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Enthusiastic squeals of joy erupt when colorful balls of helium-inflated rubber are released from sticky little hands. As the balloons separate and disperse, they rise higher and higher until they magically disappear into the clouds.

Out of sight, out of mind.

“Last one in’s a rotten egg!” Cory leads the other children in a race to the backyard pool. Mrs. Curry smiles, satisfied that all her hard work planning her son’s birthday party has made him so happy. “You did a good job,” Mr. Curry praises Mrs. Curry.

But sometimes bad can come from good.

High up in the sky, the forgotten birthday balloons continue to float, swaying west in the warm spring breeze, higher and higher, until they expand and burst.

What goes up must come down.

Miles from where they were released from the happy children’s hands, the jagged rubber scatters lifelessly to the ground. The green balloon lands on the edge of a lake. Its deflated corpse lies nestled between rocks where a hungry sparrow searching for grubs mistakes the green plastic for food. It becomes lodged in his airway, choking him to death.

But sometimes good can come from bad.

A turkey vulture searching for food finds the dead bird’s carcass. It becomes a regurgitated dinner buffet for her hungry baby vultures.

Parents of the gleeful children have no idea the effect of such a well-intended balloon release as they continue to celebrate little Cory’s birthday. Most people are ignorant that they are guilty of shifting good and bad based on their oblivious actions, from balloon releases to contaminating the environment by flushing a dead pet fish down the toilet. Basically, people suck at thinking about the consequences of their actions.

However, I happen to think about this kind of shit. Well, this time, anyway. So, when I told Cory's mom she was mean, she looked at me with a questioning glare. I explained my hypothetical scenario of a bird choking on her stupid green balloon, dying of a slow, painful suffocation. She blinked rapidly with a cocked head when I told her it was okay, though. At least she’s feeding the vulture's babies. “I bet you flush them down the toilet when they croak, too,” I nod toward the elaborate saltwater aquarium in the corner of her Victorian-style living room.

“Thank you for your concern, Susie,” Mrs. Curry said with bulging eyes. And then she went about her business as if I’d said nothing at all.

I was invited to little Cory's birthday party as a favor to my mother, to help babysit all the spoiled little brats so they don’t choke on a hot dog or something. But I’m not getting paid because I’m also a guest. So, I ate three pieces of chocolate birthday cake as payment. Mrs. Curry never called me to babysit again. That was the consequence of my action.

There are consequences to every action.

That’s what my parents always tell me. So, when Mrs. Curry, who happens to live on our street and who also happens to go to my parents' country club, told Mother of my disrespectful behavior a few days later, I was disciplined. Not that my mother isn’t quite outspoken herself when she's passionate about a cause. But I had committed the ultimate sin. I embarrassed my parents.

The one thing I’ve learned is that my parents will not tolerate anything that makes them look bad. You will never hear anything negative about our family because we work hard to appear perfect. My mother prides herself on being at the tip of everyone’s tongue. She beams with pride at her only daughter's accomplishments. Perfect grades, church, tennis, track, cheerleading, and piano. That’s why when I do slip up, it gets overlooked. Unless it makes my parents look bad.

I don’t usually get in trouble. My parents practically worship the ground I walk on. I’m their only child, their pride and joy. I can do no wrong in their eyes. They leave me alone as long as I always display the perfect look, articulate my well-chosen words, and maintain a healthy body through regular workouts and yoga. However, behind the smokescreen, I binge and purge. And I cuss like a dirty sailor. Man, do I love to eat...and cuss.

I knew that when I disrespectfully lectured Mrs. Curry, it might get back to my mother. So, I rehearsed a pretty lame explanation, “I’m so sorry. It's just that I'm so passionate about being environmentally conscious. Mrs. Curry doesn't even recycle, Mom. Seriously, it's 1988. People need to get with the times. There will be long-term consequences if she keeps up her irresponsible behavior...”

“Oh, Susie, we love that you care so deeply about the environment, but you can not talk to adults that way.”

It was worth it. It always is. I just like to see the look on people’s faces when I shock them. Mrs. Curry has always been nice to me, and to be honest, I’m really not environmentally conscious. But James was there with his little brother, and I had not seen him in months. The look on his face when I told Mrs. Curry off for no reason was worth it. That cute smirk brought back so many memories. It was one of the things James and I used to do for fun. We called it dropping the shock bomb. Say or do anything for that wide-eyed look of disbelief.

James and I have been best friends for as long as I can remember. Our parents have been friends since before we were born. We were as close as siblings right up until he emerged like a cocoon from an awkward pubescent freshman into a cocky man-whore. I hardly saw him after that. Sadly, we've grown apart. I might be lucky to get a brief wave when he sees me at school because he’s usually busy with some bimbo clinging to him. That’s why I spontaneously dropped the shock-bomb for old-time's sake when I saw him at Cory's party last weekend.

What’s my punishment for my disrespectful behavior, you might wonder? A sit-down lecture about respect for adults and the weekend at home alone to think about my actions, while my parents take off to the beach house without me. With the house all to myself, I’ve done a lot of thinking...while I was in the pool, the Jacuzzi, watching movies on the big screen TV, and eating everything I want without anyone home to judge me. It’s been just awful.

I’m flipping through the pages of Cosmopolitan magazine, with my stereo blasting, when I hear a tapping on my bedroom window. I look up from the page to look at the clock. It’s past midnight. Cheech and Chong start barking when the knock gets louder, but this time, it’s the secret knock that I haven’t heard in a very long time.

I hush the dogs before peeking through the curtain to see James grinning from ear to ear. I’m only surprised to see him because it’s been so long, but James has been sneaking in my window for years. Like old times, I open my window and climb out on the lower-level roof with him. The night air is sticky with humidity, complemented by a hot breeze.

“What’s up?” James asks.

I point to the moon and smile when he laughs. “What’s up with you?” I ask.

“Meh, I’ve been pretty bored lately.”

“Is that the only reason you're here? Because you're bored?” I pout. “Because other than Cory's birthday party, you’ve talked to me, like, twice in the past year.” I fold my arms, waiting for his lame excuse.

“Nah, you’re exaggerating, Susie. We're still besties. I’ve just been busy with soccer and...”

“...Girls,” I finish.

James laughs, “Well, yeah, that too. But seeing you at Cory's birthday party made me realize how much I’ve missed hanging out with you. Especially when you dropped the shock-bomb on Mrs. Curry.” He cracks up, “I bet she'll think twice about her next balloon release.”

I smirk, “I kind of felt bad about it.”

“No, you didn't, Brat. That’s what I love about you.”

It feels good to just talk and laugh like old times. We sit silently for a few minutes before James pulls me up by my hand. “Ugh, it's too hot out here. Let’s go inside and change this station. Man, I hate all the new crappy music that's out.”

With his hand on the small of my back, I climb through my window. Cheech and Chong fly off my bed, yapping in unison at this late-night intrusion, but settle down quickly when they get simultaneous belly rubs.

Propping my feet up, I pick up where I left off in my Cosmopolitan magazine while James changes the music. He's not much of a rock and roll guy and never has been. Rolling onto my stomach with my feet crossed, I find where I left off.

James plops down on his stomach beside me and pretends to read along. His face is close to mine. I look up from the magazine page right into his glassy eyes. His breath smells like beer. He has the most beautiful lips, though. When he leans in and kisses me, I’m so caught off guard that I fall off the bed. Laughing, he pulls me to my feet.

“Whoa!” I protest. “Besties don’t kiss like that.” With no time to wrap my brain around what’s happening, James gently pulls me onto his lap. His eyes smile as he parts my lips and moves his tongue slowly against mine. No, best friends don't kiss like this, but I'm not complaining.

I’ve never thought about James like that, but I guess it makes sense that my first time would be with him. It’s just so weird how it happened. It all went so fast and so unexpectedly. I wasn’t prepared mentally. I mean, I didn’t even brush my teeth first. Next time, I’ll be better. Maybe next time I’ll like it. I did like the kissing, though. I was good at that. I want to kiss him again, so I move my face close to his and part my lips. James kisses the tip of my nose and rolls off my bed. Stepping over the dogs, he grabs his pants, “I’ll see ya later, Susie.”

I smile. “I’ll be hanging out by the pool tomorrow. Try to come over before three, though, before my parents come home.” I yawn. I’m so tired all of a sudden. “You can leave through the front door, you know.”

But James is half out the window. “Nah,” he says with a wave.

He didn't even kiss me goodbye.

––––––––
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I WAKE UP JUST PAST ten and let the dogs out. I tried to call James, but there was no answer. He must still be sleeping. I shower and put my cutest bikini on. When I call him at eleven, there’s still no answer. I make myself a sandwich and take it out to the pool. When I’m done with my sandwich, I go make another one and grab the bag of chips. At twelve, I call James again. His little brother picks up. “Not home,” he informs me in the cutest little voice.

Maybe he's on his way over. I fix my makeup and push my boobs up high in my bikini top. Pacing in front of the front door with Cheech and Chong following my every move, I overthink. I was bad. I should have done it like I saw in the movies. Was I too loud? I couldn’t help it; it hurt. I should have brushed my teeth first. Whatever.

I go to the kitchen, grab a spoon, and dive into the chocolate ice cream until it's empty. And then I finish the bag of chips. After I stick my fingers down my throat and shower, I change into my pajamas and curl up on the couch with the dogs and a book. Whatever.

“Look at our Susie. She’s such a good girl,” my parents said when they got home.

******
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JAMES DARTED THE OPPOSITE way when he saw me at my locker. He was holding hands with 
Betty freaking Hampton, of all people. Maybe I shouldn’t have quit cheerleading last year. I hated those snobs, though. Especially Betty. No matter how hard I tried, she was better than me. When she got picked over me to be captain again, I quit the team. It's better to quit if you aren't the best at something. Maybe if I had tried a little harder, as Mom suggested, I’d be cheerleader captain, and James would be holding my hand instead of hers. It hurts a little, I admit. Okay, it hurts a lot. But only because it's James. How could he, of all people, use me like that? I never told anyone about Saturday night. Not even Kate and Shannon, my best friends. I’m humiliated and embarrassed. Besides, I only tell them things that make me look good.
On Wednesday, Shannon told me she overheard James and Bradly talking about how many virgins they are up to. Bradly is at four. I guess I helped James get ahead by one. Winner, winner, chicken dinner. How could I have been so stupid?

“I think I’m going to ask Noah out,” I announce to Shannon and Kate at lunch.

“No way,” Kate says. “You wouldn't dare.”

“Shut. Up!” Shannon gasps. “You aren’t going to just walk up to Noah and ask him out.”

“Watch me.” I don’t know why they’re so shocked. They’re both little trollops.

After dating Noah for a week, I dumped him. The thrill of it becomes my new pastime. I spent the next few weeks picking a victim, flirting, dating, and dumping for fun.

“You’re starting to get a reputation,” Kate warns me. “You’re like the female version of James Hemings. Soon, no guy at this school will willingly make eye contact with you if you keep it up. Then you’ll have to resort to breaking all the hearts at other schools.”

“Or church,” Shannon teases.

I try to protest, deny the charges, and defend myself. But they might be right. James hurt me, and I’m dealing with it by acting just like him.  

“Hey, speaking of James, did you hear the latest rumor?” Shannon asks.

I shrug like I don’t care.

“The rumor is that he got caught kissing Ms. Holden, the art teacher. She got fired, and he got expelled. Stuff like that does not get tolerated at this Christian school.”

“Maybe the dirtbags have a new competition, points for cougars instead of virgins,” I say in disgust.

“I should warn my mother,” Shannon laughs.

Shannon’s mother, Mrs. Flay, has a reputation for having affairs with younger men ever since she got caught with the college kid who cleaned their pool by the housekeeper, who told the Andersons’ nanny, who told everyone she knew. It was only the talk of the neighborhood for a few days, but it’s been a running joke ever since. Shannon wasn't surprised when she heard the rumor from a kid who was friends with the housekeeper’s son. “If you were married to my dad, you would have affairs too,” she'd said.

“I haven't seen James lately,” Kate says. “He hasn't even been to the usual hangout in the woods behind the skating rink. I wonder if he's embarrassed about getting kicked out of school.”

“I hope he gets the herp.” 
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“THAT’S YOUR THIRD COOKIE?”

With wide eyes, I pull the uneaten peanut butter cookie out of my open mouth, “Uh...” Blinking rapidly, I set the cookie back down, clearing my throat, “Why do you make cookies if no one is allowed to eat them, Mother?”

She looks up from under her glasses. A smudge of flour dusts her perfectly groomed eyebrow. “Oh, Susie. Eat the damn cookie then, but don’t complain to me when your pants don’t fit.”

This is typical of my mother. She will bake cookies in her yellow apron as a perfect housewife should. And then she’ll dress the part when she takes them to the neighbor’s house as an excuse to catch up on the latest neighborhood gossip. It’s all about appearance with her. The perfect wife and mother in a perfect house nestled in a perfect neighborhood. God forbid her child should engage in a third cookie and get a big ass. Wouldn’t want a less than perfect appearance in this family.

The fact is, both my mother and I have to work extra hard to look like we do. Her inherited wiry hair gets special attention at a very expensive salon. Expensive makeup covers my naturally ruddy, freckled flaws. Regular waxing and tanning appointments are a part of our regular routine. The sanctity of vanity is right there with church. Sometimes it’s exhausting.

I sometimes wish I had a sibling to take some of the pressure off me. But then again, as long as I keep up my straight A average and attend church, my parents let me have and do anything I want. But sometimes getting everything you want is boring. Getting any guy I want is getting boring, too. I need a new challenge.

I quickly snatch another cookie when my mother's back is turned, “I’m going to my room.” I shove the whole thing in my mouth on my way up the stairs.

“Don’t forget, the Apgars are picking you up for youth group at 5:30,” Mom calls after me.

On my way to my bedroom, I stop in my parents’ room and sneak a cigarette from the pack in the drawer. They're social smokers, not everyday smokers. They’ll never know if one or two are missing. Lighting it in front of my vanity, I watch myself smoke, blowing it out of the cracked open bedroom window beside me. With the cigarette propped between two fingers, I apply lipstick with my other hand and smoosh my lips together. I take a drag of the cigarette, leaving pink lip marks on the filter. Yep, I’m ready for a challenge, and I know just what it is.

––––––––
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AFTER KATE’S PARENTS drop us off in front of our church, I roll the waistband of my skirt to make it shorter. I take off my white sweater, draping it over the back of my chair. Letting one spaghetti strap fall over my shoulder, I glance behind me.

“I don’t know whose attention she’s trying to get. She’s already dated almost every guy in this room,” Kate, the smart ass, says to Shannon. “All that’s left is big ol' Todd Miller and the Frasiers, and we know that’s not happening.” They laugh together despite my folded-arm bitch glare.

The fact of the matter is, I haven't been able to get Mark Frasier out of my head. We’ve gone to the same church for years, but for some reason, he caught my eye last week. I noticed he has changed. He’s taller now, more muscular, and his baby face has transformed into features that make me want to stare. But he didn't even look at me when I said hi to him at the snack table. I stood open-mouthed as he turned and walked in the other direction as if I didn’t exist. I always thought he was quiet and nerdy and never gave him the time of day. But now that he's cute and flat-out ignored me, I can’t stop thinking about him.

So, I kept glancing at him last week when he was sitting with his younger sister on the other side of the room. She’s my age, maybe. What’s her name? Kelly, I think. But, no matter how hard I stared, willing Mark to look in my direction so I could throw him a flirty smile or wink, he would not look at me. I even walked over that way to talk to Ashley, who seemed surprised that I was talking to her, just to get closer. I couldn’t have been any more obvious if I’d sat in his lap, but he did not glance at me. And I know I looked good because all the other guys had their tongues out like drooling dogs. Okay, not literally, but I caught Donny looking at my butt. So, I’ve decided Mark Frasier is my new challenge.

I pull my strap up and put my sweater back on. Mark would be into someone wholesome, not slutty.

“Are you cold, or did you decide to give up on dating what’s left of the youth group cesspool?” Kate laughs. She thinks she’s funny.

“Actually,” I say. “I think Mark Frasier has gotten kind of cute.”

Kate makes a gagging noise, and Shannon lets out a sarcastic laugh, “Ew, if you’re into low-class dorks.”

“You guys are being such bitches,” I whisper because we’re at church. “You think you're better than everyone.”

“Well, duh.” Kate rolls her eyes. “You know we only go to church on this side of town because our dads grew up in here together.”

My face twists into a passive-aggressive smile, “Oh, Katie, but that doesn't make you any better than anyone here.” I throw my arms up dramatically. “Aren't you tired of dating the jerks on our side of town?” I turn my head toward Mark Frasier, “I might try dating a nice guy.”

“News flash, Susie-Q, that ‘nice guy' over there has hated us since we were ten,” Kate mimics my tone. “He won't even look at you. So how are you going to get him to date you?” she laughs under her breath, “And why would you want to?”

“Oh, I know, so she can make him fall in love and then break his heart like the rest of the poor fools she dates,” Shannon snorts.

I laugh along, but inside, I’m steaming. Maybe they’re right about me. Do I intentionally hurt guys to make myself feel better about James hurting me so bad? I don’t want to be like James. I’m so disgusted by the thought of him that I decide I’m going to stop acting like him. It was a stage I was going through to deal with my pain. We all go through stages. I'm ready for a nice stage.

I look over toward Mark and Kelly, giggling together in the direction of their oldest brother, Michael. Kelly is making fun of him as he scolds everyone for not paying attention to his lecture. I spend the rest of youth group watching Kelly out of the corner of my eye. She dresses like one of the Golden Girls, too old for her age. Her hair is long, with no makeup or jewelry. She has a pretty face, though. She could be pretty if she tried. It might be a fun experiment to play dress up and bring Kelly into my social status. When I'm done with her, I’ll show her off like a new pet. And then it’ll be Mark’s turn. They might be simple and unpopular now, but they’ll be different people when I’m done with them.

But, to be honest, I envy their simplicity a little bit. They get to just be, without all the social pressures I have. It might be fun to dive into their boring world and sit there unnoticed for a while. Yep, this is going to be an interesting project indeed.

––––––––
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THAT NIGHT, I HAD A heartwarming talk with my parents about it. I told them I was thinking of expanding my friendship circle to kids from church, other than Shannon and Kate, of course. Kids from “the other side of town.” They understood what I meant and accepted my social experiment with warm praise. “Our Susie has such a charitable heart,” Mom will tell her friends at the country club.

It sounds like my parents have already engaged in a similar social experiment. “We've spent some time with the Frasers in the past. You know, we've known them for a long time. Max and Amelia are good, down-to-earth people. It would be nice for you to get to know their daughter a little more outside of church,” my father said. “We'll arrange it.”

The following week at youth group, Shannon and Kate make fun of my reaction when Mark walks in holding hands with a girl.

“Oh! Look at her purse. I think I donated that purse to the thrift store,” Shannon whispers. “Yep,” she nudges me, “That’s my purse!”

“I know that girl. Her name is Violet. She's really pretty, isn't she? Oh well, looks like Marky-poo already has a girlfriend. I guess you’ll need a new project boyfriend. How about Big Todd over there? He's single,” Kate teases. “I bet he'd let you break his heart.”

I fold my arms in a knot, “You guys are stupid. Besides, my dad is planning on inviting the Frasiers over for dinner. So, we will see how much he's into...” I nod my head in Mark’s direction, “...her.”

Why do I care? It's just Mark Frasier. But the entire night, I watched him and his girlfriend with their heads together, whispering, smiling, and holding hands. It’s obvious they’re into each other. And Kate's right, she is pretty, which makes my blood boil. Oh, forget it. I can have any guy I want. I’m too good for him anyway.

I try, really try, to get Mark out of my head. But for the next few days, the more I try to forget him, the more I think about him. Is it just wanting something I can't have? Am I that spoiled? I couldn’t possibly really like him, considering I haven’t talked to him in years. Since that one time, he belted Shannon in the head with a dodgeball at church summer camp. I totally stuck up for her. He was so sweet and apologetic. Of course, I was mean to him. Maybe that’s why he hates me. But he wasn’t cute back then. I wish he would throw a ball at Shannon’s head now that he’s cute. She deserves it. She and Kate are such snobs. Am I a snob like them? Maybe I should stop hanging out with them so much.

Thursday after school, just when I finally stopped sulking about Mark, Dad informs me we are going to eat dinner at the Frasers' house on Friday. It just so happens that my parents saw Mr. Frasier at the diner when they stopped in for pie after tennis. Dad remembered what I said about spending time with them. It turns out that Mr. Frasier beat Dad to the invite. The universe is in my favor. I take extra time picking out the perfect outfit for tomorrow’s dinner party. I’ve perfected the sexy yet wholesome look with my high ponytail and sweet flowery dress, just a little too short to confuse the mind.

The Frasers’ house is small but tidy, simply eclectic, with mismatched furnishings and a mothball smell that reminds me of my grandparents’ old house. The meatloaf is gross, but my mother raves over it, so I follow her lead like a good dinner guest. Both Kelly and Mark look like they can't wait for the night to be over. I keep Mark in my peripheral vision as I engage in small talk with the adults. I just need him to look in my direction, just once, so I can throw him a flirty smile. But it never happens. Is he freaking blind? I look good tonight!

This is so frustrating. The night is almost over, and I have made no progress. Kelly hasn't even talked to me once, and dessert has already been served. I caught her rolling her eyes when Mom and Dad were bragging about me being so smart and already getting offers from the best colleges. It’s normal for her to be jealous, I guess. But she seems like she’s smart too, even though her parents haven't mentioned it.

“What are your plans for the future, Kelly?” my mom finally tries to engage her in conversation.

A slow, genuine grin spreads across my face when Kelly answers, “Me? Oh, I want to be a mortician. Oh. My. Gawd. Kelly just dropped a shock bomb! I think I might actually like her. Her parents are mortified. This is great!

Dad is the last one to finish his dessert. He just looked at his watch. They have to get up early to be at the country club for an early tee time. I'd better make a move soon. Kelly takes Dad's plate, and I drop my own shock bomb, “I was wondering if Kelly could spend the night.”

Kelly stops in her tracks. The look on her face makes me internally cringe and laugh at the same time. This is going to be good!

But sometimes bad comes from good.

––––––––
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THE RIDE HOME IS AWKWARD for Kelly, with my parents asking her a million questions. Kelly’s face is red. I can tell she's uncomfortable. At first, it’s hilarious, watching her blush at every little thing. Her expressions over the smallest things are amusing. She’s like a five-year-old who has never been out of the house before. Apparently, she’s very sheltered. I had no idea the Frasiers were such over the top conservative people. I mean, we’re a church-going family, but we don't get carried away with it. My parents are proper, but they aren’t uptight. They socially drink and smoke. I've witnessed more than one dinner party turn up a notch after they think I’ve gone to bed. 

After we get home, my parents’ job is done. They’ll go back to doing whatever they do, and I do whatever I want to do. This is baffling to Kelly, who is apparently smothered by her parents and is only left alone when her parents are at work. I’m getting such a kick out of her reactions that I immediately spill my guts about my opposite experience.

Her eyes were wide as saucers when I told her how my parents often take off for weekends, leaving me with the house all to myself, and that I host parties for my friends all the time. She’s not allowed to go to parties or even hang out with friends. She said she was shocked when her parents agreed to let her stay over, which is probably the only reason she agreed to come, to get out of her home imprisonment. Poor thing. She will be, like, a whole new person when I’m done with her.

“Hey, do you want to go to the skating rink?” I ask.

She looks confused. “It’s 9:30.”

“Is it past your bedtime or something?” I snort. Looking her up and down, I envision her new look. Opening my closet, I pick out the clothes that will transform her from her Little House on the Prairie look. This is so fun!

While she’s changing in my bathroom, I call Kate to see if she and Shannon want to go.

“Oh my god!” Kate says, “Hell no, I’m not hanging out with that white trash girl from church. That’s so embarrassing!”

“Stop being such a snob, Kate,” I whisper so Kelly can’t hear me. “She’s not that bad. I actually kind of like her.”

“Shannon is right. You’ll do anything for attention, Susan!”

We continued to argue until I hung up on her, not even bothering to call Shannon. They can both shove it. I don’t need to be friends with them anymore. I’m on a new path.

“I can’t believe you have your own bathroom,” Kelly comes out, looking completely different than when she went in.

“Wow!” I say. “You look great, Kelly.” My clothes fit her perfectly. “Your butt looks great in those jeans, way better than mine.”

She blushes, “You don’t think they’re too tight?”

“Yes, they’re too tight. That’s why they look good,” I walk over, adjusting her top, laughing at her reaction when I pull the front of her shirt down and push her boobs up to show more cleavage.

Kelly’s naivety is cute. She is a constant shade of red over everything. Going out so late, the clothes, and taking my parents' car are shocking to her sweet little system. But I think she might explode when I light up a cigarette in the car. I keep telling her to relax. She acts like she’s afraid to get in trouble. After teasing my hair up and putting on my makeup in the car, I turn to Kelly. When I’m done with her, she looks completely different. “You’re gorgeous, Kelly,” I smile sincerely. 

Poor thing, she actually thought we were roller skating. “We usually party in the woods behind the skating rink on the weekends,” I explain. “Sometimes we go to someone’s house if their parents aren't home, or we hang out on a dirt road behind the cemetery, but this is our usual hangout.”

I proudly introduce her to my friends, and she eventually starts to relax after a couple of hours. When her shyness fades, the real Kelly reveals herself. She is fun with a great sense of humor.

I like her.

––––––––
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IN THE MORNING, I TOSS a bathing suit at her. “It looks better on you than it does on me!” I say when she reveals herself shyly. I laugh when she tries to cover herself with a towel. “You have a great body, Kelly. You should stop wearing your grandma’s clothes,” I tease.

She looks tired. I kept her out late, and then we stayed up talking last night. I don’t think she’s used to being up past ten. Kelly is easy to talk to. Having a real conversation comes naturally with her, unlike talking to all my other pretentious friends. But it was after we got home and got tucked into bed next to each other that I really got to know her. I talked so much about myself that she fell asleep listening to me. I came to the realization that I can be myself when I’m with Kelly and not pretend to be more than I am. She doesn’t judge me.

I really felt a bond with her as she opened up to me last night, asked my advice about things, and giggled at my every sarcastic joke. She makes me want to be a better person. I’ve decided my experiment to make Kelly more like me has turned around. It’s now about changing myself to be more like her.

When my friends show up, Kelly starts to look uncomfortable. I wish she could relax and have fun. I talk her into a wine cooler. I’m pretty sure it’s the first taste of alcohol she has ever had. She refused even a sip last night. After a while, she is finally up from the comfort of the corner lawn chair. I blast the stereo, and people start dancing.

“I’m glad you’re finally having fun,” I say, making Kelly dance with me. She’s awkward at first but loosens up after a couple of songs. I'm glad I didn't invite Kate and Shannon. They would probably be making fun of her.

“I’m having a great time, Susan.” Her smile is bright, and her cheeks are pink from the sun or maybe from the wine coolers. “I love this song!” Kelly’s arms go up. I smile, happy to see her fitting in.

“Me too, but we need to kick it up a notch. I'll be right back.” I go to the stereo to change the music.

When I return, my heart lunges when I see James. Shock and anger unite when I notice his hands on Kelly's hips from behind, whispering in her ear. His eyes catch mine, and he quickly walks in the other direction. He has a lot of nerve showing up here. He sure as hell wasn’t invited by me. He must have tagged along with Calvin. He hasn’t been here since the night he climbed into my window and used me to win a bet. It doesn't even faze him that what he did was wrong and hurtful.

I guess he still feels comfortable dropping by my house since he practically grew up here. He doesn’t even feel the least bit ashamed of himself for what he did to me. It probably wouldn’t have hurt so much if we hadn’t grown up together as best friends. Our parents are still close friends. We had playdates as kids and carpooled all the way through middle school. I’m certain our parents pre-arranged our marriage behind our backs years ago. We were as close as siblings from Kindergarten up until high school. That’s when he turned into an asshole. My mother still asks about him, as if I would know, and as if she doesn’t talk to Mrs. Hemmings regularly. I guess everyone is willing to overlook his bad decisions. “He’s just going through a phase, Susie. You, kids, will kiss and make up one day,” Mother always says when I try to explain what a jerk James has become. She is determined to join our families through marriage. I’m sure it has nothing to do with upgrading her own social status. Eyeroll. I hate him.

“You know James?” I ask Kelly sharply.

“Huh? Oh, yeah, he’s in one of my classes,” she rolls her shoulder in, glancing away shyly. Oh my God, she likes him.

“Oh, that’s right,” I say with my arms crossed. “James goes to your school because he got kicked out of mine.” I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t see James socializing with Kelly. There is only one thing he could want from her. I feel protective of my new friend all of a sudden. I won’t let her be another notch in his belt. She’s too innocent.

I imagine him having the same inner dialogue I had a few weeks ago about being bored and needing a new project. I know this because James and I are a lot alike in some ways. Well, we used to be, anyway. Okay, so I did try to use Kelly to get to her brother just yesterday. That was before I got to know her. It was the old me. I’ve decided not to be that shallow person anymore, even though it was just a day ago. I don’t have to be the same shallow person I was yesterday.

I get closer, making sure Kelly is paying attention, “Stay away from that jerk before he hurts you.”

“How would you know?” she asks defensively.

“I just know. Everyone knows.”

Later, I noticed Kelly was nowhere to be found. I searched inside, thinking she had gone to cool off. She’s there, with her bag, waiting by the front door.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

Kelly stops biting her cuticles and smiles nervously, “I wasn’t feeling good. Too much sun and too many wine coolers. I called Mark to pick me up.”

“You weren’t even going to say goodbye?” I ask crossly.

“You were talking to your friends. I didn’t want to bother you. I can just let myself out when Mark gets here.” She looks around the foyer, “You have such a beautiful house. And your friends are cool. Thank you for inviting me over, Susan. I had a really great time.” She’s acting like this was a one-time deal, like I’ll never talk to her again after this weekend.

“You’re pretty cool to hang out with, Kelly.” I smile, “Wanna come over again next weekend?”

Her face lights up, “Sure! If my parents will let me.”

“I’ll have my parents ask your parents; they won’t say no. Hey, remember to stay away from James at school, okay?” I see Mark pull in front of the house. “Come on, I’ll walk you out.”

Mark's car is old with faded paint and rust around the wheel wells. It’s making a loud squeaking noise. Kelly looks embarrassed. The passenger side window is rolled down, and Mark has one hand on the steering wheel, watching with disapproving eyes as we approach the car.

I hug Kelly, “I’ll see you on Tuesday at youth group.” Leaning down, I smile, “Hey, Mark.” I see one side of his lip go up in a snarl. He nods, looking away. Wow, and to think I thought I liked him yesterday. He’s kind of a jerk. The old me would want him even more.

I spend the rest of the day trying to figure out why Mark would hate me so much. I haven’t even talked to him in years. Maybe that’s the problem. I remember I used to sit next to him when we were little in Sunday School class. I remember he had little spots in his pupils. “You have eye freckles,” I’d said. I wonder if they’re still there. He was nice to me and even shared his markers. But the older I got, the more of a bitch I became. Shannon, Kate, and I used to make fun of everyone at church camp. Maybe he doesn’t like bitches. And perhaps he doesn’t want me to rub off on his innocent sister.

I admit he is better off protecting himself from me. ‘So she can make him fall in love and then break his heart like the rest of the poor fools she dates.’ Is that the kind of person I am? Well, that’s not the person I want to be anymore. I really want to be friends with Kelly. She’s different than my other friends. I can be myself around her. I’m not using her to get to her brother like I originally planned. In fact, I don’t like him anymore at all. I’ll just have to prove that I’m different now. But I have to prove it to myself.

For the next few months, Kelly and I are inseparable. She stays over almost every weekend. She’s left her awkward shell behind. We've become best friends, and I’m a better person because of her. I feel good.

But sometimes bad can come from good.
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