby he is. There was only one reason he’d want to take me to a Danny Quinn party.

All these thoughts passed through my head in a second, and I felt the anger building. I didn’t want to be used and thrown away like a piece of garbage. By anybody.

“There’s no way my mom’s going to let me go to Danny’s party, Anthony. No way.”

“That’s cool. We can do something else. How about a movie?”

How about a movie? It sounded so innocent, the way he said it, so casual. But I didn’t trust him. At all. I thought for a second about Bobby and how he made me feel when I was with him—how he’d never use me and throw me away like trash.

“No,” was all I said. My voice was clear and strong.

Silence on the line for a second, like he had to process or didn’t understand what I’d just said.

“No?”

“I’m not going out with you, Anthony. Not now, not ever. Just so you know.”

Silence again.

“Why?”

His question hung there for a couple of seconds. He didn’t know? He didn’t know!

“Why?” I said to him, “Why?” I repeated a little more loudly. “Because you’re an idiot!”

He hung up on me.

My body was electric with power. I was a queen, and Anthony was the snake that slithered at my feet. I could have just brought my scepter down on him and bashed him in the head with it, but I decided to let him go (because that’s the kind of all-powerful being that I am).

Becca stood there in front of her dresser with a pair of underwear in her hands, mouth gaping open.

“Dude! That…was…awesome.”

She was impressed with me. So was I. Anthony’s hold over me was gone. Like magic.

I thought about Bobby for a second, and he felt almost like this dream, like I’d created this fantasy with him where everything was good and beautiful. He was my dream guy, tattoos and all. Always gentle and sweet and kind and happy to see me, telling me how special and beautiful I was. I really missed him.

The rest of the day, I walked taller. (Being an all-powerful queen will do that to a person.)




December 19 - 
Reunited


 
The last day of school before winter break arrived just as I couldn’t take one more day.

During lunch, I saw Summer sitting by herself on a bench in the quad, which is a rare thing, for Summer to be by herself. We haven’t talked in a really long time, but I stopped and sat down next to her.

“What’s up, Summer?”

“Stacy.”

Her voice was flat, unemotional. She didn’t seem too happy to see me, probably because the last time we actually had any kind of interaction we almost got into a fistfight. For some reason—well, the reason was Anthony—I realized I didn’t want a jerk like him to come between us. We had been friends first, after all. And maybe Summer wasn’t the very best friend in the world, but still, she was my friend. And I missed her.

“Look, Summer, I just wanted to let you know, no hard feelings about Anthony. He’s a jerk. I’m so over him.”

She laughed. Not the reaction I expected.

“Yeah, me too. He really is a jerk.” She kind of spit out the word “jerk” like it was a bad taste in her mouth. “You know, I slept with him,” she said offhandedly, like it was no big deal.

Me: mouth open.

“Really? Did you want to?”

Summer rolled her eyes. “He was getting a little pushy, but it’s not like I didn’t really want to, it’s just I probably would’ve waited a little while, you know? Anyway, I’m so over him too.”

Summer. It figures. She was so matter-of-fact about the whole thing.

“So what happened between you two anyway?” I asked.

“The jerk never called me. Can you believe it?”

I totally could.

“I did it with him, then that’s it. Nothing. And lemme tell you, it wasn’t all that great either.”

She said this part while looking over the top of her sunglasses for emphasis. I sat, not knowing what to say. What a weenie.

“Anyway,” Summer continued, “you know, I’m seeing someone else, this guy Bradley. It’s pretty serious.” She looked over the top of her sunglasses again.

“Bradley. Do I know him?”

“No, he graduated last year.”

Just like Summer. She’s like an adult already. She acts like she’s got everything—life—all figured out.

“So, Stacy, why don’t you come spend the night after Bradley goes to boot camp.”

“Boot camp?”

“Yeah, he—what do you call it?”

“Enlisted?”

“Yeah, he enlisted with the Marines. He’s leaving right after Christmas. I’m really gonna be upset—devastated—when he’s gone. You can come cheer me up, have a sleepover, and go to Mass with me in the morning. Just like old times.”

“I’d really like that.”

Except for the Mass part.

“So we’re good?”

“Yeah, we’re good. Call me when he goes to boot camp.”




December 19, Later – 
Not A Moment Too Soon


 
It is officially winter break. I’ve practically been crossing off the days on my calendar.

I said goodbye to Rose and Bethany, goodbye to Chad, goodbye to freaky Daria.

I said goodbye to Summer, and again she promised to call me.

Just like that, we were friends again. First we hated each other because of a guy, now we’ve been brought back together by our mutual hatred of the same guy.

Life can be pretty awesome like that sometimes.




December 24 – 
Becca Is Still A Slob


 
Jill, Becca, and I went Christmas shopping. Our wallets were not full. I had a total of sixty-three dollars from working (left over after the cute purse, the new jeans, the denim jacket), which wasn’t going to buy a heck of a lot. So we bought Mom silly little gifts from the Dollar Tree like we always do, and we got creative at the discount stores for everybody else.

Becca has been home a week, and I’ve kind of been keeping an eye on her, but she’s fine. Really fine. It’s hard to believe, but she’s settled back in. Her shoes are in a big heap on her side of the closet, and her sweaters are in a pile on top of her dresser, so I guess things are back to normal.




December 24, Later – 
Something Like Dinner


 
When Mom woke up and said, “Crap. Christmas is tomorrow,” that was a sign that we needed to pick up the slack. Becca volunteered to make dinner or at least be in charge of planning it.

This was what she came up with for our Christmas Eve menu:

•Tomato soup and grilled cheese sandwiches (for her).

•California rolls from the world’s best sushi place (for me).

•Tuna sashimi (for Jill—blobby and gross).

•Homemade tamales (from Sylvia, for Mom).

•A perfectly normal dinner.




December 24, Even Later – 
Mom Spazzes A Little


 
Her arms loaded with bags, Mom took one look at the table and started to spaz.

“Oh, girls. This looks wonderful!”

She put the bags down to check out the spread.

“Tamales? Oh, I love your mom, Roman!”

Roman smiled, brushing his hair from his forehead.

“And what is this? Sushi? And some grilled cheese?” She picked up a lid to peek underneath. “California rolls, Stacy? This is really, um, interesting. Thanks, girls. It’s beautiful.”

She hugged Becca and Roman and me, and when Jill came home, we sat down and ate our strange Christmas Eve meal, which seemed perfect for us.

I don’t think our family is like everyone else’s anyway. In fact, I’m sure of it.




December 25 – 
Christmas Present


 
There wasn’t a big pile of presents under the tree, but we exchanged our little gifts with each other and laughed at how ridiculous they were. (Jill especially liked the striped socks with built-in toe separators that I gave her.) Mom gave us all perfume sets and money for clothes. Then Becca gave us each a sketch she drew.

She gave Mom a drawing of Charles curled up on his little table by the window. He looked like a little angel cat.

“Oh, sweetie!” Mom said with a hand up to her face. She swallowed a couple of times but began to cry anyway—just a little though. Tears of happiness, I think, like she couldn’t believe Becca’s transformation.

The sketch Becca gave me caught me completely off-guard. It was the framed picture of Bobby and Adele, the woman with the bright orange hair. In the picture, the two of them were having a deep conversation.

“Wow, Becca. I don’t know what to say.” I looked at it for a minute, really studied it, and put it aside because it was Christmas, and I didn’t want to go to that unhappy place.

After we opened presents, my phone rang. It was a New York number I didn’t recognize, which usually means it’s a telemarketer, but I answered it anyway since it was Christmas. Time stopped for a second when I heard the voice that I knew so well—that I etched into my brain.

“Hey, beautiful. Just wanted to call and wish you a Merry Christmas.”

My heart skipped a beat. There were a million questions I wanted to ask him.

“Bobby!” I cried into the phone, not even trying to sound calm. “How are you? Where are you? Oh my God! I can’t believe I’m hearing your voice right now. How are you?” I repeated since I hadn’t given him a chance to say anything. I just wanted to breathe him in, I’d missed him so much.

“Sorry I haven’t called you. It’s been kind of crazy.”

He sounded so sweet and gentle, just like Bobby. I stumbled, searching for the right words to say. I mean, he knew that I knew he tried to kill himself. It was the thing—“the thing”—we didn’t—couldn’t—talk about. People talk about the elephant in the room—the idea that there’s this big creature sitting in the corner that nobody talks about; they all act as if nothing’s funny or strange at all. It’s pretty absurd, the whole idea everyone’s too polite to mention it. Bobby trying to kill himself was the elephant in the room in our conversation.

He went on, trying to explain his life to me, condense it down to about fifteen seconds. “My parents found a really good place for me here in New York. It’s great. The best money can buy.” He laughed. “And, you know, it’s far away from my dad. I really need to not be with him—anywhere near him—for a while. I need time to sort things out.”

How sad to feel that way about your own father. I felt so bad for him.

“What about Jimi?” (For some reason, all I could think about was him being so far from his dog.)

“That’s the beautiful thing,” he said, sounding upbeat now. “When I get out of here, my mom’s gonna send him to me—just put him on a plane and ship him out. I can’t wait to see him.” He paused. “I really miss you, beautiful. I’ve thought about you a lot.”

“I miss you too.” And I did really miss him. My voice started to crack, and I felt the knot forming in my throat, but I didn’t want him to hear me cry. “So, Bobby, when will you be coming back?” I tried to say this casually; I tried not to let him hear how important this was to me.

He got quiet. “See, uh, the thing is, my uncle’s got a car dealership in upstate. He told me he’d give me a mechanic’s job, train me and everything. So…” long pause, “…I’m not planning to come back. At least for a while.”

I tried not to let him hear the disappointment in my voice. At first I was just a little hopeful, now I felt crushed, deflated. But he didn’t have to call me. I could have gone the rest of my life never hearing from him again, yet he called. He cared enough about me to do that.

“Um, take care of yourself, Bobby. Okay?” I was starting to cry now—couldn’t seem to control myself—and I wanted to end the call before he heard me blubbering like an idiot.

“Hey, it’s okay,” he said, trying to reassure me. His voice was so tender, like he was concerned about me. “You know something, Stacy? You’re a special girl, you know that? I just want you to know that.”

“It’s just that I really miss you. So much.” I was sobbing, not even bothering to hold back anymore.

“I know. I miss you too. Hey, I’ll be back for your graduation, okay?”

My graduation. In three and a half years. I wiped my eyes, trying to get hold of myself. Would he still remember me then?

“Promise?” I asked, pushing him.

“I promise. I’ll see you around, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Merry Christmas, Stacy.”

“Merry Christmas.” I could barely get out the words.

“Hey, I almost forgot—you’ll be getting a package in a few days. Sorry it didn’t make it in time for Christmas.”

“What is it?” I demanded (because I’m not good at waiting for surprises). I forgot about being miserable for a second.

“Can’t wait, huh?” He laughed a little. “Do you really want to know?”

“Yes! Yes, I do.”

“It’s a CD I made of me playing, just for you.”

Wow. I didn’t even know what to say, and now I was sad again, ridiculously sad, because I wouldn’t be seeing him for such a very long time.

“I can’t wait. I’ll listen to it as soon as I get it.” My voice was cracking again, and I didn’t want to talk anymore. “Bye, Bobby.”

“Bye, Stacy. Be good.”

Click. Over. Tears washed my face.

I don’t know why. Here’s a guy I knew for about five minutes. I mean really, it was—what? A few weeks out of my life? Yet I felt like we had this connection, like this little energy that somehow joined us together, and I don’t think I’ll feel that way about anybody again, I just know it. And I think of that one perfect kiss, the single perfect kiss I’ve had in my life. It was sweet and quick, lasting just seconds, but it was perfect.

How often does a person have a perfect kiss in their life?

So I have three and a half years to wait. I’ll see him in three and a half years. How will I wait that long? How can I wait three and a half years to see him?

The rest of the day we spent at Aunt Linda’s. There was hugging and food and laughing. I had to reach deep down and give it a little extra push, the being merry part, so people wouldn’t look at me and think, What’s wrong with her? Typical teenager. No, I didn’t want people thinking that.




December 27 – 
Broken People


 
There are some things you can’t prepare for. Death is one of them. I wasn’t prepared when my dad died, and I wasn’t prepared when Bobby died the day after Christmas. When I saw Becca’s face as she walked in the front door, I knew something terrible had happened. She was quiet and serious. Extra pale. She’d just gotten home from her group session at Brookside. She looked at me, then away real quick.

I walked over and stood next to her. “Becca?” She had this hollow look on her face. I tried again, looking right in her eyes. “Becca? What’s the matter? Are you okay?”

She started to speak in a very quiet voice, “Stacy, you need to sit back down. I have to tell you something.”

It was like I already knew what she was about to tell me. I started to shake.

“Don’t tell me, Becca. Please don’t tell me.”

She sat me down on the couch, kind of helping me down with her hand, guiding my shoulder. She pushed her pink and black hair back, smoothing it carefully behind her ear. For some reason, I focused on the daisy pattern of her dress, noticing how the little flowers were joined in pairs.

She left her hand on my shoulder, emphasizing how wrong things were, then took a breath and very quietly—almost to where I couldn’t hear her—said, “They found him in his room. There was an empty bottle next to him.” She paused to wipe her eye, then continued, “They think it was an accident. He’s gone. I’m so sorry.”

I was traveling through a tunnel—everything went black and time stopped. I heard someone crying and realized it was me. Becca’s arm was around me, and we sat together as I cried this deep cry that wracked my whole body. Becca cried too. I looked over and Roman entered the room. His head was down, and he wiped his eye with the back of his hand. I could tell he was trying to be strong for us.

“When, Becca? When did they find him?”

Please don’t say Christmas, please don’t say Christmas. For some reason, that’s all I could think.

“Last night, sometime after dinner. One of the staff found him. I don’t know why he had medication in his room,” she said, shaking her head. “Maybe it was left over from when he lived out here. He used to complain about having trouble sleeping.”

We just spoke two days ago. He just called me. And he sounded so happy, like everything was falling right into place.

“Why, Becca?” was all I could say.

“Stacy, they think it was an accident. Maybe there wasn’t anything wrong. Maybe it just happened. I’m really sorry.”

Roman put his hand on my shoulder. His voice cracking a little. “Hey, I’m really sorry, Stacy. He was a good guy.”

The three of us sat for a while, quiet.

So that was it for Bobby. His journey through this life is over. Over before it really had a chance to start.

I don’t know if “shock” is the right word to describe how I feel. How do you describe your heart dissolving into a million tiny pieces?

Some time passed—I have no idea how long it was—and I heard Mom’s voice. I heard Becca explaining what happened and Mom crying for a boy she didn’t really know. And I couldn’t take anymore, so I went into the bedroom and lay down facing the wall. I cried until I guess I cried myself to sleep. And I slept for hours, waking up when it was dark out.

My phone had messages, and I ignored them. I turned it off to avoid calls from Rose and Bethany. Summer. I mean, I couldn’t deal with talking to anybody about this. There was no one outside of Becca and Roman and maybe Mom who’d understand.

I was angry with God and asked Him all the questions that a person asks when someone dies, like, “Why did you let it happen? Even if it was an accident, why didn’t you save him? He was so good and gentle and sweet. Why? I’m really trying to understand this. If you loved him, why did you let this happen?”

After a while, all of the pain turned to anger. I became mad. Really mad at Bobby, mad at his parents, and mad at God. Then the anger faded away to numb.

I gave up. I couldn’t feel a thing.




December 31 – 
New Year’s Eve


 
A package came in a little brown box. I know what it is, but I can’t look at it. Once I saw the hand-lettered address in Bobby’s writing, I had to put it down. His name above the address of the place he doesn’t live anymore is too hard to think about. I know what’s inside, but I’m not ready to hear his voice. Maybe tomorrow, maybe next week, but not now.

Mom is worried. This time not about Becca. She’s worried about me. Becca’s worried about me. Jill’s worried about me.

It’s funny how things change. Now it’s my turn to cause everyone grief. And I just don’t care. I really don’t.




January 1 - 
Head Shrinking


 
After watching me in my deep funk for four days, lying on my bed, staring up at the ceiling, Mom came into the room and sat next to me.

“Stacy, I’m really worried about you.” She sat there on the edge of my bed, and her voice was soft and gentle. She stroked my hair, petting it. “I’ve made an appointment for you to see somebody tomorrow.”

“See who?”

“A counselor. Just to talk. I want you to see a professional. I really think it’ll help you to just talk to somebody. Okay?”

“Okay, whatever, Mom. Whatever you say.”

I didn’t want to argue with her. I just didn’t care about anything. I just felt this ache inside, and it felt like I was losing myself—my spark.

I’m sure I’ll get it back some day, but just not now.




January 2 – 
The Opposite Of Joy


 
I picked out Mom’s white silk blouse and Jill’s black skirt when I got ready to meet Joy, my therapist. (Which sounds really strange to say, and kind of a funny name for a therapist.)

For some reason, I wanted to seem put-together. For some reason, I wanted to look serious. Maybe because I knew we’d be talking about serious things, and I didn’t want her to think I was just some kid.

The first session was okay. She didn’t show me blobs of ink on paper and have me tell her whether they were a cow or a rocket ship. (Which is too bad. I’ve always wanted to do that.) She also didn’t have me lie down on a couch and then look down at me over the top of her glasses and say, “So, tell me about your mother.” No, she didn’t do that, thank God. She had me start off by telling her about my life.

I didn’t say a lot. I wasn’t feeling particularly talkative. But I did tell her about how since Bobby died, all I feel and all I see is gray. It’s January, so it’s gray out anyway, but still, that’s all I see. The whole world is gray. I haven’t felt like laughing or crying or anything. It’s just this numb feeling that I have. And I told her about my dad dying and about Becca going nuts. About the snake Anthony. About Summer abandoning me. Everything.

The good thing about meeting Joy: she assured me that, first off, I’m not losing my grip on reality, and I’m not on the verge of a schizoid episode like Becca. No, it’s more of your generic, over-the-counter depression. It’s just that I’ve taken the ordinary depression that we all get and kicked it up a notch, put it in overdrive. It’s full-on and hardcore. And that’s what happens when you find yourself experiencing a whole series of really terrible, crappy, sucky things, one after another. I mean, it’s perfectly understandable. At least this is what Joy told me.

Joy’s tall. She has short red hair and glasses and this very intense gaze. She can look right into my eyes, and I start spilling everything like a total goober. I can’t help it, I really can’t. It’s almost like she hypnotizes me. And I guess that’s what you want in a therapist, someone you can really spill your guts to, let it all hang out there. But she seems to care about what I have to say and doesn’t judge me. For instance, I could tell her, “You know, I killed a few people and buried their bodies in the backyard,” and she’d just look at me and say, “But how do you feel about that?”

I told her about feeling like I have no control over anything. These major things have been happening in my life, and there’s nothing I can do about it, so it makes me feel like: “Why bother? What’s the difference? Crappy stuff is just going to keep happening anyway, so what difference does it make if I care or get happy or excited about things?” I just feel flat and numb. I feel like that line on those hospital machines when someone dies and it just goes “beeeeeeeeeeeeep.”

Joy looked at me with those intense, green eyes of hers and gave a little speech about control.

“Stacy, it’s true, there are many things in life over which we have absolutely no control. We can’t control the weather; we can’t control freak things that happen every day. You had no control over whether your father lived or died. That’s true. And you had no control over Becca’s mental illness or what happened to Bobby.”

I sat there, nodding.

“Okay? So what we need to focus on are the things you do have control over, like the choices you make in life. Everything in life is about choices and that little voice in the back of your head that tells you what the right choice is, the little alarm bells that go off when you’re in a bad situation. Everything in life is about the choices you make.”

She was right. I kept nodding and listening to her steady, calm voice.

“Listen,” she said, “people disappoint. Teachers disappoint, family disappoints, friends. Even spouses. Maybe especially spouses. You have to depend on yourself. Your happiness comes from within, Stacy, and you have to make the choice to be happy. You can’t count on other people for that.”

“Dude, that sucks!”

She laughed. I laughed. I meant it to be funny. I mean, everything we were talking about was so heavy, I couldn’t help myself.

“You’re going to be just fine,” she said, gazing deep into my eyes with her intense laser beams.

The two of us talked about everything—my life plans (which really just consist of me getting through my first year of high school), and my social life (what little there is of one), and I told her how I’ve pretty much blown off my friends, and how I’ve been sleepwalking through life for the past few days.

“Stacy, you need to have some fun. Go out with your friends. Have a sleepover. Just do something to remind yourself that life is good. Remember that you’re fifteen years old. And I’ll see you next week. Okay?”

Yeah, I have to remember that life is good, because if I don’t, then I might as well check myself into Brookside and sit in a corner crocheting those heinous afghan blankets and scarves that’ll end up in the back of someone’s closet.

When the session was over, I found Mom in the waiting room reading a magazine. She looked over at me with a smile. A hopeful smile, like she was hoping I’d be all right, like I was before. I gave her a little smile back and tried not to notice how she looked like she hadn’t slept for a week. She had dark circles under her eyes, and I know it was because she was thinking that her youngest was on the verge of raiding the medicine cabinets at home (which don’t have anything in them since she already cleaned them out when Becca started going sideways).

“Wanna stop and get a pizza on the way home?” she asked.

I didn’t want to disappoint her again, so I made an effort.

“Sure, Mom. Sounds great.” And I put my arm around her for a second, and we got a pepperoni for her and Jill and me, and a small veggie for Becca and Roman.




January 3 - 
Frozen Yogurt 
On A Cold Day


 
When Rose called and asked if I wanted to go to the mall with her and Bethany, I thought about what Joy told me about getting out with my friends and remembering that life is still good, so instead of telling her no, which was my first impulse, I did the opposite: I said yes.

I didn’t tell them about Bobby, because that just felt weird. But it also felt weird not telling them. It’s this secret I have from everyone, except for my family and Joy and Roman and Sylvia. Okay, so a few people knew, but none of my friends, and it felt like I was holding back. And I guess I was.

Even though it was freezing outside, I sat with Bethany and Rose in the mall, eating frozen yogurt, trying not to seem all sad and depressed, even though there was no New York cheesecake flavor. Rose, sitting there in her great new black trench coat, was giving me this look.

“Stacy? I just asked you, what kind of boots should I get, short or long?”

“Um, short? Long ones are tight on the calf sometimes.” I said, distracted.

“What is wrong with you?” she asked. “You’ve been staring at your frozen yogurt for five minutes.”

“I really wanted cheesecake.”

The two of them were animated, chatty, planning how to spend what was left of their Christmas/Hanukkah cash while I was in a funk over yogurt.

She looked at me very seriously and asked, “You’re not still upset over Anthony, are you?”

“Ugh, why did you mention his name? I actually wasn’t thinking about him at all, but thanks for reminding me.”

Bethany shot Rose a dirty look.

It was funny, these two thinking I was still hung up on Anthony when he was, like, a lifetime ago. Way less important to me than my cup of frozen yogurt.

“It’s just I really wanted cheesecake, and this strawberry tastes like blueberry.”

Rose stared at me like I was a three year old, speaking slowly, “So…why…don’t you…change it?”

“Nah, I don’t want to make a big thing out of it.”

She grabbed my cup, and I watched as she took care of me, talking to the guy behind the counter, “My friend’s strawberry tastes like blueberry.”

He didn’t seem to care and shoved another cup over to her. “Go ahead and get another flavor.”

Rose brought me back a cup of coconut that tasted like pineapple. Either the machines were on drugs or my taste buds had all gone wrong.

“How is it?” she asked, looking all expectant.

“Perfect,” I lied. She was happy. She’d fixed me now.

“So how’s Becca?” Bethany asked, I think really trying to change the subject from the former horrible one. She looked at me with her wide, hopeful eyes, and she looked so pretty with her new hair. She’d gone copper from brown, but it wasn’t fake-looking, it was just right. Very professional. And she had it cut in a short bob-style with bangs. It suited her face, which is kind of round.

“Oh, she’s great. Everything’s good at home. She’s still Becca, but just not so much. Don’t worry about me, you guys. We should talk about important things, like, for instance, what’s going on with Darrell?”

Bethany rolled her eyes, and Rose was gone, looking starry-eyed. It was sweet.

“I seriously think I’m in love. He called me last night and asked if I want to go to his next meet!”

“Wow. Then it must be serious. Next he’ll be taking you home to meet his parents.”

She gave me a dirty look.

“I’m just kidding, Rose. You know me. Now, let’s go get some boots. Shall we?”

We finished our frozen yogurts. I ate the rest of my pineapple-which-was-supposed-to-be-coconut-but-was-really-not-too-bad and went back into the mall to look for boots. Or rather Rose looked for boots; Bethany looked for a new softball glove; I looked for a way to let go of the ache I’ve been feeling inside for so long.




January 5 - 
Petty Criminals


 
It was just sitting there in the school parking lot—a blue, metallic Camaro. Shiny. Perfect. New. Unexpected.

Casually, I mentioned to the girls, “Look, Anthony’s car. I could just reach over and break off his windshield wipers.”

I wasn’t actually planning to, but you know how sometimes you just fantasize a little out loud?

Rose, the devil next to me: “Do it. Come on, Stacy!”

(It’s a little embarrassing how quickly I cave to peer pressure.)

Rose and Bethany covered me, looking around for witnesses. The coast was clear. But first I made a little speech, because Queen Stacy had returned and would not be silenced.

“This is for the girls you’ve thrown away like trash, Anthony.”

“Hurry up, Stacy!” Rose was beside herself.

“All right, all right.”

My adrenaline was pumping as I reached over—I felt my hands shake a little—and grabbed each end of the wiper blade. I bent it down as hard as I could. It was ridiculously easy.

Rose ran around to the passenger side, giggling like crazy, while Bethany and I stood lookout.

She bent it in about two seconds. My accomplice, Rose.

We walked away quickly, giggling at the floppy wiper blades, all weak and powerless. And we went through all the stages of a person who has just committed a crime:

Stage 1: Giddy excitement. Adrenaline rush.

Me: Wide eyes, breathless. “I can’t believe we just did that.”

Bethany: Giggling. “Me either.”

Rose: All powerful. “That was great. We are awesome!”

Stage 2: Reality. Worry.

Me: Eyes moving from side to side. “God, I hope we don’t get caught.”

Rose: Looking behind her. “Me too.”

Bethany: Looking at the two of us. “Why did you two do that?”

Stage 3: Regret.

Me: Eyes looking down. “Maybe we shouldn’t have done that.”

Rose: Eyes looking down. “Yeah, maybe not.”

Bethany: Looking at the two of us. “I don’t know who you people are anymore.”

The bell rang, and we skulked to our classes in the guilty way that people skulk.

On the way home from school, I sat in the backseat of Roman’s car while he and Becca had a conversation up front, and I thought about what I did, kicking it around in my head, kicking myself. That wasn’t me. I’m not a defacer. I’ve never vandalized anything in my life.

Then again, I’m not sorry.




January 6 – 
That Familiar Ache


 
At my session with Joy, I conveniently forgot to tell her about my crime. Not that she’d judge me (she’d probably say I have unresolved anger issues), but I just didn’t feel like talking about it.

While discussing the men in my life, she surprised me with this question, “Stacy, has it occurred to you—do you think you’re trying to find a replacement for your dad?”

She was looking at me with her laser beam eyes, boring a hole in my soul.

“No. No, I don’t.”

I mean, what a thing to say. Like I could replace my dad with some guy? (And why in psychology does everything come back to the parents?)

“I don’t think I’m trying to replace him, but I admit, I do look at older men sometimes and see my dad. Just for a second. I’m not planning to run up to one of them any time soon and ask them to adopt me though.”

I wasn’t trying to make her laugh, but I did.

“That’s not what I meant, Stacy. I get the feeling you’re a little preoccupied with boys—”

I had to cut her off there.

“Joy, I hate to tell you. I’ve been preoccupied with boys since I was in Huggies.”

Joy laughed again.

“Well, then, Stacy, how about we work on your choices in men.”

Yeah, she’s funny. Considering my track record, one snake and one mentally ill but ridiculously perfect person, Joy may have had a point, so I told her so.

“Joy, you might have something there. I will try not to be such a ridiculous goober.”

She laughed again. I’m very funny. Then she started talking about celebrity gossip—who just got arrested, and who was caught not wearing anything under their micro minidress (Doesn’t anybody wear underwear anymore?). I guess she figures that I’m a teenager, and aren’t we all obsessed with celebrity gossip? Maybe she thought it was something we could relate to together. But she was way more interested in it than I was.

After our session, when I got home, I opened up the package from Bobby that had been sitting gathering dust on the kitchen table, papers piling up on top of it.

It was a CD inside a purple jewel case with the words “Stacy’s Mix” written across the front in a black Sharpie. Also in the package was a note with these words:

To my girl Stacy. Some classics for you. Play them loud. Love, Bobby.

I fought for a second to keep control. Deep breath. I slipped it into the player. Okay, here goes.

The first track was his acoustic version of “The Wind Cries Mary” by Jimi Hendrix. (Of course it was Jimi Hendrix.) It was beautiful, his voice haunting and smooth, quiet and strong. I sat on my bed with my arms wrapped around my legs, and I rocked back and forth. He was in the room with me now. I could almost feel him there next to me. In my head, he kissed me. It was the same daydream that had been running over and over through my head. I snapped out of it, though, and just listened—I listened for clues to anything about him— trying to get inside his head, trying to figure out what happened. I listened to how his fingers moved over the guitar strings.

How cruel is it to learn about somebody after they’re gone? What good is it?

The next track was “All Apologies” by Nirvana. Bobby’s voice had a little growl, an edge to it now, more raw, and I wondered if he really felt like he had so much to apologize to everyone for. But I’ll never know.

He’s talented, or was. A great guitar player, great voice. So much potential, gone. I sat on my bed and listened to the rest of the CD, wiping the tears when they came, then put it back in its case and hid it in the bottom drawer of my dresser, all the way in the back. I didn’t want to throw it away, but I didn’t want to listen to it again. At least not for a while.




January 7 - 
Meeting The Dog 
Named Jimi Hendrix


 
I started having the craziest thought—couldn’t get it out of my head—especially going through the whole therapy process with Joy, and especially after listening to Bobby’s CD. All of it made me think about not just my life but about life in general. About people coming into your life and about goodbyes.

In all of my thinking and talking about Bobby, listening to him play his guitar and sing, one thing stayed stuck in my head, and I couldn’t get it out—his dog Jimi. I really want to meet this dog. It sounds like a ridiculous—crazy—idea, feeling like I have to meet a dog, but I can’t help it. I just want to touch him again; I want to touch Bobby, but I can’t. It’s impossible. So I thought maybe if I could just touch his dog, I’d feel some kind of connection.

I approached Mom as she sat at the kitchen table grading papers.

“Mom?”

“Yes, babe?”

“There’s this thing I want to do.”

“Okay.” (She was peering over her reading glasses at me now. Interested. Maybe worried.)

“Don’t worry,” I said, trying to reassure her. (Maybe I shouldn’t have started out this way.)

Her mom alarm bells started going off. “Stacy, what is it? What’s going on?”

“It’s okay. I mean, it’s not a problem.”

She was trying to be patient, I could tell.

“Okay.”

I took a deep breath. “See, I really want to meet Bobby’s dog Jimi. And before you tell me what a bad idea you think it is”—because I could tell what a bad idea she thought it was by the way she was looking at me all apprehensively, raised eyebrows and all—“Before you tell me no, I’ve thought a lot about this. And it’s something I feel like I really have to do.”

Mom looked at me with this doubtful look, “I don’t know, Stacy. We’d need to call his parents. And do you really want to do that?”

“I just feel like it’s something I need to do, Mom. I can’t really explain it.”

She kind of gave a little shrug of the shoulders. “Okay. Well, we’ll have to see if we can track them down, get a number for them.”

I nodded, relieved but also nervous at the thought of meeting Bobby’s parents. But it was what I wanted—needed—to do, so I pushed the anxious thoughts out of my head and decided to be brave.




January 9 - 
On Being Brave


 
Becca came home from her Friday afternoon group therapy and handed me a piece of paper.

“Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Yeah, I am. I really am.”

When my dad died, I didn’t get to say goodbye. With Bobby I want it to be different. If I could meet Jimi, then maybe I’d be able to move on. Maybe I’d be able to let go of this ache I’ve been feeling inside. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure it would work, but I was sure I wanted to make the call, and I’d rehearsed it in my head a few times so I wouldn’t stumble around like a goofball.

I took a breath, tried to compose myself, and dialed. Then I immediately started regretting the whole idiotic thing.

A woman answered.

“Hello, is this Mrs. Sullivan?”

“Yes?”

“Um, hi.” Oh, God, I can’t believe I’m doing this. “You don’t know me, but I’m Stacy. I’m a friend of Bobby’s.”

Silence. Awkward. Cursing myself for making the call.

“Hello, Stacy. Is…there…something I can do for you?”

Oh God. Okay, I’m just going to go for it.

“Um, I was just wondering, uh”—Shoot. Stop stammering—“I was wondering if I could come over and meet you.” I almost stopped there, but then I continued, “And I was wondering if I could spend some time with Jimi.”

Silence again for a couple seconds. Darnit. This was not going well. Then:

“Uh, okay. I’m, uh, just thinking about my schedule this weekend. Would you like to come over tomorrow? Around noon? I’ve got something later in the day.”

“Yes.” Yes. “That would be really nice. Thank you, Mrs. Sullivan.” And I was so grateful that she was letting me do this. She gave me the address, and I let out a deep breath after we finished the call.

Becca was watching me.

“So we gonna do this, or what?” she asked, and I just nodded.

She nodded back. “Okay then. Let’s do this thing. Let’s go see a woman about a dog.”




January 10 - 
A Day At The Beach


 
Roman pulled up in front of Bobby’s house just a few minutes after noon. It was a little Spanish-style house, and you could actually see the ocean in the distance a few blocks away. How anyone could be depressed living in a place like this was beyond me. It was overcast but not too too cold.

I was nervous, there was no doubt about it, chewing my nails down to stubs. We got out of the car, Becca and Roman walked behind me, but I wished they were walking in front.

I knocked on the door and heard a dog barking like crazy. A woman answered. She was about my height, blond hair, tanned. She was pretty but had this tired look about her that must come from losing your only son. She looked at me and gave a quick look at Becca and Roman. They were all dressed in black with their scruffy black high-tops. She was probably wondering if we were there to rob her. (I wore my new red sweater with the hood to counteract their darkness.)

We made our introductions.

“Hi, Mrs. Sullivan. This is my sister Becca and her boyfriend Roman.”

Becca reached out her hand first. “I’m really sorry about your son.”

Roman put out his hand. “Good to meet you. Sorry about your son.”

She was taken aback, I could tell, like she was fighting tears. She invited us in.

“Come in. Have a seat. And call me Annette. Please.”

Beautiful house. Wood floors, yellow walls, comfy sofa and loveseat, pictures on the walls. A whole wall of family pictures. It was a warm-feeling house, not cold like I thought Bobby’s parents would be.

She offered us a seat on the couch, sat down on the loveseat opposite, and immediately asked the question I hoped she wouldn’t but knew she probably would.

“So how did you all know Bobby? I don’t remember hearing your names before.”

Becca and I kind of looked at each other, then quietly Becca said, “We were in Brookside together. He really helped me out a lot there, and we became good friends.”

“Oh,” she said quietly, not needing any more explanation. She smiled. “Let me go get Jimi.” Then she gave us a serious look. “Are you ready? I’ve gotta warn you, he’s a little rambunctious.” And she kind of laughed like this was a big understatement.

Jimi the Dog was standing outside the sliding glass door—this total nut of a dog—just standing there trembling and pawing at the glass. I looked over at Becca and Roman and gave them this look like, “Oh, crap.” Bobby’s mom opened the door and tried to keep him under control, speaking to him in this sweet voice that he was completely blowing off.

“Come on now, boy. Calm down.”

She had her hand on his collar, which he shook off immediately and ran to us. I crouched down, ready for him.

“Come here, boy,” I called to him. In about two seconds, he was all over me, licking my face, trembling, knocking me flat on my butt. And I was laughing, trying to get him to calm down for one millisecond so I could actually pet him. Then he ran over to Becca, licking, sniffing. Then Roman, licking, sniffing. Then back to me, wagging his tail, smacking us with it. He was a crazy dog, just like Bobby said he was. “Jimi, sit! Sit!” Annette said. He didn’t even look at her. We were way too exciting for that.

After acting like a complete lunatic for five minutes, he relaxed at her feet. And we took turns petting him and making small talk about unimportant things—things that weren’t about Bobby.

“Would you guys like to take him for a walk?” Annette asked, surprising me.

“Could we?” I said quickly before the other two had a chance to object. “That would be great.” Except that I knew I was no match for this dog, and I looked over at Roman who kind of had his eyebrows raised like “Don’t look at me.”

She got his leash out of the closet, and the second he saw it, he went absolutely bonkers. Berserk. She tried to hold onto his collar so she could attach the leash as his tail was wagging, smacking into her as she scolded him, laughing.

“Are you sure you’re ready for him?”

I pointed to Roman. “Roman, would you?”

Roman gave me a death stare, and I gave him one back.

“Come on, Roman!” I said under my breath. He sighed, taking the leash from Annette.

We were off, heading toward the beach. Annette stayed on the porch watching us leave, watching Roman as he tried to keep up with this insane, lunatic dog who was sniffing everything, hiking his leg every three seconds, and then pulling ahead like he had some important appointment he had to get to. Becca kept laughing as Roman made weak attempts to gain control. I’m pretty sure he’d never walked a dog in his life.

“Come on, Jimi!” he pleaded, sounding frustrated. (At least frustrated for Roman).

The beach was cold and gray. There was a couple walking on the shore, a handful of people, and two black dots in the water—surfers waiting for a wave—and that was about it. Nobody here really goes to the beach in the winter.

Jimi pulled on the leash until Roman accidentally dropped it, then he immediately started running around the three of us in these giant, wide circles.

“Jimi! Here, boy,” Roman called, then whistled, and whistled again as we all reached out trying to catch him. He’d let us get so close to where he was just within reach, then he’d make this little dart move off to one side.

It was pretty hilarious, this dog with his tongue hanging out, spit flying, herding us like we were three dumb, slow cows. The three of us were chasing him in all directions, laughing, and it suddenly hit me that I was laughing, and it felt pretty good, even though my teeth were starting to chatter together.

Becca yelled over the wind to me, “Dude, it’s freezing.”

“Put your hood on,” I yelled back.

She and Roman were shrouded in black with their hoods pulled down, looking like two deranged monks, as Jimi ran around poking at pieces of driftwood until he found a good one about two feet long, then he picked it up, shoving it at Roman.

The three of us took turns throwing this huge piece of wood into the ocean, and Jimi dove right into the waves. I could tell that the log was the most important thing in his life. (He’s very focused, this dog.)

When Jimi finally wore himself out, he flopped down, tongue hanging out, panting. We crouched down on the wet sand, my body shivering as I felt the wind pulling against my sweatshirt. It was freezing for California. Roman and Becca’s hoods were pulled down over their faces, and my hands were jammed into my pockets.

When we couldn’t take the cold a minute more, we headed back to Jimi’s house. He was a happy dog, but I think his teeth were chattering too.




January 10, Later - 
Coffee And Family Pictures


 
Annette laughed when she saw us with her soaked dog, who immediately shook all of the water off as soon as she got him inside. Becca and I exchanged worried looks, but Annette just brushed it off.

“Come on in, you guys, get warmed up.”

A fire was going in the fireplace, and the three of us huddled around it trying to get warm. And because we’re immature idiots, we started pushing each other out of the way, laughing, to get the best spot right in front of it.

Becca really didn’t have to punch me in the arm though.

“Can I get you guys some coffee? Or I can make cocoa?” Annette offered.

I looked at Becca and before I was able to say “No thank you,” because I didn’t want to put her out, Roman spoke up, shocking me.

“Um, some coffee would be nice.”

All right, Roman. Becca and I looked at each other, impressed.

“Okay, guys. Let me go put the pot on.” And she left us to go off into the kitchen, and we heard the sound of pots clanging. We stood in front of the fire, and Roman kept trying to push me away from my spot in the middle, and we laughed. I kept poking him under the armpits until a man walked through the front door, catching me mid-poke. He wore a rain jacket and looked like he was coming in from maybe taking a walk. We all kind of straightened up all of a sudden.

He was tall, handsome, and had black hair with little specks of gray in it. He took a look at us, and then put out his hand, kind of cupping mine when he shook it. He looked me right in the eyes, but with a friendly look on his face, surprising me by how warm his touch was.

“Hi, I’m Bruce.”

“Hi, I’m Stacy, a friend of Bobby’s.”

It felt funny saying it, and he looked down for a second, like he was thinking about something, but then smiled.

“Make yourselves at home,” he said as he motioned to the couches, and we sat trying to not look so awkward. I took a look at our wet, sandy shoes and hoped we weren’t making the house too messy. But then again, Jimi was slobbering all over the place and giving his master these big, wet kisses, and he didn’t seem to mind. At all.

I watched Bobby’s dad, trying to see—understand—why he and Bobby had so many problems, but I couldn’t see it. I mean, I didn’t see anything but a nice older man who was friendly to complete strangers, who looked like total messes—sitting in his living room. And what really killed me—he looked like an older version of Bobby, how Bobby would look at fifty.

Annette brought out the tray with our coffees and little cans of cocoa and cinnamon to sprinkle on top. And little shortbread cookies.

“Would you like to see some pictures of Bobby when he was little?” she asked nicely, and Becca gave me this look like, “Noooooooo.” But one thing I’ve learned in life is that any time somebody asks if you’d like to see pictures of their dead relative, you say, “Yes, absolutely.” So I said, “Yes, absolutely,” before Becca had a chance to say anything.

We crowded around the living room table with our coffees, and Annette showed us pictures of Bobby and his older sister Melissa in their Halloween costumes—he was Frankenstein, and she was a ballerina. Then there was one of Bobby in a Little League uniform, and he looked so beautiful, before all of the tattoos and piercings, that it nearly took my breath away, and I just stared at it for a few seconds, absorbing the image until she turned the page.

I sat there and watched his parents look at the pictures of their dead son, and it hit me—how complicated the situation must have been. It was obvious that they really loved him. And it sucked. It really did.

Sometimes people just have problems, and there’s not always someone to blame even though we really do want to blame somebody. Bobby’s parents weren’t these horrible, awful people who just wanted to make his life miserable. They really cared about him; they were devastated too.

After we finished looking through the album, Annette said something that completely caught me off guard. She was looking down at a picture of Bobby and his dad standing together on their front porch. Bobby looked like he was about eight years old in the picture.

“Last week, we got the coroner’s report back, and they think it was accidental.” She stopped, clearing her throat a little. “They think he probably just lost track of what he’d already taken.” And she paused for a second, then continued. “So I just thought you’d want to know that.”

We were all quiet then. Annette had confirmed what I thought was true but maybe wondered about a little, like this nagging thought I’d had: Did he do it on purpose? I felt this mix of emotion, in a way more sad than before, knowing that it was just a tragic accident and what a waste. But I also felt this big relief that he was planning to get better and go to work as a mechanic and come see me graduate from high school. And not kill himself.

My emotions were right on the surface. I was starting to feel the little ache inside, and I was having a hard time keeping it together, so I kind of motioned to Becca that we needed to go. She gave a little nod back.

I reached out to Annette to shake her hand, but she gave me a hug instead, surprising me a little, whispering in my ear, “Thank you for coming.”

It just about got me, those few little words. The ache became stronger.

“It was really nice meeting you both,” I managed to get out, even though I wanted to say more. Some day, I’d tell them how much Bobby meant to me, but not now. Some day, maybe I’d write them a letter.

“Why don’t you come by again when it’s warmer, in the spring,” Annette said. “We can have a barbecue, and you guys can take Jimi to the beach again. How does that sound?”

“I’d really like that,” I said. And I couldn’t help myself, I hugged her, and this time it lasted for a few seconds, and I felt her arms wrapped around me—tight—like she didn’t want to let go. When she did let go, I looked away, because I didn’t want her to see the tears in my eyes. Becca had tears too, and she gave Annette a hug while Roman and Bruce shook hands.

We drove away from the beach house, trying not to lose complete control over ourselves. Then Roman let out a fake fart, really loud, and we laughed like crazy. The moment was over, and we were idiots again.




January 19 - 
Guiltyish


 
I decided to tell Joy about Anthony’s car. It’s been weighing on me the past few days for some reason. (I’ve never been good with guilt.) As usual, her eyes pierced through to my soul. (I think she’s part Vulcan maybe.)

She asked me simply, “Why?”

How is it that a one-word question can be so hard to answer?

“I don’t know.”

Joy’s a professional. She didn’t even bother to tell me how lame my response was but simply kept staring at me.

Oh, Joy. You’re good, you know that? I was no longer in control; I spilled.

“Why did I? Maybe revenge? Maybe I wanted to get back at him for the way he treated me? Maybe I feel like he shouldn’t be able to get away with using people and throwing them away? Maybe I hate him? Maybe I hate myself for letting myself get so twisted up into knots over him? Maybe I wish my dad were here—”

That last one, I don’t know where it came from. It just slipped out.

Joy pounced.

“Stacy, you bring up an interesting point. Your dad. What do you think he would have to say about what you did? Do you think he’d be happy about it?”

Duh, Joy! I know you’re not that dumb. Way to make me feel like an idiot. Jeez! (She has a way of doing that.)

I didn’t want to be rude, so I tried to give her a thoughtful answer. “Joy, my dad was a life coach. His whole mission in life was helping people achieve their goals, find their passion. So, no, I think he’d be disappointed that I made that particular choice.”

Joy peered at me with her eagle eyes and asked, “Do you think it was a mature thing for you to do?”

(I don’t think she thinks I’m a complete idiot, but at times like this, I wonder.)

“No, I don’t think it was a mature thing for me to do.”

And we talked about making better choices and how I needed to not be such a loser.

Food for thought, Joy!

Later I thought about my session and wondered if things would have been different if my dad were still around. And then I thought, What a useless thing it is to think that way. I mean, who knows? If my dad were still alive, maybe I never would have gone to stupid Chelsea’s stupid party and made out with snake-y Anthony. But then maybe I would have.

Sometimes people just do stupid things.

And they were just windshield wipers. And it was, like, over a week ago.




January 15 – 
The Wrath of Summer


 
Summer had it out with me after school. Apparently, she’s been mad at me for a change. (Which is, I have to say, kind of awesome.)

When Summer’s Marine Bradley reported for his boot camp after Christmas, leaving Summer brokenhearted and devastated, unsure how she was going to survive until she was reunited with him again, I let her down, ignoring her messages. When she saw me waiting for Roman in the parking lot after school, I felt her wrath. (And Summer’s never been one to suffer silently.)

“Stacy, what happened to you? You really hurt my feelings! How come you didn’t call me back? I called you at least twenty times.”

Well, maybe three times. Summer’s such a drama queen.

Ugh. “I’m so sorry, Summer.”

But I couldn’t get myself to call her back, I just couldn’t. I didn’t feel like socializing, and I didn’t really feel like going into what happened to Bobby. It was too heavy. I’d been seriously trying not to dwell on it or else I’d end up spiraling back into my depression, back into that dark black hole.

“Somebody close to me died, and I just couldn’t deal—with anything.”

“Oh, Stacy. I’m so sorry! Who? Who died?”

Typical Summer—she must know everything that happens at all times.

I waved my hand away in an attempt to change the subject. “Nobody you know.”

She looked disappointed. “I wish you would’ve called me, we could have been sad together, you know?”

“Yeah, but I couldn’t even manage to do that—call anybody. Too sad and depressed.”

And despite trying not to be sad and depressed, I felt myself starting to slip back into that familiar place.

Summer looked concerned, like she was actually thinking about someone besides herself for a change. She can be pretty okay sometimes, I guess. Maybe having to deal with heartbreak made her a little bit more sensitive to other people and their problems. Maybe.

“Stacy, come spend the night Saturday. We’ll give each other pedicures and catch up, watch a movie. Maybe drink a few wine coolers. You know, have fun.”

That did sound fun. Except for the wine coolers. Gross. Summer will probably drink one and a half, get all tipsy, then fall asleep.

“’Kay, Summer, let’s do it. For sure.”




January 17 – 
Summer’s House


 
Mom dropped me off at Summer’s house just in time for me to say hello to her mom, Evelyn, who was putting on earrings for her big date. She’s been married and divorced three times and is still looking for Mr. Right.

Evelyn’s kind of a trip. Ever since I’ve known Summer, she’s asked me about Mom and whether she was dating anybody yet, like she couldn’t imagine being without a man for more than five minutes.

“Oh, Stacy. How are you?” She gave me a little hug. “It’s so good to see you. How’s your mom? Is she seeing anyone yet?”

Some things never change.

She put her little jacket on, picked up her purse, gave Summer a kiss on the cheek, and said goodbye.

“I’ll see you girls later. Have fun tonight.”

And she was off like a shark cutting through the water in search of rich prey. Summer just shook her head.

“Mom’s got a new boyfriend. This one’s supposed to be serious.” She looked skeptical.

“Well, you never know, Summer. Maybe he’s ‘The One,’” I said, with little air quotes. Summer rolled her eyes.

It occurred to me right then that Summer and Evelyn are the same person.

Summer had the night planned. First we made nachos with tortilla chips, cheddar cheese, guacamole, and sour cream. She snuck some of Evelyn’s berry wine coolers for us to drink, which were way too sweet for me. (And gross.) It tasted like berry barf, so I switched to Dr Pepper.

After Summer finished her first one and was starting to get a little silly, she demanded that I put highlights in her hair, which I’ve never done. I was a little nervous about experimenting and turning her into a human troll doll. I pictured her walking around school with burnt orange hair. For some reason, I didn’t think she’d take it very well.

“It’s easy. I do it all the time.”

With the stereo blasting in the background, Summer sat on a stool in her kitchen, and I concentrated as I painted little sections of her hair with the smelly dye concoction, hoping I wouldn’t screw up and turn her hair orange, which, luckily, I didn’t. It turned out great.

“I love it. Okay, now your turn.”

“What?”

“I picked up a box for you too. You really could use some color, girlfriend.”

Yeah, I could use color. Lots of color. My life has been so drab and gray for too long.

“Okay, Summer. Make me beautiful. Or something.”

She was almost over her tipsiness. I sat on the stool as she painted the little sections of my hair, giggling, which kind of worried me. But when she was done, after I rinsed my head under the kitchen faucet, I looked in the mirror at my wet hair, and I saw the little streaks of light blonde, and I have to say, I was a little excited.

With our hair still wet, we soaked our feet and gave ourselves real pedicures, then I painted her fingernails (hot pink), and she painted mine (sparkly pomegranate). We were laughing, and it felt good, like old times. Just what I needed.

We sat letting our nails dry, and Summer told me about Bradley and how after boot camp, he was going to go into mechanic school, and it made me think of Bobby, and I got a little sad.

“I don’t know where he’ll be stationed, but hopefully Camp Pendleton. I just love it down there by the beach, San Diego. I’ll be moving down there after graduation—if he’s still there—and we’ll get a little place off base in Oceanside.”

She has it all planned out, their lives together. So like Summer. But I hope it works out for her. I really do. Then I told her about Bobby, about how sweet and gentle he was. About his tattoos and how he looked like the bass player for Green Day. About how he promised to come to see me when I graduated. About how he died.

“Oh my God, Stacy! I’m so sorry.”

She was already crying, probably from the wine cooler, but I wasn’t, because I don’t think I have any tears left in me, and I really couldn’t go back to that sad place.

Summer reached out and took my hand, careful not to mess our fingernail polish, and held it for a second.

“You know, he’s in Heaven, Stacy. I really believe that. He’s probably watching over you right now, like a guardian angel.”

Summer’s very religious. Even though she’s slept around a little bit and started going to parties when she was twelve, she goes to Mass every Sunday and has these deep beliefs in God and everything. But still, it’s a nice thought, Bobby in Heaven watching over me. Bobby and my dad playing pool together (with Jimi Hendrix on in the background).

We put on our second coat of fingernail polish and sat quiet for a while, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable quiet. There was just nothing more to say.




January 18 - 
Mass Appeal


 
Summer was poking at me, trying to get me to wake up.

“Ugh. What time is it?” I was trying to focus, groggy.

“Almost nine. Mass is in an hour.”

Crap.

“Get up, Stacy. Mom bought donuts.”

“All right, all right.”

I staggered out of bed and focused my eyes on Summer who was dressed and looking all fresh and bouncy.

God, what is her problem?

Just like old times, I was sitting in the pew next to Summer while she chattered at me.

I wonder if she’s ever heard a word the priest has said.

Evelyn looked over at us, shushing us when Summer wouldn’t keep her mouth shut. Usually I don’t care about church. Today, though, I tried to focus, tried to get something out of it. I hadn’t been inside a church since the last time I spent the night at Summer’s in the eighth grade.

When the priest had us bow our heads, I did something I hadn’t done for a while, I said a little prayer, but this time it wasn’t to heal Becca, it was for me. “God, please help me. Please help me.” That’s all I could say—and I said it over and over—but it was pretty all-encompassing; I think it covered my bases.

Summer made me go up to the altar rail with her and kneel on the little pads for Communion, even though I’m not Roman Catholic. I’m pretty sure God doesn’t care though; it’s not like he was up there checking our IDs. I put my hands out just like she did, and the priest gave me his blessing as he dropped the wafer into my hands, but this time I actually felt something. This feeling of peace came over me, just washing me. I don’t know why or how.

Maybe God felt like I’d been through enough. Maybe He just wanted me to know He’s got my back, that there’s more to life than wallowing in my own crapulence. I don’t know what it was, but it made me feel good, and the feeling of good stayed with me a while.




January 23 – 
Unexplanations


 
When I saw Joy, I told her about my God experience. She was looking at me with her usual intense look, but then her face changed, and she smiled this big smile.

I asked her for a change, “So what do you think about that?”

“Stacy, I think that in this world, there are so many mysteries. There’s so much more than we can ever hope to understand.”

Well, that cleared things right up.

“Just take it for what it is. Don’t analyze it. We don’t have to analyze everything, you know.”

That was funny, coming from someone who analyzes everything. But I tried to follow Joy’s advice and just go with it, keep the peaceful feeling with me for a while.

Whoever thought I’d find peace through Summer? All I can say is: wow.




January 30 – 
The Thing About Summer


 
Summer and I have been spending a lot of time together. She’s not in social butterfly mode anymore since she’s waiting for her true love to get a weekend pass home. The idea of hanging out at high school parties for Summer is like—well, going back to middle school. She’s so over all that. So I spend the night at her house or she spends the night at mine (but not as often or else Mom has to drive her home early in time for Mass).

When I told Joy about our renewed friendship and how we’re kind of back to being best friends again, she questioned me. (The choices thing again.)

“Stacy, do you really think that’s a good idea? You could be setting yourself up for disappointment. Is that something you want?”

Sometimes it’s really hard for me not to say something like, “Duh, Joy! How dumb do you think I am?” But I don’t. I guess that shows maturity on my part.

“It’s different now, Joy. I’m not worried.”

She kept looking at me with her intense, hawk eyes, not saying a word.

“No, really. I’m different. I’m not going to let Summer get to me anymore.” And I’m not. I see Summer for who she is, maybe more so than anyone else in the world. And I’m not the same person I was a few months ago. Summer can’t hurt me anymore. This I know. “She’s already disappointed me. I know she can do it again. It’s okay.”

Joy nodded. “All right. Just as long as you stay away from the Anthonys of the world. And watch the Summers.”

“Watch the Summers, stay away from the Anthonys. Got it.”

Joy seemed happy.

So I have a kinda-sorta best friend, Summer. For now.




February 2 - 
David Copperfield


 
In English class, Mr. Selden assigned our quarterly book report.

“I want fifteen hundred words, no padding, due before we leave on spring break. Don’t disappoint me, people. This is worth a third of your grade.”

Where have I heard that before? Chad gave a loud groan over the fifteen hundred words, and I was about to offer to help him this time, then I remembered horrible Vanessa and decided to keep my mouth shut. I looked over the books on the list and decided on David Copperfield since I’d already read it over the summer and didn’t feel like actually putting real work into anything. Fifteen hundred words. Piece of cake.

I heard Daria give a big sigh and turned to look at her. She was looking a little over-the-top depressed for some reason.

Hey, that’s supposed to be my thing. I’m the depressed one.

“So what book are you doing your report on, Daria?”

She looked up, confused. “What? What are you talking about?”

“Didn’t you hear Mr. Selden? He wants a fifteen-hundred-word book report from one of the books on the list. Due before spring break.” She remained confused. “Are you okay?”

Daria was completely wrecked, messy hair and everything.

“I saw Coach Rob’s fiancée yesterday after school. He kissed her. I think their wedding’s still on.”

Well, duh! Of course it is. What in the world is wrong with her?

“Um, Daria, you know, even if Coach Rob wasn’t engaged, it’s not like you two could date or anything. I mean, it’s against the law, for one thing. He’d be fired and arrested. It’d be all over the news. I don’t think he’d ever actually go out with one of his students, you know?”

“Teachers and students date all the time, Stacy.”

Well, maybe in Bizarro Universe, not the one we happen to live in though.

“I mean, I’ll be eighteen in a few years. He could wait for me.”

“Daria, forget about him, okay? He’s not ‘The One.’ Isn’t there anyone around here you’re interested in?”

“Stacy, you don’t understand, so don’t bother. I’m in love. I’ll always be in love with him.”

Poor Daria. Poor Coach Rob. I thought for a second about giving her Joy’s card since she was a perfect candidate for therapy if there ever was one. But not today, not in the mood she was in. Maybe some other time.




February 21 - 
Beach Party


 
For an hour after I got to work, I sorted plastic bottles and cans and paper products into separate bags since Sylvia gave me the unchallenging task of sorting the recyclables before I tackled the more challenging task of alphabetizing her file cabinet. It could have been worse, though. I could have been doing Roman’s job of cleaning the toilet. Luckily, Sylvia likes me.

Sylvia and Julio—Roman’s dad—are taking a little anniversary trip to Hawaii, so naturally we decided to throw them a send-off, Hawaiian-themed luau party so Sylvia could break out her purple muumuu and rock out to Don Ho and whatever other Hawaiian music Roman was able to download.

After finishing our boring, work-related tasks, we got down to business.

Becca helped us hang some beach towels on the walls. Plastic leis were everywhere because we bought a bag of one hundred for ten dollars at the party store.

I wore a grass skirt and coconuts (over my clothes). Roman found a black Hawaiian shirt somewhere. (It had little skulls all over it, but it was definitely Hawaiian). Becca wore a black sarong, and Sylvia wore her purple muumuu with the oversized hibiscus flowers.

Because it was a luau, we, of course, ate empanadas, taquitos, and poi. (It’s normal.)

About fifty people squeezed into the office. (Because Roman only invited the immediate family.)

Sylvia danced to Elvis Presley—she moves very well for a large-sized woman—and Julio watched her as if she were the most beautiful woman on earth. Twenty years together, and they’re still like a couple of kids.

It was much more fun than I thought it would be.




March 4 - 
Happy Couples 
Raining Down 
From The Sky


 
Mom’s been humming around the house—huggy, happy. Probably because she’s dating. I repeat: my mother is dating a man, Alex, substitute teacher at her school. They’ve been out a few times now. So the really important thing to note about this situation is: my mom is dating.

It’s been two and a half years since she’s been all on her own, alone, dealing with all of our troubles and woe. Alex is okay. I don’t mind him too too much. I mean, he’s balding and tells me lame jokes, trying to be cool, I guess. But just seeing Mom looking forward to going out and putting on a dress and heels and jewelry is worth all of the awkwardness.

It seems like everyone’s pairing up these days; everyone’s looking for their match. It must be because spring is just around the corner; there’s something in the air. Something like hope. Or desperation. Or loneliness. But what do I know?

Summer’s mom Evelyn, seems to have found her soulmate, Gary. He owns a restaurant and bar, and she met him on one of her dates (with another guy). Gary spent a lot of time checking on her drinks and asking if her meal was okay and if she wanted dessert. Pretty soon the guy she was with felt like he was crowding in on their date. Anyway, she and Gary are in love. Fourth time’s the charm, I guess.

Now when I spend the night at Summer’s house, for the first time since the seventh grade, when she asks, “So, Stacy, is your mom dating anybody?” I can say, “Yes. Why, yes, she is.” And this makes Evelyn happy, because she thinks everybody in the world should have somebody. Everybody should be paired up, even dogs and cats and penguins and panda bears. And I think she’s right about that. But when Evelyn asked me if I was dating anyone, it hurt just a little.

“Stacy, aren’t you seeing anybody? You’re such a pretty girl.” Summer shot her this look like, “Shut up, Mom.”

“No, Evelyn. There’s no one I’m interested in right now.”

“Well, there will be. Don’t worry.”

Who says I’m worrying? But that’s okay.

A few minutes later, when we were hanging out in her bedroom, Summer asked, “Stacy, isn’t there anybody you’re interested in?”

I rolled my eyes. “Not you too.”

“You know, when Bradley gets a weekend pass, I’ll see if he can introduce you to one of his friends, ’kay?”

Oh, not on your life, Summer. I can just picture us on a double date, Summer and Bradley, and me with some twenty year old with a flat top or, even worse, shaved head.

“You know, Summer, I’m not even looking at guys right now. I just don’t see them. Don’t worry about me though. I’ll be fine.”

“Well, if you change your mind, let me know.”

Summer might be ready for her very own Marine, but I know I’m not, being fifteen. And the truth is, I haven’t been looking at the guys at my school, I really haven’t. I know it’ll happen for me some day, just not now. It’s hard once you’ve lost someone—it’s hard to just pick up and move on to the next.




March 12 - 
My Friend Chad


 
I see Chad every day in English, but we haven’t had much to say to each other with me being so quiet and lackluster. He’s been keeping his distance, at least that’s what it seems like, even though we sit fairly close to each other.

Today, leaving class, someone tapped me on the shoulder. I turned around, and there he was, looking a little more handsome than usual for some reason. He’d been out in the sun; his skin looked tanned and was kind of glowing. (I mean, if skin could actually glow.) He was wearing a nice plaid button-up shirt. His hair was relaxed and wavy, the ends were light blonde, and it wasn’t sticking up at odd angles. He looked good.

“Stacy, I wanted to talk to you a sec.”

“What’s up?”

“Listen, I talked to Summer…”

Since when did he and Summer ever cross paths? He must have noticed the confused look on my face, because he said, “We ran into each other in the library yesterday.”

I just couldn’t let that one go.

“‘Summer’ and ‘library’—two words that don’t belong together.”

Chad brushed my comment aside, gave a little shrug.

“Yeah, well, anyway, she told me about your friend…” He paused, looking down for a second. “…and I just wanted to say I’m really sorry.”

And he seemed sorry, the way his eyes looked soft, and the corners of his mouth were kind of turned down.

That Summer. I’m gonna kill her.

“Uh, thanks, Chad. That’s really sweet of you.”

“It’s been so long since we’ve talked. I thought you hadn’t seemed like yourself, so I talked to her—asked about you.”

Wow. He really does care about me. This was a surprising development. I started to feel just the faintest hint of a tiny butterfly in my stomach, then I remembered horrible Vanessa.

What the heck, I decided I was gonna go for it. I was just gonna ask.

“So how are things going with Vanessa? You two engaged yet?”

He laughed. “We’re not seeing each other anymore. You know, she’s great. But she’s just not…that…”

“Smart?”

“Yeah, that’s it.” And he laughed. I laughed. We laughed. Hahaha. Sometimes I just crack myself up.

“Well, I could’ve told you that, Chad.”

And we walked out of class, laughing at the poor, dumb, hot girl, horrible Vanessa. And I felt a little bit more hopeful about life.




March 12, Later – 
Becca’s Kind Of Annoying


 
Sitting on the edge of my bed, I watched Becca fold her laundry. She’s about five percent neater now and actually matches her socks up instead of shoving them all in her drawer in a pile. (I’ve never known somebody to have so many black socks.)

“So, Chad broke up with horrible Vanessa,” I said casually. She gave me this look like, “Oh, no, you don’t. Not again.”

“Isn’t he the one—wait. It’s all coming back to me. Isn’t he the one you said you never ever wanted to kiss ever again? Ever?”

God, what is wrong with her? How does she remember every little thing she’s ever read or heard or seen in her entire life? Maybe it’s her medication? No, she’s always been like this.

“Becca, you don’t understand. That was, like, six months ago. He still had his braces. And it’s not like he’s asked me out or anything. Yet. I’m just glad he saw Vanessa for who she really is. She’s not good enough for him.”

“Yeah, that must be it. You keep telling yourself that, Stacy. But I like Chad anyway. He’s sweet. Much better than that dickhead Anthony you were so in love with.”

“God, why do I tell you anything?”

“Because you value my valuable advice? I don’t know. If you don’t want to hear it, then stop telling me things!”

I grinned. I’m really glad that Becca and I are getting along so well these days.




March 21 - 
A Duck Walks Into A Bar


 
Mom was getting ready for her date with Alex. She wore a little black dress. Her hair was down, extra eyeshadow, red lipstick, and a crystal pendant necklace with matching earrings. She looked beautiful. Alex was taking her to the opera. Yawn.

The doorbell rang, and I invited Alex in while she finished touching up her mascara. He was wearing a brown sport coat and tie and looked kind of handsome. I could smell his cologne, and I pictured him kissing my mother and wondered if they already had. What was I thinking? Of course they had.

“Hey, Alex. Come on in.”

He led off with a joke, because that’s how he is.

“A duck walks into a bar, orders a drink, and tells the bartender, ‘Put it on my bill.’” Then he gave a little rimshot complete with sound effects.

“I don’t get it,” I told him, even though I really did.

“Uh, well, see, the joke is that the duck’s telling the bartender to put it on his bill. Get it? He has a bill already—ducks have bills—but he’s also asking the bartender to put it on his bill—his tab—so he can pay him later. So it has a double meaning.”

“Ha. I get it. That’s pretty funny, Alex.”

He’s such a dork. I planned to be nicer to him next time. I just didn’t want him thinking he could come right in and move in on my mom and everything. Not yet. He was gonna have to work for it a little. I mean, it was good to see my mom going out, but I wasn’t so sure if I was ready for a stepdad yet.

Mom made her entrance, and the way Alex looked at her, it was as if he was seeing something really special.

“Wow, Maryann. You look beautiful.”

He leaned over and gave her a kiss on the cheek. Mom was all glowing and happy.

“Oh, you’re sweet, Alex.”

“No, Mom, you really look great.”

Mom put a little, gauzy wrap around her shoulders and grabbed her black cocktail purse, the one with the sequins.

“You two kids have fun tonight. And stay out of trouble now,” I said, which cracked them up, and they left, all smiles and chatting. I picked up the book I was reading, a worn-out copy of Pride and Prejudice that I’ve already read once and we’ve all passed around. I was killing time, waiting for Becca and Roman to come back with our pizza so we could start our movie, Rocky Horror Picture Show—a very freaky movie, but one of Becca and Roman’s favorites. I think they mostly like it for the fashion. There are worse ways to spend a Saturday night though.




March 23 - 
Do You Give 
A Girl Named 
Rose Roses?


 
It’s official, Rose and Darrell, the hairless swimmer, are a couple. Rose, my protector, my friend, my partner in petty crime. Bethany seems happy but a little sad too. She and Rose have been best friends for as long as I’ve known them; now the dynamic has shifted. Instead of Rose and Bethany, and me tagging along, it’s Rose and Darrell, with Bethany and me tagging along. It was bound to happen eventually.

Darrell’s nice. Always says, “Hey, Stacy. What’s going on?”

And I say, “Absolutely nothing.”

For being bald, he’s not bad looking. Deep brown eyes and long eyelashes. He didn’t shave his eyebrows off. They’re nicely shaped, no monobrow. The hair on his head, if he did have it, would be dark brown and curly.

Another couple has been formed, and our group’s adjusting. Except I don’t know how long the group will last with Bethany as the third wheel on their dates. (That can’t be much fun for her or them.)

I wonder if he has a hairless friend for Bethany?

Maybe I should mind my own business; the last thing I need to do is play matchmaker. But Bethany’s lonely. There’s got to be someone out there for her too. Someone who likes down-to-earth girls who can really throw a softball and keep a 4.0. Someone who doesn’t mind a girl who dresses like a boy and doesn’t wear makeup.

I really hope so. I really hope there is someone out there for everyone. That’s what they say at least, isn’t it?




March 27 - 
Teenage Wasteland


 
We’ve been studying poetry in English, and I sat reading
The Waste Land, trying to make some sense of it, and I have to say, my head was a wasteland reading it. And instead of telling us what it actually meant, Mr. Selden wanted us to study it first. (What I “think” is that T.S. Eliot wasn’t a big fan of people, but I could be missing something.)

As I sat there mulling it over, trying not to be too depressed (but it’s hard when the first section is titled, “The Burial of the Dead”), I caught Chad watching me out of the corner of my eye. He looked away, but I’m pretty sure he was looking at me. I could see the littlest hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth, like he was thinking about something good, like he just got the punch line of a joke. I wonder—I just wonder—if he was thinking about me.




March 30 – 
Almost All Is Revealed


 
Today Mr. Selden gave his in-depth analysis of The Waste Land, and I couldn’t have been more wrong. It’s all symbolism, and it might as well have been written in a different language. It’s still way over my head—too much for this freshman brain to handle. Except Daria got it. She totally got it. But then, she would. She’s freaky that way.

I watched Chad for a while when he wasn’t looking. I noticed how pretty his brown eyes with the green flecks are and how golden brown his skin is; how white and straight his teeth are.

I watched him write, and I watched him think, and this is what I thought as I watched him: Chad’s a hottie. Chad is a fox.

I wonder if he believes in second chances?




April 3 - 
Springing Forward


 
Somehow—I don’t know how—I’ve made it to spring. I know this, because I’ve started to see colors again—blue skies, puffy white clouds, green leaves. I mean, the colors were there all along—the leaves had been changing, the trees weren’t bare anymore—but now I’ve started to see them. Notice them.

Before, everything was flat and gray, just like me. Now, it feels like there’s hope in my tragic little world. I feel hopeful, like things might actually turn out okay. Like I’m going to survive after all. I’ve been talking more, laughing more, pulling my head out of my shell like the tortoise who’s been hibernating all winter. That’s kind of how I feel right now, and it’s good. Really good. Kind of awesomely good, in fact. Super fantastical.

Today was the last day of school before spring break. I’ve been practically marking the days off my calendar like a prisoner who’s only got fifteen more years to go. Finally. One week, plus the two weekends. A whole nine days. What will I do with all of that time?

And something interesting happened at school. And when I say “interesting,” I mean completely out-of-control awesome. Chad asked me out. On a date (I think).

I repeat. Chad asked me out today.

We were sitting in English as usual, and when the bell rang and I was walking out of class, he caught up to me.

“Hey, Stacy, wait up.” (His face had a serious look.)

“What’s up, Chad?” (Giving him a serious look back, trying not to laugh.)

He seemed a little nervous, which intrigued me.

“Um, there’s a Star Wars, uh, retrospective at the Egyptian tomorrow.” He was stumbling and fumbling around. “A group of us are going. Uh, I was just wondering, um, if you wanted to go with us.”

A group of us? Was this a “date”? I searched his face for a clue, but I couldn’t be sure.

“Sure, Chad,” I said, trying to sound light and casual while I was jumping up and down on the inside. “That sounds like fun. Should I wear my gold bikini?”

I was joking. I’d never have the nerve to go out of the house wearing Princess Leia’s bikini and her Cinnabon braids.

He laughed. “Absolutely. That would be great.” And he looked all happy and relieved. He looked at me, right into my eyes. “I’ll call you later, Stacy.”

“See ya, Chad.”

I watched him walk away. He looked confident, like he was walking about a foot taller.

So the sky’s a deeper blue now, and the grass is definitely greener. Things are looking positively Technicolor. Even if it is Star Wars, which is fine, but it is kind of a guy thing. Very cornball, if you ask me. But I’m really excited
about seeing it
with Chad for some reason. I just hope he doesn’t show up with a lightsaber or, even worse, a stormtrooper uniform.




April 4 - 
Bunnies And Flowers


 
When Chad came to pick me up for our “date,” he wasn’t wearing a stormtrooper outfit or a Han Solo vest. He was just Chad with his big, beautiful smile and a Star Wars T-shirt (because I guess he couldn’t help himself). I smiled back at him, and it felt like we were ten years old, and my stomach had the butterflies again. I invited him in to say hi to Mom and to see if he passed Roman’s inspection.

Roman was up first. He put his hand out to Chad, “’Sup, Chad?”

Chad looked confused and had a smile on his face like, “What’s going on here?” But he put his hand out. “Hey, Roman. How’s it goin’?”

And Roman nodded at him and then at me, like, “I approve.”

Now it was Becca’s turn, but she just wanted to tease him a little. “Hey, Chad. You guys have fun. Bring a wookie home for me, ’kay?”

Next, Mom came over and shook his hand. She was in total dork-mom mode. “Hi, Chad. It’s so good to see you again! You’ve gotten so tall!”

(Cringing. Stop embarrassing me, Mom!)

I tried to rush him out the door. Escape.

“Well, we’ve gotta go, you guys. Chad’s mom’s waiting for us.”

“Have fun, you two,” Mom said and gave me a quick hug. And she looked at me, and her face was all glowing and excited, and she was practically giving me the thumbs up sign. God. I was kind of just a little bit mortified, embarrassed, by the whole scene. Poor Chad. But he was cool with it. He looked at me after we closed the front door behind us.

“Well, that was interesting.”

“Just wait till Jill sees you next time.”

And we laughed. And then I realized that I’d just mentioned the next time we went out, and I cringed. I casually looked over at his face for a sign, and all I saw was a little smile.

When we got into his mom’s minivan, I saw two other couples—Chad’s friend Josh with Alexa, and Rose with Darrell. She gave me a little hug and a “Hey, girl!” and scooched over for me as Chad sat up front with his mom.

So it really was a date.

And it was a double feature, Star Wars with The Empire Strikes Back. Four hours of Darth Vader and Luke Skywalker and robots and stuff.

Chad’s mom dropped us off, and we got in line for tickets. He paid for mine, telling me to put my wallet back.

“Your money’s no good here,” he said, waving me away.

This was momentous. No one had ever bought me a movie ticket before. I mean, besides my parents. My body buzzed with excited energy; my feet weren’t even touching the ground.

Rose and Darrell went into the theater to find seats while the rest of us stood in the snack line. There were stormtroopers and Luke Skywalkers and a couple of Yodas—a paradise for dorks. A woman in a gold bikini walked by with her Cinnabon braids, and Chad and I looked at each other like, “Wow, that’s unfortunate,” since she was about fifty pounds too big to rock that look. But I gave her an A for effort.

“I am a little disappointed that you didn’t wear your gold bikini, Stacy,” Chad said, and we burst out laughing. We looked at each other with these big, goofy smiles, then he leaned over—in the middle of the popcorn line—and kissed me. He kissed me. And I didn’t feel the lightning bolt. No, I didn’t feel it, because I’d left my body for just a second, and I was floating somewhere up in the clouds. When I came back down, he was still kissing me.

I was thinking—what is that? Music? I’m hearing music. (Okay, it was “The Imperial March” playing in the background.) But that’s not what I’m talking about. It was more like angels singing, and I was lost for a second in this kiss. It was soft and gentle and sweet, and I kind of wanted to cry, because it was so beautiful, and it felt like I’d been through so much, and I never thought in a million years things would turn out this way. It felt like everything sad had faded away and been replaced with one beautiful, amazing kiss.

He leaned his head back—our kiss was over—then looked into my eyes, which were full, like I was about to cry any minute. And I almost did cry, because I was so happy, but I didn’t.

“Are you okay?”

“Chad, I’m more than okay.”

We stayed there in the popcorn line, and we kept grinning at each other, these big, goofy grins. We were kids again. And I asked him, “Do you think we could try that one more time?” (Because I just wanted to check to see if it was still as good the second time and not a fluke.)

“Absolutely.”

And it was. Pure magic and wonder and bunnies jumping over fields of flowers. Sunlight and rainbows and everything good.

We got our popcorn and drinks in one of those little cardboard boxes. Chad was carrying it in his right hand, kind of bunching it up against his body, and holding my hand with his left, and I was happy. That’s right. I was happy. My body was tingling all over, and I felt all mushy inside. I looked over at him as he struggled to carry the box and hold my hand at the same time, and he had the biggest smile on his face that I think I’ve ever seen in my life.

As we watched our movies, we held hands until they’d get too sweaty, and then we’d wipe them off on our pants, and then hold hands again. And I really couldn’t tell you much about the movies. Oh, Luke Skywalker makes it out alive; he wins or something. And that’s about all I can tell you.

Life is funny. Sometimes it can be beautiful and good, and sometimes the boy that you thought you’d never be interested in, in a million years, is the one who takes your breath away. Sometimes life is like that.




June 12 - 
Graduating


 
I sat on the edge of the bathtub watching Becca put on her eyeliner in front of the bathroom mirror as she got ready for graduation. She dyed her hair solid fuchsia in celebration, and I have to say, she looked fabulous.

“It’s weird, isn’t it?” she said as she applied her black lip liner (because she likes her maroon lipstick outlined in black.)

“Totally weird,” I said back. But really, it wasn’t weird at all, Becca graduating from high school. It was the most normal thing she could have done. I sat watching her do her makeup and felt proud. Somehow she’d managed to make it through everything—this crazy, mixed-up year. She’s pretty amazing, my sister.

Mom was floating on clouds but seemed nervous about getting us to the stadium on time, asking us every two minutes if we were ready to go.

I waited for Chad, who was coming with us so we could hold hands while we sat through the principal reading off the million or so names, waiting to see Becca and Roman in their cap and gown.

After the ceremony, we went to Roman’s house for a little party. I think Roman’s parents were secretly relieved that he made it through high school (and Becca too).

When we got there, cars were already lined up on both sides of the street.

Roman’s parents greeted us, giving hugs and kisses. Sylvia said, “I’m so proud of you, mija,” and wrapped her arms around Becca, who looked ridiculously happy. Julio was proud, shaking our hands and kissing our cheeks before leading us out to the backyard.

It was mass confusion as I introduced Chad to Roman’s family—the dozens of aunts and uncles, Roman’s brothers Tom and George, his little sister Letty.

When I said “little party,” what I really meant to say was “huge.” At least two hundred people, mostly family, crowded into every corner of the house and backyard. Outside, paper lanterns hung from the trees with strings of white twinkle lights, and a woman stood in front of a large grill making tacos. (Now this is what I call a party.)

Roman’s little sister Letty was adorable in her bowling shirt and rockabilly bangs. Even though she’s only thirteen, her eyeliner was a work of art. Roman’s tall and skinny like their dad, but Letty’s short and kind of shaped like an egg—just like their mom. She carried a tray of tequila shots, passing them out to the adults.

Chad and I found the last two plastic chairs and a spare few feet of grass in the corner of the yard under a lemon tree, and we sat with our taco plates on our laps and watched as the mariachi band strolled over to serenade us. They looked spectacular in their black and silver mariachi suits, and I tried not to giggle when they played right in front of us. Then when the song was over, they started another one that sounded exactly the same.

Chad looked at me and said under his breath, “How much do you think I need to pay them to leave us alone?”

“How much have you got?”

We laughed, and they moved on to the next group. We ate our tacos. (They were ridiculous.)

It was cool out, a little breeze rustled through the trees, and I looked up at the moon and stars. I counted all five of them hanging there in the sky (because this is L.A. after all). Chad made his move, taking my face in his hand and turning it toward him. He kissed me in the moonlight. All of the party noise faded into the background. We were in our own world, and I wanted it to stay like that forever.

We kissed under the twinkling lights, then I leaned my head against his shoulder and watched Letty passing out the tequila shots to her aunts and uncles. Mom already had at least three, maybe four. She’d been knocking them back with Roman’s Aunt Gloria, and it seemed that she had become slightly hammered. Naturally we teased her—Chad thought she was hilarious—and Roman ended up driving us home. Becca sat up front; Chad and I sat in the back with Mom between us; Mom’s head rested on my shoulder.




June 13 - 
About Realizations, 
Transitions, 
And Moving On


 
So Becca and Roman have graduated. In a way, it feels like I’ve graduated too. I’ve graduated from pain and depression to hope and—can I say it?—light. Happiness. There’s been so much disappointment and loss, and I’ve realized that some things you lose are permanent, some things you lose come back, and some things turn out to be better off lost forever.

Becca lost her mind, then she got it back again. One boy I lost, and I will never get him back; one boy I lost but never really wanted in the first place; and one boy I lost and then found again.

Some days, I look at the other kids at school with their problems that I can’t really relate to, and I feel so much older—a lifetime older—but then, they probably think the same thing about me.

I’ve learned that I don’t have to live in sadness—there’s not some cruel requirement that I should feel guilty about being happy—but I can drop by and visit those sad places whenever I want to. Hopefully, though, not too often.

I still think about death a lot—the big questions of what happens to us and where we go when we die. I picture Dad and Bobby in Heaven together because I think that the people who meant the most to you during your life must have some kind of a connection up there. I don’t think it all just stops. Why would it? I picture them playing backup in Jimi Hendrix’s band. It’s their own version of Heaven.

Everything’s changing, and I guess maybe that’s the other lesson I’ve learned. Things change. And it’s not just me; I’m not the only one going through changes. It seems like everyone and everything in my life is either in the middle of changing or is about to change.

Jill graduated at the end of May, and now she goes on to graduate school.

Mom’s not seeing Alex anymore. She told me it just didn’t feel right, and I get that. (Maybe it was the jokes.) But there’s someone out there for her when she’s ready; this I know.

Becca starts college in the fall, and Roman’s going to art school, but they’ll get through it. I definitely see beautiful little goth babies in their future.

Summer’s still in love with her Marine, and her mom Evelyn is planning her wedding to Gary. It’ll be a small wedding, only two hundred or so of her closest friends, because this is wedding number four, after all, and she doesn’t want to go overboard.

Daria’s still stalking Coach Rob, and he’s still getting married sometime over the summer at an undisclosed location.

I talked to Becca’s student advisor for the school newspaper, and she’s offered me a spot on staff next year, so one day maybe I’ll take over Becca’s editor-in-chief position.

Mom and I have a trip planned to the beach, just the two of us, to spend a few days with the sun and sea lions.

Oh, and Chad is a major part of my summer plan, which involves the two of us holding hands as we stare into each other’s eyes by the light of a silver moon.

I’m still seeing Joy, but we’ve cut my sessions down to once a month, just to check in.

So everything changes, yet in a way, everything stays the same, if that makes sense. Oh, I don’t know. But I like my family—I know they’ll always be there for me, and that will never change.

Some people look at their families and see flaws, or maybe wish they had a different one altogether. When I look at mine, maybe Becca is strange and Jill’s bossy, maybe I wish my mom didn’t have to work so hard, always worried about bills, but through everything, I wouldn’t change a thing about them. Not much.

Somehow my family and I have gotten through it all, and I’m really looking forward to kissing Chad. So it looks like it’s going to be a great summer.

(Did I mention I’m planning to kiss Chad a lot?)




June 25 - 
Mental Inventory Revisited


 
Lately when I’ve been going over the list in my head of things that don’t suck, it goes something like this:

•1. I have a real boyfriend (not imaginary).

•2. My sister is normal (for Becca). No goth cheerleader costumes with the sleeves cut off or excessive syrup use.

•3. My Mom looks like she’s caught up on her sleep and is smiling more often. (And it’s not just because of my bad school pictures).

•4. Summer and I are friends again.

•5. I totally rocked math. (Thanks to a sweet boy named Bobby).

•6. I have money (although not enough to retire).

And…

•7. My life doesn’t feel like I’ve crawled into a black hole.

Not too bad, if I say so myself.

So I’ve been thinking a lot lately about what normal is. I even asked Joy, and she just laughed and said, “No such thing.”

Am I normal? Well, I still hate school, I still think most of the kids are idiots, and I still feel sometimes like I’m an alien from another planet observing the habits of Earth teens. I still have no idea, no clue, what normal is. So I think I’ll just shoot for normalish.
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