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To my beloved Scott, who I wish I had met sooner.
 
 
 
 
 

Introduction
 
My name is Julianne Ivy Stearns. This is my second attempt at writing my story. My mother destroyed the memory stick of the first one and confiscated my laptop because I made the mistake of keeping them in my room. I know better now.
Like in that familiar story, The Emperor's New Clothes, sometimes, the people who don't want to hear the truth make the deliverer of the truth the scapegoat.
In the event that this one is lost or taken, or in case, as I suspect, I don't survive to the end, I have placed a second copy in my locker at school. Not the most secure location, but she can't get to it there.
As Saint Jerome once said, “If an offence come out of the truth, better it is that the offence come than that the truth be concealed.”
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER ONE
 
I take exactly thirty-nine steps to my seat next to my mother on the bleachers, dodging Westwood cheerleaders who'd just as soon trip me, especially Robin, who made my list when we were freshmen. I spill kernels of popcorn on a buccaneer horn as I step over the little kids playing on the floor. The noise echoing off the gym walls makes my ears ring. Getting out of here is all I want. I wish I was in my bedroom right now and away from all these people. I'm not what you would call a nice person, and I think people realize that about me. Socializing isn't a pastime for me like it seems to be with my peers. I have one friend, but when I'm not with him, I spend a lot of time alone. That's okay. I prefer it that way.
Mother Superior glares at me from the front row. She earned her title from what I believe to be our previous life together. That's who she was to me, the nun to patrol all other nuns, the controlling, dominating female power in my life. And even though we've taken no vows in this life, she hasn't let up. And I find myself yet again under her thumb.
I roll my eyes. No self-respecting teenager sits in the front row of any place, except me.
I sit as far away from her as I possibly can without gaining her attention. But it doesn't work this time.
“Come back here,” she snarls, narrowing her dark eyes at me. Mascara pools in their corners. It's all I can look at, another reason I don't wear makeup. I also wear my long, brown hair straight and loose around my shoulders, the opposite of her do, up and curly. She wears lipstick. I wear ChapStick. She wears bright colors. I wear black as much as possible. It's safer this way; being the opposite of her keeps me from becoming her.
“No one here is impressed by your theatrics, Julianne.” She has a way of saying my name that draws it out longer than its syllables, a Texan drawl to be sure, but with added exasperation in it for emphasis. That's how I think of myself, someone who exasperates other people.
I scoot towards her slowly, in increments, until she's satisfied. I set her popcorn in the space between us and let myself settle, chin in hand, hunched over, feet on the bleacher in front of me. I watch the players move. They sweat without it seeming to bother them. Some wear sweat bands. Some wear wrist bands. I wore one once for about two seconds. It pinched. They seem comfortable in themselves, in their bodies, in a way I'll never be or understand. They have control of their limbs in a way that eludes me. I read once about how intelligence can take different forms. If I remember them all, there's physical, that's not me, there's intellectual, where I hold my own, and then there's emotional. I think that's where I sit most of the time. My brother and sister are both the physical kind. They've played hoops in the driveway with my dad since the time they could hold a basketball. I preferred my tricycle. It also helps that they're about a foot taller than I am.
I successfully inch away from Mother Superior without her notice. She's too busy screaming at the players and coaches, and I want to save my hearing for when I'm older.
One of the players on my sister's team is sidelined. She reaches for her water bottle from the bench right in front of us. I don't know her name. She's just one of the nameless crowd of females who are better than I am, but she's not as boisterous as the rest. She quietly wipes sweat from her arms with a towel that I hope is hers and hers alone. There's enough sweat flying around this place, I feel like I need a shower by now. She doesn't see me or any of the crowd behind her. She isn't self-conscious at all. She has a masculine, loping way of walking that reminds me of several of the boys at school. But there's something missing from her demeanor—there's nothing dangerous or threatening about her. She doesn't represent a menace the way the boys do. It's not that I'm questioning my sexuality. I'm not one of those girls who likes to kiss other girls to titillate the boys. It's just that I'm fascinated that it's not as black and white as the priests would have us all believe.
Mother Superior crooks her manicured finger at me. Just as I reach her, the coach sidelines my little sister. I use the term little very loosely. She's six feet tall (but tells everyone she's five eleven), a freshman, and has therefore been recruited by every coach in our high school. She plays every sport except football, which means not only does she never get a season off, neither do I. Long distance track doesn't have a season, doesn't have bleachers, or cheerleaders, and is therefore not considered by my parents to be an actual sport worthy of their attention, which suits me fine. It's just an extracurricular activity (required in my house), which I'm physically capable of doing.
Mother Superior leaps from her seat and moves into the forbidden zone, the yellow lines on the floor that separate spectators and players. The coach is within earshot of her now, not that he wasn't before. Her volume increases exponentially with that of the gymnasium. She yells at his back over his shoulder. “Put my daughter back in. If you want to win this game, you'll rotate her back in now.”
This earns her a backwards glance from the man, who is clearly not interested in her coaching advice.
“You heard me,” she yells.
She gets a glare from him this time.
Now if she stops here, I just might be forced to sit next to her and endure her screaming for the duration of the game. But she doesn't.
“Idiot!”
That earns us an invitation to the door.
I'm pretty sure this is her third and therefore final strike. And if the coach has a list like mine, I'm sure she's on it too.
My ears are relieved to say the least. Sitting beside her in a crowded gym on a Friday night is not my idea of a good time. You might think teenagers are oblivious to sounds, as we tend to ignore most everything going on around us, except our immediate circle of friends, but we aren't. I am painfully aware of my surroundings. That's what makes me look so disinterested.
Our walk of shame to the door begins. On our way, I catch the eye of a new guy I've never seen before. He's got dark hair and eyes and tattoos on his forearms. He's sitting with a group of people and laughing. They are from our school, but I only recognize one of them, my arch-nemesis, Simone Baise. The new guy's got a nice smile. He must be a nice person to have so many people want to sit with him. His skin is untanned, so he's not a jock. That's a relief.
He looks at me, and his smile disappears. I glance away, feeling my heart start to pound.
He goes back to talking to the people around him. He says something funny, making everyone around him burst into laughter.
Are they laughing at me?
My hands begin to shake.
His eyes follow me to the door, making me think I've been accused of doing something he didn't like. That was impossible. I don't even know this guy.
But what's he looking at me that way for, like he knows something I don't?
 
 
 
At home, I grab my Algebra II book (might as well get it over with even if it is Friday night) and sprawl out on my four-poster bed. The Victorian era was not my idea for decorating my room, which is covered in framed posters of my favorite black-and-white movie heroes, Paul Newman, Burt Lancaster, and especially James Dean. But I love everything vintage, and the bed is so old, I put up with it.
Outside my window is a view of the canyon. Even though I can't wait to get out of here, Austin, Texas, is a great place to live if you love old things like I do. The city-wide garage sale is my favorite place to get vintage stuff. I found a first edition of The Godfather there that I'm giving to my friend Mike for his birthday next month. He's a total freak for everything Italian. On my last birthday, he gave me a James Dean book, complete with full-page color pictures of the man along with Sal Mineo and Natalie Wood. Mike inscribed it, “to my favorite James Dean freak”.
My phone lights up. Speak of the devil.
“Can you come out?”
I look out my window.
Mike drives an old Fiat convertible, one that's been totally restored, but not by him. He doesn't quite pull off the James Dean look, but he's still cool. He's out there because he can see my mother's white Lincoln SUV in the garage. The two of them mix like oil and water.
I fall out of bed and slide my feet into a pair of flip-flops by my door.
It's after dark, and since I live in a cul-de-sac in the middle of nowhere, I feel free to go outside in my pajamas. The canyon surrounds our street, so the views at night are spectacular, and it also means I don't have to be careful about people seeing me in my room.
Mike waits for me beside his car. He's leaning against it, but he's so tall, the effect is kinda like a two-year-old playing with Matchbox cars. The proportions are off.
“Wait ‘til you see what I got for you,” he says.
“It's getting close to Halloween. So, let me see,” I put my finger to my chin and pretend to think, “a Halloween costume?”
He pulls a brown paper bag from behind the driver's seat and proudly hands it to me.
“You're gonna be Elvira, and I'm gonna be Frankenstein's monster.”
That's one of the things I like about Mike: he's so well-read.
There's a long, black dress inside, and it's got one of those sweetheart necklines with a bustier bodice.
He takes the dress from my hands and holds it up to me. His knuckles brush my breasts (and I'm not wearing a bra). He smiles. “A gentleman would apologize, but I'm not sorry.”
“You're not a gentleman either.” I laugh, trying to play off my embarrassment. But the fact is, he's way more experienced than I am. Mike is a good friend. He's asked me to go to bed with him because, as he said, it's fun and should be had as much as possible. But he's got another girlfriend who lives in Chicago. He's told me that he plans to live with her and go to Northwestern next year after he graduates. That doesn't exactly win him first boyfriend status as far as I'm concerned.
Mother Superior says I should date as many people as I can, like it's still the nineteen fifties or something. I disagree with her as usual. Teenagers don't run around in packs anymore and refer to themselves as kids. And we only date one person at a time.
There is this one couple at my school, Dustin and Gina, who everyone assumes is sleeping together. Maybe they're not. Maybe they've just got a lot of karma. But holding hands everywhere they go, like they're attached at the lip (pun intended), makes everyone think so. They take a lot of flak for their love, but I'm jealous of what they've got. I want someone to look at me the way I see Dustin looking at Gina. I'm already sixteen and haven't been kissed, but I'm not on the shelf yet.
“You are going to look so hot in this at the party.” He grabs me by my hand and lifts my arm, spinning me in a circle, letting his eyes rove my body.
I feel my cheeks burst into flames, and I'm glad for the darkness to hide my reaction. On the second spin, headlights blind us both.
My father's Humvee pulls into the driveway. He and my sister get out. I'm surprised he could get away from his office long enough to pick her up.
I can hear their conversation.
“Coach Keyes says that she can't come to any more games this season,” my sister is saying.
I'm right. Third strike, she is out. And so am I.
“And before next season,” she goes on, “she has to fill out the parental behavior agreement again.”
“I'll tell her.” My father's voice is resigned as usual.
The front door of our Spanish-style house remains open after they go in. The tall, dark shadow of the man who calls himself my father looms in the open arched doorway, waiting. I turn my back on him.
“Why did you want to come here tonight?” I know Mike could've given me this costume at school on Monday.
“I wanted to ask you to do me a favor.”
“You're playing mob boss again.”
He chuckled. “If you say so. Will you?”
“Depends on what it is.”
“There's someone from school who I happen to know wants to ask you out. And I want you to do something for me.”
No matter what Mike asks me to do, I don't think I’ll be able to say no. “What is it?”
“Kill him for me.”
“Julianne,” El Capitán barks.
I'm shaking. I don't know what to say to Mike, but I don't have to say anything because El Capitán yells again, “I command you to come inside right now.”
I know that might sound a little odd, but it's the way he talks. He was a captain in the Marine Corps before I was born. I guess he sees his children as his little soldiers.
“Gotta go.” I salute Mike. “El Capitán summons.”
“Alright,” he grumbles. “I know you've got homework to do.” There's mocking in his tone. “Don't forget to text me tonight before you fall asleep.”
“I always do.”
“Except when you don't,” he sing-songs back.
I pass the dominating figure of my father and glance back over my shoulder. Mike’s car is long gone from the cul-de-sac.
“You and Mike were standing too close to each other out there,” El Capitán  barks.
“Hardly,” I shoot back.
“I know what I saw when I pulled up. Do you dispute my word?”
See what I mean?
“No, sir.” I turn away from him and, without him seeing me, salute.
 
 
 
Without any allowance from my parents, I'm forced to dip into my babysitting savings any time I want to eat out or do anything that costs money, like buy lunch at school. This morning, the rotten bananas on our kitchen counter and peanut butter in the pantry don't sound tempting enough to call lunch, but the dummies I call my brother and sister, who will eat anything, are making sandwiches from them. I decide to pass. I'd rather be hungry. And I keep an emergency two dollars in my purse for such mornings, which are all too frequent, so I can eat from the vending machine during lunch. A dollar buys a Grandma's muffin and another seventy-five cents buys a Diet Dr. Pepper.
My brother and sister exit the house in a cloud of noise as usual. Phones on speaker. Text messages pinging. I'm feeding Mittens when they get outside. When I was ten years old, I got to pick out a cat at the humane society. If past lives are a real thing, then she and I were sisters at Mother Superior’s convent. We were good friends. She's one of the precious good things in my life. When we moved into this new house, Mittens (against my will) became an outdoor cat. (I sneak her into my room every day after school before Mother Superior and El Capitán get home.) She rubs her face against my hand as I drop spoonfuls of shredded cat food into her bowl and makes me grateful for at least one
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She thought she knew her heart
until he arrived.
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