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NOW

 From Emma Saffron's Journal

 


What does it feel like
having your heart zipped open? In a way, it makes you utterly
defenseless against new experiences — which means you're up for
anything. You’ve lost all fear, because you’ve already faced the
scariest thing imaginable.

 


You find others like you,
and watch them go through a similar struggle. You’ll help them, and
it will help you as much as them.

 


You’ll understand.
Understand why. Understand why not. Understand everything. Then,
all of a sudden, it will be easy to let go of what happened. It’s
what you decide to do about it that shapes your life. That’s what I
learned.

 


You'll put it in the past,
and not let it own you. You’ll be walking into the future with your
whole heart, facing forward for all the world to see. Thankful you
get to live your life a little more evolved, with an open mind as
well as an open heart.

 


 


 


 


LAST SUMMER

From Emma Saffron's
Blog

 


Our volunteer trip is
almost over, and after only two more weeks of summer break, we'll
be back in Berkeley. I can’t believe it. Volunteering has been
really great, but I’m dying to get back to California. I miss
driving around in Ladybug with Alexis, my best friend and roommate
(Alexis, I know you're reading this). Ever since I found out how to
be true to myself, everything just keeps getting better. I know
this is the year we've been waiting for. See you all soon! —
Emma

 


 


 


 



Chapter One




I hurried across the quad
of the sprawling university, keenly aware of the early morning fog
as it lifted and slowly disappeared. The emerging sunlight felt
strong and warm as I ran the stone pathway. True exhilaration
flowed as I gazed at the familiar classroom buildings. I loved the
bustling, green-saturated campus.

It’s going to be another
clear day, I thought. Sunny and beautiful, without a cloud in the
sky. Even though I already spent a year in Northern California, I
still relished the perfect temperatures, neither too hot or too
cold. College was so different from the place in the Midwest where
I grew up, a suburb of a city situated on a lake, famous for its
temperamental weather.

A nervous panic bubbled up,
which made me snap back to complete attention. Disgusted with
myself, I started to run.

It was the first day of
classes of my sophomore year at Cal, and I was late. The clock on
the top of the stately Campanile bell tower chimed the hour,
marking the start of the lecture class where I was supposed to be
sitting.

Damn, I cursed. The red
stucco roof that covered Dwinelle, the building where my
Tuesday-Thursday philosophy classroom was located, was in sight at
the top of the hill. Within range of only being five or ten minutes
late at the most, I pushed myself to run harder against the steep
incline.

I just returned to Cal last
night, after spending the summer voluntouring with my parents and
sister. We traveled abroad to build houses in the impoverished
Central American country of Belize. After that, I enjoyed the
relative comfort of a middle class lifestyle at my parents’ before
returning to Berkeley.

I finally reached Dwinelle.
As I flung open a side door and rushed in, I simultaneously dug in
my knapsack for my course schedule. I rushed to the stairwell,
panting a little as I jogged up two flights of stairs.

I should’ve left earlier, I
admonished myself. The new apartment I rented with Alexis Roth, my
best friend from freshman year, was located south of campus. It was
only fifteen minutes away, but now I knew it was kind of a
hike.

I finally reached Room 202,
relieved to see that the lecture auditorium was packed.
Standing-room-only students milled around the back of the
classroom, blocking the door. This meant I could slip in
unnoticed.

As I stood in the back, I
listened to the professor bark instructions into the microphone
about how to drop the class. I glanced around for an extra course
syllabus but none were in sight.

I looked towards the podium
for a few long minutes but was soon distracted. Feeling a pair of
eyes on me, I glanced up. A few rows over, a boy named Guy waved at
me with a huge grin spread across his face. I smiled slightly and
half-heartedly waved back. I noticed that a new yellow streak shot
through the top of his jet black, spiky buzz cut.

Just then, I felt my phone
vibrate. I fished my cell out of my skirt pocket and looked to
check the incoming text message.

Hey Emma – Are you
back?

Speaking of guys who aren’t
my type, I thought wryly. The text was from Kyle, who co-edited a
newsmagazine called the Current with me at our high school in
Westlake, a place I liked to think of as suburban Midwestern hell.
Luckily, my family’s open-minded thinking opened doors for
me.

Kyle attended Stanford, the
top-rate school located in the South Bay. Once there was a time
when I thought we might be a perfect couple. Kyle and I kept in
touch since coming to California for college. I even drove down to
Stanford to see him a couple times during freshman year.

But where there’s no spark
you can’t start a fire, I thought, and smiled. Kyle and I were
better off as friends — it was something we both agreed on. I liked
the fact that he was working to launch an online magazine that
featured young writers. Kyle mentioned something about me writing a
piece on the volunteer trip to Belize, and I planned on doing
it.

I sent a quick text reply.
In class – email you later! It was too bad I didn’t get to see him
while we were home, but Kyle had been visiting his relatives in
Baltimore. I refocused my attention on the philosophy professor,
who was in the process of dismissing class.

“We’ll meet again on
Thursday after the add/drop situation is resolved,” he said. “I
can’t teach with a quarter of the class standing.”

Leaving class early sounded
good to me. I wanted to use the free time in the bookstore at the
Bear’s Lair, buying texts for my classes that semester. Since
returning to Berkeley, I barely had a chance to unpack or catch up
with Alexis before the semester started, not to mention get school
supplies.

I headed back down the
stairs and out the front door of the building, and began to walk
towards the bookstore. As it approached noon, the sun felt even
warmer, which made me smile. After the bookstore, I’d go to the
apartment and finish getting settled. Then maybe sit in the sun and
dream for a while.

“Emma!” I turned when I
heard my name and saw Guy running to catch up with me. “What’s
goin’ on?!” He draped an arm around my shoulders in a playful
greeting.

“Not much, Guy,” I said
with a grin, as I casually wriggled out of his grasp. I discreetly
switched my bag to the other shoulder, the one closest to Guy, and
began to rummage through it for my book list. “Just going to the
bookstore.”

“Cool. So, how was your
summer?” Guy smiled. “I read about the volunteer trip to Belize on
your blog.”

“You did?” It always
surprised me when I heard about anyone reading my website. “It was
a really great trip. But I’m so glad to be back. I missed
California.”

“Well, I was here all
summer.” Guy was from just outside Los Angeles. With his
quintessential California gestures, board shorts, tees, and
flip-flops, Guy was SoCal. Even when the foggy Bay Area weather set
in and Guy had to wear a little more clothing to keep warm, his
colorful braided-fabric bracelets were ever-present, and so were
the flip-flops.

Guy sat down on the steps
of the courtyard area outside of the student union and bookstore.
Other students milled about the favorite hangout spot, talking or
studying on the outdoor chairs and tables. “I visited some
relatives in Arizona, but except for that, all I did was
lifeguard.”

“That sounds like fun,
Guy,” I said non-commitally, as I hovered above him, not daring to
sit and join. I liked talking to Guy every now and then, but didn’t
want to act super-friendly towards him. If Guy asked me out on a
date again, it would be really uncomfortable, and I want to avoid
that.

Someone yelled, loud, from
across the square, and my fears were suddenly erased. I spun
towards the distraction, and saw one of the cutest guys ever,
laughing and being chased by a girl through the courtyard and up
the stairs to the fountain. The girl couldn’t catch him. They
appeared to be headed towards the quad. “Looks like everyone’s
excited to be back,” I observed with a laugh. “Well, I’ll see you
around, Guy — I’ve got a lot to do.”

“Cool. See you around, Em,”
Guy made a friendly wave with his hands in parting, a little whoosh
almost as if he was surfing towards me.

Nice try, Guy. I entered
the bookstore. Call me a dork, but buying new textbooks each
semester excited me. Most of my friends and I agree that being a
nerd who studied all the time was actually cool. As a sophomore,
this year I’d be really digging into the core courses for my double
major, English Writing and New Media Journalism.

I quickly found the books
required for my classes and placed them in one of the wheeled
shopping carts the bookstore provided for students to carry their
heavy loads. There were a lot of books — almost twenty — plus an
additional five eBooks to get online. However, many of them were
small paperbacks I needed for the lit class I was
taking.

As I waited with my stash
in the long line at the cash register, my thoughts drifted back to
Guy. Guy was a nice kid, but I couldn’t imagine being with him.
When we met in the freshman dorms last year, Guy had pursued me a
little bit. He would find me with Alexis in the dining hall and
always wanted to sit with us. He also asked me to the movies
once.

It was harmless, I knew,
but annoying at the same time. I did see a movie with Guy, but when
he came onto me, I made it clear I only wanted to be
friends.

The line was going faster
and I soon found myself next in line. As I unloaded my books onto
the cash wrap, I smiled, amused by a memory.

Once I pledged a sorority,
my social circle opened up wider. Suddenly, I was really busy and
constantly going here or there. I knew it was obvious to Guy that
it was not going to happen between us. Running into Guy while I was
out with the hot junior one of my new sisters set me up with for
the date dash helped, too.

After I checked out, I
crammed as many of the books into my knapsack as I could. There
were still ten or so left over that I would have to carry. The
cashier placed them into some reusable bags, which I grabbed, then
took off.

Thankfully, I was able to
apply some surplus money from my scholarship and student loans to
the cost of the books. At the end of my senior year in high school,
I won a scholarship based on an essay I wrote about my
ex-boyfriend, Blake, who died in a car accident. The scholarship
was for almost half a years’ tuition and lasted all four years, as
long as I maintained a high grade point average.

As I left the bookstore, I
noticed Guy was still hanging out in the commons courtyard. He was
talking with a couple of other sophomores I recognized from last
year. Cal was a large school, but when you broke the students down
into groups, it was amazing how many times you ran into the same
faces again and again.

I walked down Telegraph,
heading home towards my apartment. I struggled a little with the
books, and it was slow going. Before I made it very far, I heard
Guy coming up from behind, calling my name.

“Emma!”

This better be good, I
thought saucily as I slowed down and turned to face Guy.

“Emma! Hey, I’m glad I
caught you,” Guy said. “I just saw Tony and Peter and they told me
about a party!”

“Cool,” I said, brightening
a bit. I finally stopped walking so I could take in all the
details. “Who’s having the party?”

“Some girls we knew last
year — Jen and Lynn. You remember them, right?”

I nodded. “Of
course.”

“They got a house with a
few other people, and I guess they’re having a party,” Guy
said.

“Oh, cool, let me text
Alexis.” I pulled out my phone. “Where’s the party and what time’s
it start?” I asked him.

I fumbled a little bit with
the bag of books, and Guy reached out kindly to hold them for me.
“It’s starting now — and they’re barbecuing. The house’s down on
Bancroft and Shattuck.”

“Oh, really? That’s not too
far from our apartment — we’re on Ellsworth.” I quickly pounded out
the text and hit send. “I’m just gonna drop these off and get
Alexis.” I gestured towards the books that Guy was still
holding.

“Cool. Can I come with?
I’ll carry these for you.” Guy smiled a winning smile.

“Okay,” I relented. I
supposed it wouldn’t hurt. Guy told me about the party, after all.
“Alexis will be happy to see you.” I wasn’t lying — Alexis liked
everyone. She just had that kind of personality.

We walked a few more blocks
through the commercial part of Telegraph then crossed onto Haste,
which took us to Ellsworth. The houses we passed were alive with
students who just returned from summer break. Music blared from
front porches, and I smelled charcoal from more than one grill
being fired up.

“We’re just around the
corner,” I told him. Guy was bopping behind gleefully, excited
about the party, or to be hanging out with me and Alexis, or both.
Intuition again told me I needed to discourage any amorous actions
of Guy’s as soon as possible. I didn’t mind having Guy as a friend
who we socialized at parties with, but there was no way I was going
to let him convince me to be more than that.

We crossed Blake Street to
Parker. Guy and I approached my apartment building, a muddled ivory
stucco two-story structure. Called The Ellsworth, Alexis and I had
already wittily dubbed it the Ellie.

The four sides of the
apartment house formed a courtyard, with a large gate on the street
side. A fountain trickled serenely in the middle. Forgoing the
buzzer-activated entry system, I whipped out my very own key card
and let us in.

“I’m so psyched to have my
own place this year,” I said to Guy. “Alexis really hooked us up,
finding it while I was away volunteering this summer.” I
beamed.

“God, I know, you guys are
so lucky!” Guy agreed. “I’m stuck in a single this
year.”

“Well, at least you have it
all to yourself,” I pointed out diplomatically. My roommate from
last year had been a nightmare who was always borrowing my clothes
without asking.

We took the stairs to the
second floor, to our apartment, located at the rear. The hallway
was lined with windows, and as we rounded the bend it opened up
completely to an open-air balcony overlooking the
courtyard.

I let myself and Guy into
the modest two-bedroom, and called out, “Alexis, are you here?” I
dropped my bag of books on the table in the living area off of the
kitchen and motioned for Guy to do the same.

A girl with natural blonde
pre-Raphaelite ringlets peeked around the wall in front of the
hallway leading to the bedrooms.

“Emma? Back from campus so
soon?” Alexis asked. She wasn’t wearing anything but a large bath
towel wrapped underneath her arms.

“Yeah, Tuesday-Thursdays
are my light days,” I said. “What are you doing back there? Come on
out and say hi to Guy.”

Alexis raised her eyebrows
in surprise and reached around a little more so she could see him.
“Hi Guy! It’s good to see you. What’s up?” She looked at me
questioningly, but I just shrugged.

“There’s a party at Jen and
Lynn’s new house — starting now!” Guy announced. “Are you going to
come with us?”

“Didn’t you get my text?” I
asked.

“Sure,” Alexis said,
excited. “Mark’s here — I’m just going to finish getting ready and
we’ll be out.”

“Sounds good,” I told her.
Alexis popped out of view, and I looked back at Guy to see if he
got it. I bet Alexis had been too busy to even read her text
yet.

“So, Alexis and Mark are
still hot and heavy,” he observed correctly.

“Yep,” I said. The fact
that my roommate was half of a couple didn’t bother me at all
because Alexis always made time for me, too.

“So, what happened between
you and the frat boy?” Guy went on. “Did you see each other at all
this summer?”

“Not that it’s any of your
business, but no,” I said playfully. “It was kind of hard, with me
in Central America and Jon here.” Jon was the hot frat boy who I
went to the date dash and a few other parties with at the end of
last year. We were too busy to keep in touch this summer, but I
looked forward to catching up.

I went to the fridge and
started to raid it for possible barbecue items. I grabbed a couple
of zucchini and an eggplant, plus a large salmon fillet from the
freezer.

I turned and looked back at
Guy, who was gazing at me with a dazed and dreamy expression I
found alarming.

“Guy…” I began to say
hesitantly. “You know I like you just as friends,
right?”

“Yeah.” Guy tried not to
look crestfallen. “I remember what you said last year.” He put his
hands on his hips and puffed up his chest in a slightly huffy
attitude.

“Let’s look on the bright
side,” I told him. “We can both be on the prowl tonight. We’ll be
partners in crime.

“Okay,” Guy dramatically
exhaled and grinned, deflating a little. “Cool.”

“Cool,” I said. I was glad
Guy understood. I liked having him as a friend. It was always this
way with guys. I had to break through the boyfriend/girlfriend
romantic barrier before I could just be friends with
them.

Alexis and Mark appeared.
“Hey Emma,” Mark said, coming over to give me a hug hello. “How’s
it feel to be back?”

“Amazing,” I said. I
gestured towards Guy. “Mark, you remember Guy, don’t
you?”

“Sure, man. Thanks for
telling us about the party,” Mark said. Mark’s rusty blonde curly
hair was shorn close to his head, giving him a conservative look I
knew was deceptive.

“No problem,” Guy nodded at
Mark.

“Well, are we ready?”
Alexis asked.

“Yeah, let’s go.” I grabbed
the provisions plucked from the fridge, placed them in one of the
reusable sacks from the bookstore, and headed towards the
door.

“Wait a sec,” Alexis said,
returning to the kitchen. She opened a cupboard and rummaged around
a bit. When she turned around to re-join us, she had a big bottle
of vodka in her hand. “Look what I brought up in the car with me
from home!”

“All the way from New York
— you’re dedicated! Cheers!” I exclaimed, realizing the origin of
the bottle was Alexis’s parents' stash. “Let’s stop by the deli and
get drink mixers for some Zippers.”

“Hell, yeah!” Alexis
agreed. A Zipper was our signature drink, which we concocted
freshman year. We stashed the bottle in the bag and headed out the
door, with Guy leading the way.

“This is going to be a
kickass welcome back party!” Mark agreed, shutting the door behind
as he followed.

 


+++ ++ +++

 


 


I definitely think she
likes my new hair. Guy got the streak specifically so he would
stand out. This year would be different. He would get a girlfriend
— and Emma Saffron was at the top of the list.

Guy sighed. I’m glad I went
back and asked her to the party. Tonight is the night it’s going to
happen for us, I just know it. No matter what she says, I know when
Emma sees how much fun I am, she’ll change her mind. It doesn’t
matter who she dated last year, she’s not with them now.

He trailed after Emma and
Alexis, walking faster to try to keep up with them as they
disappeared into the corner store.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Two


On the way to the party, we
hit the deli around the corner for the soda and raspberry liqueur.
The run-down bodega was well stocked with books and booze, both
college student essentials. I loved coming into the store and
seeing the owner sitting there reading a different secondhand
mystery paperback each time, from the library collection for sale
on his shelves. It was one of those quintessential things about
quirky Berkeley.

“Why don’t we get some ice,
too?” I suggested, almost as an afterthought. Guy picked up a
jumbo-size bag and cradled it in his arms while I paid.

The group backtracked,
passing our apartment building again. Jen and Lynn’s new house was
three more blocks away. Just after turning the corner near the
Ellie, I stopped short.

“What is it?” Alexis, who
was walking right beside me, asked. She motioned for us to keep
going.

“Look.” I renewed the pace
and gestured with a nod towards the porch of the house up ahead. It
was an effort for me to put one foot in front of the
other.

Jon, the frat guy I dated
the previous year, was on the porch making out with a girl dressed
in a skimpy tribal halter top. I recognized her — it was Alana, one
of the most popular members of our rival sorority.

“Shit,” Alexis swore in
solidarity to me.

“Let’s go before he sees
us,” I commanded. I looked back to see if I’d been spotted, or if
Guy noticed Jon and Alana, but he and Mark were oblivious to
everything outside of their animated conversation, and Jon was way
too occupied.

“That sucks,” Alexis
commented once we crossed the street. “You don’t still like him, do
you?”

“Yeah, I have to admit I
was looking forwarding to seeing him this year,” I said, shaking it
off. “Let’s just forget about it and get to the party.” I could
only hope the summer tan I sported would encourage new
attraction.

It was barely the middle of
the afternoon, but even so, Jen and Lynn’s house was hopping.
Several groups clustered together on the front steps, but when my
friends and I went around to the backyard, we knew we had
arrived.

“Hey guys…and Guy!” Lynn
yelled as our gang entered the people-packed yard. Lynn had an
appealingly offbeat yet cute sense of style that I loved. She
sported a black Grecian-style sleeveless jersey frock with draping
at the empire waist, dressed down with Birkenstocks and a funky
chunky crystal necklace.

“Hey Lynn,” I greeted her
with a hug.

“When did you guys move
in?” Alexis asked as she gave Lynn a hug as well.

“We just moved in last
week.”

“Wow, this house is huge,”
Guy observed.

“Yeah, it has five
bedrooms,” Lynn said. The house was one of those clapboard style
homes south of campus that would’ve been non-descript, if it
weren’t painted a standout electric turquoise blue.

“Who all lives here, then?”
I wanted to know.

“Me, Jen, Liz, and Katie
upstairs. Dan, Chris, and Kelly downstairs.”

“Oh, cool, are they all
here?” I really wanted to see Kelly, my writing workshop partner
from last year who remained a close friend.

“Yeah, they should be,”
Lynn said.

“We brought stuff to make
Zippers,” Alexis said, shaking the bag of contraband
booze.

“That’s so fab! Let’s go
set it up in the kitchen,” Lynn suggested.

Alexis had the Zipper
cocktail assembly line set up in seconds. The Zipper was a sublime
concoction of equal parts vodka and raspberry-flavored Chambord,
filled to the top of the glass with 7-Up, all over ice. All you had
to do was squeeze in a lemon wedge and you were ready to
go.

“Do we need to shake it?”
Lynn asked.

“If you do, the soda will
make the Zipper explode all over.”

“Oh, cool!” Lynn said,
laughing.

“Just try it like this,” I
suggested, handing her a glass. Lynn took a tiny sip, smiled and
then took a larger gulp.

“Hot damn, that’s so
good!”

“They’re pretty easy going
down,” Alexis agreed. “We’ll be buzzed before we know
it.”

She made drinks for herself
and for me, too. “Cheers — here’s to an amazing school year!” The
three of us clinked glasses to the toast.

“Let’s go outside and see
how the party’s coming,” I led the way.

“Yeah, let’s fire up the
grill,” Lynn agreed.

A couple of tapped kegs
rested next to the house, kept cool by the shade and a monster load
of ice packing the buckets. A group of thirty or so milled around
the brew, filling up regularly, leisurely chatting while the campus
radio played ambient music in the background.

It was great to have some
downtime. I needed to get used to being back at Cal. The first week
of classes were generally a slow immersion into our studies —
things wouldn’t really amp up until later in the
semester.

We grilled our food, and I
ate my salmon quickly. It tasted delicious. The teriyaki marinade
made the fish so flavorful. The charcoal died out at sunset, yet
more people trickled in with libations and the party grew into a
large bash, with Cal kids coming from all over Berkeley.

Excited about how big the
party was, I went into the kitchen to make another drink. I ran
into my friend Kelly on the way back outside.

“Kelly!” I squealed and
threw my arms around his shoulders. Kelly’s slight build buckled a
little under my enthusiastic embrace. As he straightened, his
blonde pageboy haircut swung back from his face, and with a swoosh
he tucked it behind his ears.

“Welcome back, Em,” Kelly
said.

“What are you taking this
semester?” I asked eagerly. “Are we going to have writing lab
together again?”

“Monday night class?” Kelly
suggested.

“Yeah — I’m in that
class!”

“Oh, that’s awesome,” Kelly
said. I always suspected Kelly sort of had a crush on me — and that
I had one on him. There was something in his expression when we
were together that threatened to give him away.

I gazed back at him
curiously now. Did I like Kelly that way? I wondered. We did have a
lot in common. We were both writers and we were both from the
Midwest. Kelly understood where I was coming from.

Just then Guy appeared, and
wedged himself between Kelly and I.

Kelly looked at Guy warily
and smiled. “It’s really good to see you, Emma,” he told me as he
walked away. “We should get together this week.”

Before I had a chance to
respond to Kelly’s suggestion, Guy turned to me with a depraved
expression.

“Emma, we need to talk,” he
demanded.

I squinted at Guy,
completely mystified by his boorish behavior. It was so out of
character for him. I peeked around Guy at Kelly, who looked back as
he walked away, raising an eyebrow quizzically.

I thought it best to
diffuse Guy’s behavior before it blew up. All I really wanted to do
was refill my Zipper, then go see Lynn about putting on some better
music. I tugged at Guy’s shirtsleeve. “Come on,” I said. We walked
into the living room. “What’s going on, Guy?” I
demanded.

“Why are you talking to
that kid?” Guy demanded right back.

“Who? Kelly?” I asked.
“We’re friends.”

“It looks like you’re more
than just friends.”

“So what?” I thought it was
none of Guy’s business.

“Emma. I. Have. Feelings.
For. You.” Guy spelled it out. When he looked at me, I expected to
see his eyes full of emotion, but I saw nothing. They were blank
and glassy. Guy was drunk.

It's going to be scary but
I’m going to have to tell him the truth, I realized. I really had
to spell it out.

I rounded on Guy, hands
firmly on my hips and fire in my eyes. My emotions were
alcohol-fueled, too, and that made me fierce.

“Guy, it’s never going to
happen between you and me. I only see you as a friend.” After I got
that hard bit of feeling out, my posture softened. All the Zippers
definitely had me sloshed.

Guy didn’t respond at
first. He just stood there looking at me with his mouth open
slightly.

I didn’t know what else to
say, so I turned to walk away. Guy grabbed at me, catching my arm
roughly in his grip.

“Let go of me!” I demanded.
Guy released me, and I rubbed my arm. I was fine — Guy’s grip
hadn’t been tight.

“Emma…I just…” Guy
began.

“Don’t talk to me!” I
warned him. “I don’t want to be near you right now. You’re acting
like an ass.”

I went back into the
kitchen, meeting Lynn along the way.

“Emma, these drinks are
frickin’ delicious! Will you make me another one?”

“Sure,” I said, trying to
calm down. Guy can be such a creep sometimes, I thought.

I started mixing together
the ingredients for two more Zipper cocktails. Lynn flitted around
the kitchen, talking to people here and there, being the ultimate
social butterfly meets flirty hostess.

As I bartended, I fumed
about Guy. I tried to let him down easy but when he grabbed me, he
crossed a line. No one can treat me like that anymore, I told
myself.

I handed Lynn a Zipper and
we went back outside. The party was in full swing, with about a
hundred kids crowded into the yard.

“I really want to play
deejay,” I told Lynn. “I feel like being DJ Sassy.”

“Be my guest. The setup’s
over there.” She pointed at a stereo dock and a couple of speakers
on one side of the patio.

Still trying to shrug off
my unpleasant encounter with Guy, I walked over to the stereo. I
surveyed the party’s mood for a minute, then my musical intuition
clicked and I knew exactly which playlist I wanted to put
on.

I dug into my tiny shoulder
bag for my iPod Touch, an essential I brought with me everywhere.
Just as I was trying to figure out how to switch tunes without
disrupting the flow of the party, Alexis came over.

“Help me out,
Alexis.”

Alexis grinned when she saw
what I was up to. She stepped up onto a low table that some kids
were using as a dance platform and turned to the crowd. Lynn saw
them and joined Alexis on the table as well. The girls started
whistling to get the crowd’s attention.

“Everybody!” Alexis
shouted. “Get ready to dance your ass off!”

“Dance and sing get up and
do your thing!” Lynn scream-sang.

“Presenting — DJ
Sassy!”

“In the house!”

I grinned as the music
started to play — Alexis and Lynn’s introduction was a great
diversion, making the changeover between tunes seamless.

I joined my friends on the
lawn, and we danced and danced. Sounds of old school 80s club
music, vintage and modern electro-pop electronica and some new wave
filled the night. An hour later, DJ Sassy’s playlist was still
going and I was thirsty. I was exhausted from dancing and needed a
break.

I tugged at Alexis’s
sleeve. “Do you wanna another drink?” I asked.

“Sure!” Alexis said. “Let’s
go find Mark, too.”

Alexis and I headed back to
the kitchen where our makeshift bar was erected. After surveying
the scene for a second, Alexis held up an empty bottle of
vodka.

“So much for another
Zipper.”

“Beer?” I
suggested.

“If we have to,” Alexis
sighed.

We caught up with Mark
outside by the kegs. “Beer’s still flowing,” he said.

“Fill us up!” Alexis
demanded.

“Please?” I
added.

He filled our drafts and we
drank them down quickly, still pretty parched from dancing so
long.

“Are we done partying?”
Alexis asked me and Mark.

“Yeah, I am,” I said,
looking at the time. It was well after midnight. “Just let me grab
my iPod.”

There were fewer people
dancing now, so it was easy to organize the music changeover. As I
looked around, I was relieved to see there was no trace of
Guy.

“Great set, Emma!” A kid I
didn’t know called out in passing.

“Thanks! It’s one of my
main goals this year to spread musical love.”

I spun around in one last
dance and my thoughts came faster. I need to deejay more. God, I'm
buzzed. I had hoped to dance off the alcohol but as I stumbled over
a grassy mound of dirt in the otherwise empty backyard I knew that
wasn’t going to happen.

Alexis and Mark walked down
the path by the side of the house and I followed them. As we turned
onto the sidewalk, we practically bumped into a group of guys
entering the party.

I didn’t know any of them,
but one guy in particular caught my eye. Who is that? I
wondered.

The guy had dark blonde
wavy hair down to his shoulders and wore a tight graphic tee with
his baggy denim. There was something intriguing about the way he
confidently held himself that made me stare.

“Hi.” The guy said as he
passed us.

“Hi,” Mark and Alexis
replied. I smiled at him, still staring. I wasn’t looking where I
was going and the next thing I knew I tripped over an uneven piece
of concrete. I stumbled and almost completely fell, but caught my
balance just in time.

Alexis and Mark stopped,
and Alexis asked, “Are you okay, Emma?”

“I guess I’m more wasted
than I thought,” I said. I looked back to see if the group of guys
saw me stumble but they were gone. “I can’t believe I almost just
wiped out. I’m wearing flats.”

“Come on,” Alexis said,
taking me by the crook of my arm, linking elbows with me. “Let’s
get back to the Ellie.”

 


+++ ++ +++

 


I woke the next morning
completely overheated. Sunlight beat directly down on me as I lay
in bed.

I opened my eyes, shielding
them. The sun was pretty high in the sky.

With a quick start, I sat
upright. Before passing out I made sure I set my alarm for 8:30. I
threw off the covers and grabbed my phone. The numbers read
10:30.

“Oh My God,” I said aloud.
Why didn’t my phone alarm go off? I realized in my drunken state
last night I had hit the wrong button. And missed my 10 o’clock
class.

I quickly slipped out of
bed and headed towards the shower. My legs felt like
lead.

Well, at least I can make
my 12 o’clock class, I thought in consolation.

I got ready in record time.
Right before I left, I quickly toasted a bagel and
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