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This is for you, my beautiful friend.

 


I tell you all the time not to give up and to instead
look for reasons to smile, even when your heart hurts and
everything feels hopeless.

 


Never forget to do these things, because a positive
heart is a strong heart…and because you don’t know who else might
need your cheer.

 


Love you.


PROLOGUE

 MAY

 


Damn, today’s going to be a good day.

I’ve been dating Loren for eleven months
today and yesterday was the last day of school. We hung out with
Jamie, Oz, and Sarah until 2:30 this morning, and I had big plans
to stay in bed until at least noon today, as is tradition on a
no-school day, but I couldn’t. I just woke up and was ready to
go.

Weird, huh? The first day of summer break—the
summer break before we all start our senior year, the last summer
break of our grade-school days—and I’m awake at 8:05 in the
morning. Awake and dressed and cheerful and already out of the
house, on my way to Loren’s so I can wake her up with a kiss and
tell her to get up and join me in attacking the fun day that lies
ahead of us.

I have good stuff planned for us: IHOP for
breakfast and then, since we’re up so early, a surprise day trip to
Dallas. It’ll be awesome. I’ll have to follow her around a mall or
two, but I intend to drag her to a couple of the many cool places
the city has that we don’t—namely, the IMAX and at least one
restaurant we’ve never been to. She likes the IMAX, but she’s not
really a risk-taker with food and thus she’s always okay with Taco
Bell. Not me, though. I like trying new things, and today’s a good
day to do just that.

The drive to her house is a nice one. The
treetops are swaying in a breeze. There’s little traffic and only
one of the lights on my route unnecessarily turns red on me. I sing
along to an Our Last Night cover and bang on my steering wheel like
I’m the drummer. I enjoy music all the time, but there’s just
something great about blasting your shit when you’re in a bright
mood, right? Makes everything even brighter.

When Loren and I aren’t in the car together,
I’m a regular wannabe rockstar. When we are together,
though, I let her control the radio. She dislikes my music just as
much as I dislike hers, but I love her, so I do the sacrificing.
After I pull into her driveway, I put her mixed CD of radio-worn
dancey bullshit in my stereo. The mid-Texas morning isn’t quite hot
as balls yet, so she’ll enjoy riding to IHOP with my windows rolled
down and her music turned up so everyone can hear it (something I
only put up with because, again, I love her. Best boyfriend
ever).

My stomach is grumbling at the thought of
French toast. I quickly get out of my car and skip to Loren’s front
door. I turn the knob and the door opens, so I let myself in.

As I shut it behind me, I hear her dad call,
“Morning! Who’s there?”

I’ve known Loren since elementary school. Her
parents have been unlocking the front door as soon as they get up
in the mornings for as long as I can remember. Loren has lots of
aunts and uncles and cousins and even four sets of grandparents, so
there’s always someone dropping by the Rickson household
unannounced. Sarah and the guys and I have long since made it onto
the list of guests who don’t need an invitation to come in.

“It’s Spence,” I call back.

I roll my eyes when I realize I’ve used
Loren’s nickname for me. I don’t like it, but since I could never
give her a good reason why, she continues to use it. She says it
instead of my actual name, which means everyone else does, too,
so…looks like she finally rubbed off on me.

Must be this good mood I’m in.

Still, she owes me for this one, I think.

I head into the kitchen, where I can hear her
parents chatting. When they come into view, I see Elaine cooking at
the stove and John pouring a cup of coffee.

“Hey, honey,” she greets me with a smile.
“Didn’t think we’d see you until after lunch.”

I grin and shrug. “That was my plan, but I
just couldn’t stay in bed. Must be because today marks eleven
months with Loren Ashleigh and I couldn’t go another hour without
seeing her pretty face.”

John chuckles. “Ah, yes. Been there.”

Elaine snorts and teases him, “Wish you’d go
back!”

He guffaws and smacks her on the ass. She
swats at him with her spatula, sending bits of scrambled egg
flying.

I like Loren’s parents. They’re so much more
fun than mine are. Mine fucking hate each other, and I honestly
don’t know why they don’t just get divorced. For at least the last
year, all they’ve done is argue and complain and glare, and it’s so
stupid.

It doesn’t negatively affect me, though,
really; I’m a pretty happy guy. So I just let them do whatever
while I chill in my own business. To each his own and whatnot.

Today, my business involves enjoying the
first day of summer break with Loren.

“As adorable as you guys are,” I say to her
parents with raised eyebrows, “I’ve got a fun day planned with the
girl upstairs. She still sleeping?”

“Yep,” John replies as he plants a kiss on
Elaine’s cheek. “We skipped right on past her when we got up.
Figured she’d be tired since she stayed out all night with a
certain ginger boy.”

“Hey, nuh-uh,” I say, pointing a good-natured
finger at him. “I’m not a ginger. My hair is dark brown and somehow
tinted red in certain lighting, and you know it.”

“In all lighting,” Elaine chimes
in.

John winks at me. “Whatever you say, Spence.”
He nods to the ceiling. “Go up and grab Loren. You guys want some
of this food?”

I’m already backing out of the kitchen.
“Nope. I’m taking her out for breakfast. Also to Dallas for a
surprise trip, if you don’t mind?”

I know they won’t mind, so I don’t wait
around for their answer. Indeed, as I walk around the corner, I
hear Elaine crooning about what a sweet idea that is. It makes me
smile.

I take the stairs two at a time and then head
down the hall to my right. Loren’s room is the last on the left
side, and I knock on the closed door when I reach it. I don’t
expect her to answer and she doesn’t, so I knock again, louder than
before so maybe she’ll wake up a little.

While I give her a second, I study the
pictures and fake jewels covering her door. The pictures are a
mixture of pop stars, our group of friends, and herself. It’s a
pretty vibrant door. I wonder how not-cute it’ll look on the day
she has to take all the shit down. I bet the paint will come off
right along with the glue or whatever is holding all this stuff
up.

I knock once more and call, “Loren, it’s me!
I’m coming in! Wake up or be woken up!”

I open the door and walk into her room. Her
overhead light is off, but the strings of tiny lights she turns on
at night are netted on the ceiling, twinkling in pinks and purples
and blues like crazy stars. I’m assaulted by the tropical scent
she’s always loved and sprayed all over everything she owns,
including herself.

The switch for her nightlights is by the
door, so I flip it and then turn on her overhead light. I start
toward her bed, preparing a greeting, and abruptly realize she’s
not over there. In fact, her bed is made like she’s been up for a
while. I look to the bathroom connected to her bedroom and see the
door’s shut.

Well, damn. I wanted to wake her up myself.
But it’s not that sucky, I guess, because—duh—she’s likely
either heading into the shower or stepping out, and my girlfriend
in any stage of undress is something to be excited about.

I tiptoe to the door and put my ear to it. I
don’t hear anything. Maybe she’s fixing her makeup all meticulously
like she does. I grin at the thought of surprising her. She screams
like a total girl when something scares her. I have to bite back a
chuckle at the sound she’s going to make when I fling this door
open on her.

I’m going to tell her, ‘Loren, you scream
like a girl.’ And then I’m going to give her a sly look and
check her out and add, ‘And you look like a girl, too.
Care to share some of that with me?’ Then I’m going to tease
her about owing me for the Spence thing and see if she’ll make it
up to me with some anniversary-morning making out. Maybe we’ll even
get a quick one in on the floor before we leave.

I take a deep breath and swallow my laughter,
then throw the door open. I make some kind of stupid monster noise
to add to the scare, but I don’t hear startled shrieking or cussing
or anything else from inside the room. Actually, the light isn’t
even on.

Disappointment and confusion touch me as I
realize she’s not in here either.

I reach for the light switch anyway. Just
before I hit it I wonder if, in fact, she’s hiding somewhere in the
darkness, planning on scaring me.

That sneak. I bet she heard me knocking on
her door a minute ago and decided she’d get me.

Well, she almost succeeded; I’m onto her
now.

I turn the light on and it bounces off the
huge mirror, instantly filling the room. I hurriedly glance around,
ready for her to jump out and do her own monster impression. But I
get nothing.

My shoulders slump. “Loren,” I complain,
“seriously, where are—?”

My gaze snags on something on the left side
of the room, where the bathtub is. I can’t see it very well from
where I’m standing, so I wander over and—

“Oh my God!” explodes out of me. My
knees weaken and yet still manage to haul me forward, straight to
the tub, where Loren—where she’s—she’s—

I scream so loudly it hurts my throat, hurts
my ears as the jarring echo bangs back to me. My knees hit the
floor by the tub and I take in her blood-slicked body lying limp
inside, both arms slashed open from the insides of her wrists to
the bends of her elbows, head lolling with closed eyes and a slack
mouth and strawberry blonde hair hanging loose—

“Loren! Loren!” I desperately shout at
her. “Hey! What the fuck are you doing?”

She doesn’t respond. I grab at her face and
hair. She’s cold and she doesn’t move except for where I move her,
and I reach for her arms, but I can’t make myself touch them.

There’s so much blood. So much. So fucking
much. It’s thick and dark on her paled sun-kissed skin and her gray
Disneyland shirt and the razor blade lying on her yellow pajama
shorts—and there’s something else there, something on her lap just
out of reach of the terrifying crimson. I grab it up with quaking
hands.

“No,” I croak when I realize it’s a note.

A note.

A note written in the colorful ink she always
uses—purple this time.

“No,” I wail just as other voices meet
my ears. Voices that are coming from somewhere in this room, but
not from in front of me. They’re not coming from my girlfriend, so
I don’t care about them even when they get loud and hysterical.
Even when their owners roughly shove me aside.

I don’t care about anything but this paper in
my hands. And after I read what it says, I drop my eyes to the tile
floor and jerk the note away from me. I barely feel my hand slam
into something beside me—someone. Someone who pries the
paper from my fingers.

I don’t fight them. I want them to take it
because I don’t want it anymore. I don’t want any of this.

But I can’t hand off to anybody anywhere the
sight of Loren’s body lying in this bathtub.

Her body that was alive at 2:30 this morning
and is not alive right now.

Her body that I was daydreaming about
touching as I walked into this room.

I realize I’m staring at her again instead of
at the floor, burning this image into my mind even though I don’t
want to.

I stare at her mutilated arms again. Her
blood-drenched Disneyland shirt. Her slack mouth and her closed
eyes and her strawberry blonde hair. I stare until the tears
scalding my eyes turn everything into one giant blur.

She’s dead.

Dead on our eleven-month anniversary.

Dead on the first day of summer break.

Dead on purpose.

Nausea engulfs me and I barely make it to the
toilet before I vomit.

And then I don’t even see a blurred world,
because the world goes black.


THE NOTE




To whoever is reading this right now:

 


No, this isn’t a joke. Yes, I’m really dead in the
bathtub.

 


If you’re Mama or Daddy, I want you to know I didn’t
do this because you didn’t love me enough. I didn’t do this because
you didn’t pay me enough attention or talk to me often enough. You
were perfect parents. You kept me safe, clothed, fed, healthy, and
everything else. Please don’t spend the rest of your lives thinking
you messed up somewhere—you didn’t. Be happy and enjoy your lives.
Go on that trip to Europe you’re always daydreaming about. Don’t
miss me too much. You always told me about the importance of being
happy, so listen to your own words of wisdom. Maybe this wasn’t
what you had in mind for me making myself happy, but it’s what I
wanted. I know you’ll understand.

 


If you’re Spence…oh, my sweet Spence. I know you’re
upset, but I want you to be happy, too, so please don’t let this
bring you down. I know you probably think you should’ve seen this
coming since we were together for almost a year and friends for
even longer, but don’t do that to yourself. This had nothing to do
with you. And I want you to know this, Spence: you shouldn’t spend
too long mourning me because our relationship was already over for
me when I picked up the razor. It had been over for a while. I
broke up with you in my heart weeks before I did this. I knew if I
didn’t, I wouldn’t be able to go through with this because I’d
still be attached to you. Letting you go, even if I didn’t do it
out loud, made me feel better about my decision to die because that
way, I didn’t feel like you would be dying with me. I felt like
you’d be free to move on from me.

 


So move on. Move on, Spence and Mama and Daddy. You
all have my blessing.

 


-Loren


ONE

 NOVEMBER

 


My day sucks already and the sun isn’t even
up yet.

I’ve just woken from a bad dream about Loren.
I’m sweaty and damn near crying, and the image of her bloody,
lifeless body is still vivid in my mind, making my stomach churn.
The picture isn’t going away as quickly as dreamlike pictures
should, because it wasn’t just a dream—it was a memory and those
fuckers like to stick around.

It’s been six months since her death and I
still remember every single thing about it.

And I still hurt. I still wonder why the fuck
she did it. I still miss her. I still feel guilty.

And mad.

I’m still so fucking mad.

I never felt this angry with her when she was
alive. Back then, I didn’t think I could feel very angry
with her, but this is staggeringly real and there’s no turning it
off. I know how to muffle it, but it never works for long. Keeping
my anger from devouring me is a fight I constantly fight. All day.
Every day.

But I guess I thought I couldn’t ever be this
mad at her because I never imagined she was capable of something so
appalling. I never imagined my fun, smart, faithful, bubbly,
fucking beautiful fucking girlfriend would ever
intentionally rip me apart. And when she did, I realized I must not
have known her at all. And that makes me angry.

She certainly knew me. She knew I’d
always loved her, first as a childhood friend and then as something
more. She knew my future was made up of plans that directly
involved her. She knew I believed we were in this thing
together.

She didn’t even write to me that she loved
me, too. Out of all the shit she wrote in her suicide note, she
left those three words out. Sure, she said them while she was
alive, but I thought true love was supposed to go all the way to
the end, and when her end got here, she left me hanging. She did
the most callous, most selfish thing I’ve ever known a person to do
and then topped that grand goddamn achievement by giving me an even
more callous, more selfish goodbye.

So who was the girl I spent all those years
hanging out with—fell in love with? If she could hide
whatever made her want to stop living so well that I never had the
smallest inkling she was hurting, then what else was she good at
concealing? All the things I knew about her…how many of them were
part of who she actually was?

Though I’ll never know for sure, something in
me strongly suspects the answer to that last question is this: not
many. Something in me is sure that much of what I got from her
probably wasn’t really from her. Which means I was friends
with and fell in love with a lie. Which makes me feel like the
stupidest person walking the earth. Which makes me even
angrier.

The nightmare is still playing in my
head.

At least it’s not as frequent as it was at
first. There in the first month or two, I saw her dead body
everywhere I looked, whether or not I was looking at the insides of
my eyelids. Now the nightmare visits me only every once in a
while.

When it does, it’s like I’ve gone back in
time. I’m forced to relive the whole thing in copious
detail—sometimes in more detail than I noticed when it actually
happened. This time, for instance, I noticed dead-Loren had on the
black eye makeup the living one always wore. Another time, I
spotted her name necklace resting across her throat, glinting in
the bathroom light.

I’m staring at her face in my head, at the
mouth that used to smile so cutely at me, when my alarm clock
starts shrieking louder than hell. It tears harshly through my
skull and hurts my head, sounding like a warped, shrill repetition
of the word ‘Spence.’

And in a second, I go from being mad to being
pissed.

I grab the clock and hurl it across my
spotless, impersonal new bedroom, and my fury spikes when the
shattering of it fails to do anything for me but create a mess.

“Fuck!” I yell, generating a ringing
echo around the room.

I feel like smashing everything, even
though most of what I own is in boxes and I don’t want to have to
clean anything else up. A more appealing idea is finding some of my
dad’s whiskey and drinking myself into another slumber—except that
I might dream about Loren again.

I can’t really get drunk anyway. Today is my
first day at my new rich-kid school, which I already don’t want to
be at because senior year started a little over two months ago. But
I tried homeschooling in Texas before we moved, and even in its
short time it proved to be a bad idea. If disciplining myself
enough to do the work didn’t pose a problem, then having to spend
all that extra time with my work-from-home parents did. So when we
moved from there to this random city in northern Arkansas, I didn’t
really have a choice: it was literally either a new school or my
sanity. And school it was, because I’m crazy enough as it is.

Still, it’s nothing more than the lesser of
two evils.

New classes, new work, new people—likely
spoiled, bored people who will treat me like a puppy and try to be
my ‘friend’ and call me Spence and ask where I’m from and what my
life is like. I hate it already.

I need a run.

The only thing that makes me feel better
about anything anymore is running.

After Loren died, I really fell apart. My
behavior turned upside down. I quit hanging around people I was
friends with, quit going places I used to frequent, and started
getting into altercations. That last part came about right after
her funeral when I heard a couple of junior guys joking about the
suicide. I got a few good hits in before the fight got broken up. I
couldn’t hit the girls that I heard being catty about Loren over
the summer, so I settled for cussing them out. Then school began.
Most of what happened there was more of those little things—people
staring at me and chattering thoughtlessly about me and Loren—and
I’d get in trouble for running my mouth or throwing my drink on
someone or however it was I reacted. But a few times, comments were
made by assholes who were too interested in her death, and since
they were guys, I let my fists do the talking. Two weeks later, I
caught those same guys decorating my locker with notes like,
‘SPENCER AND LOREN FOREVER – OH, WAIT,’ and, ‘REST IN
PEACE, LOREN RAZORSON.’ I finally got suspended after I beat
the living hell out of all three of them.

That was when I switched to homeschooling,
and on my first official morning of that, I had the urge to bolt
outside and run the air out of my lungs. It helped, so since then
my days have started with a run no matter what time I get up. That
run is a necessity because without the exertion of it, I’m full of
poison—namely the anger—and it’s not good to keep that in (which
was never my problem) or let it out on other people (which
was my problem). That’s what my therapist told me, anyway,
and I have to admit the old woman was right. I’ve got to have an
outlet, and taking my shit out on the road is much better than
taking it out on another human being.

I’m not running now and I need to be, yet I
don’t even know where my running shoes are in all the damn moving
boxes.

I need to know. I need to find those shoes
and introduce them to the pavement of the street I haven’t even
lived on for twenty-four hours. So I get out from under my too-warm
blanket and fumble for my unfamiliar light switch and dig through
the boxes until I find the lightweight Pumas. I don’t put on
deodorant or comb my hair or even find new clothes, just throw on
yesterday’s athletic pants and sweatshirt and socks, then get my
shoes on and stride out of my bedroom.

And just as the boiling resentment and sting
of betrayal start humming right beneath my skin, howling to be
purged, I hear loud voices. Then my parents burst through the front
door from outside, arguing like a couple of kids in adult
bodies.

Jesus Christ, they’ve been doing that outside
where people can hear?

Three seconds in, I know it’s a stupid
argument. It usually is with them, and it’s never even funny. It’s
not cute. Their marriage is still failing, and whatever deep-seated
shit they’ve got going on hasn’t stopped branching out into
smaller, more trivial things.

And despite their insistence that moving to
this place would help mend both their relationship and the
shattering of my life as I knew it, this morning they’re right back
at it. They couldn’t keep their criticisms about one another in
their own mouths even at 6:10 in the morning. Or keep from slamming
the door behind them.

My dad turns his attention from my mom to me.
“You okay?”

He sounds only half a smidge concerned about
me; I can tell he’s still mostly pissed at her. She’s still pissed,
too. She glares at him with her arms crossed without looking at me.
They don’t put up pretenses for my sake. If they’re mad, they don’t
try to hide it.

I don’t do pretenses either. I answer, “No,”
and roll my shoulders as I continue toward the door.

“You’re up early,” she says to me now, her
hard eyes still on my dad. “Your father wake you up with his
bitching about the coffee?”

“How could I have,” he asks coolly, “when you
insisted on taking it outside so we wouldn’t disturb him?”

Oh, that makes a ton of sense: they were
afraid of waking me when I’d soon be up for my first day of school
anyway.

“You guys are ridiculous, damn,” I
complain.

My mom turns her annoyed eyes on me and
throws an arm across the doorway. She doesn’t get onto me about my
comment and instead says, “Spencer, it’s about to start storming.
Skip this run.”

As if I could just not run. She knows
what running does for me. And it’s not like I’ve never run in the
rain anyway.

With noteworthy composure, I lower her arm.
“I need the run. But even if I could function without it, I
wouldn’t be able to sit in this house and listen to you two bitch
at each other for no fucking reason.” My skin is screaming for the
fresh autumn air—when I open the door, it rushes through, and it’s
like feeling the touch of God or some shit.

“Damn it, Spencer, don’t do this right now!”
she exclaims with a stomp of her foot. “I am your mother and I said
not to go running when there’s lightning flashing, and you better
listen to me!”

“Oh, get your panties out of your ass, Kay,”
my dad snaps as I leap down the three steps between the porch and
the front walk. “He’s not going to get struck by fucking lightning.
It’s not even thundering here yet!”

“Don’t talk to me like that in front of our
son!”

“We’re not in front of him! He’s hauling ass
like he’s supposed to when he’s in a bad place!”

Their voices get lost in the sound of my feet
hammering against the pavement, and the stormy morning rushing past
me, and my lungs steadily taking air in before letting it out.

But their tones still ring in my head. And so
does the unreal way my alarm clock seemed to shriek my old
nickname. And so does the way I can practically hear Loren’s
long-gone voice speaking the words of her note: ‘Don’t let this
bring you down.’

Bunch of shit, Loren. That was a bunch
of shit.

It’s the last thought I have before I throw
everything out of my head.

I run for a long time. I run until the
thunder gets here. I run until I hurt. And it helps—it dulls my
rage into a low-burning rigidity.

I feel better until I’m wrapping up my last
lap, rounding the corner four houses down from mine only to see my
parents standing in the middle of the road, gesturing wildly at
each other. I can’t hear them yet, but I know they’re arguing
again. In the middle of the street.

And what blows up my spark of annoyance is
when I get closer and hear my mom yell at my dad, “Get back in the
house and make your own motherfucking coffee, then!” right as a
door across the street opens and an agitated neighbor glowers
out.

Humiliating.

So my run isn’t over yet, I guess. I go past
my parents and continue down the street even though my body is
exhausted, my mind worn. I run even when lightning flashes with
earth-rumbling thunder hot on its heels, even when cold rain is
suddenly everywhere, soaking my hair and clothes and creating
puddles for me to splash through. I run for so long that when I
finally get into the house, I see the time is 7:39, meaning my
first class at my new school is only twenty-one minutes from
starting and I haven’t even found clean clothes to wear, much less
showered or eaten or located my backpack.

When I finally jump in my car, I realize I
have no gas.

Just fantastic. Apparently, I forgot to get
some at the end of our long drive yesterday.

So my dad drives me to school, and he’s
talking about my mom before he’s even got the car running. I make
it one single minute before I have to put my earbuds in and drown
him out with my music. He’s too busy ranting to notice.

We get to the school and I hurry inside, but
I still get rained on because the front walk isn’t covered. And I’m
still late: it’s 8:10 when I walk into the office.

I am not a happy Spencer—‘happy’ being
a relative term, obviously.

“Good morning, there,” the lady behind the
counter greets me.

Not, my mind grumbles.

She pushes her glasses onto the top of her
head. “What can I do for you, dear?”

“New student,” I tell her. “Spencer
Frost.”

“Wonderful to meet you, Mr. Frost.” She
starts clicking around on her computer. After a few seconds, a
nearby printer whirs to life. “Got your schedule right here.” When
she hands it to me, she asks, “Look good to you?”

Well, Calculus is my first class of the day
and I hate math, so no.

I just shrug.

She looks like maybe she understands. “Okay,
hon. Have a good day. Stop back by if you have questions. And maybe
invest in an umbrella after school?”

Helpful. I turn and walk out.

My schedule says I need Room 15, so I glance
at the classroom numbers on the walls as I head down the main
hallway. This place is so upscale that I feel out of place as shit
even though I’m out here by myself.

I’m passing Room 7 just as a blonde girl
breezes out of it. She’s not watching where she’s going because
she’s texting on her phone. She knocks right into me and then
distractedly complains, “Wow, could you share the hall?”

Inconsiderate bitch.

“You said, ‘Excuse me,’ wrong,” I bite
out as I swerve around her so I can keep walking.

Her tone goes sharp. “What did you say
to me? Who do you—?”

I hear a tiny gasp and some annoying
clacking. Suddenly, she’s in front of me doing some kind of
backward tiptoe thing in her pink heels, no longer absorbed in her
texting.

“Well, hey, gorgeous! Oh, please don’t be
mad! Emergency text, that’s all! Swearsies!” Her tone is as bright
as can be now.

God, I should’ve just kept my mouth
shut and let her bumble her way down the hall.

“Whatever,” I mutter, hastening to get around
her.

“No, really! I’m sorry! Excuse my bumping
into you—better late than never, right? That works for apologies!”
She reappears and tosses her blonde curls behind her shoulder. Her
eyes are heavy with makeup, and she rakes them all over me as she
keeps slinking backward. “I’m Aphrodite. What’s your name?” Her
glossed lips curve into a flirty, self-confident smile. It’s a
smile that says she expects me to acknowledge the link between her
name and her beauty because everyone else does.

Problem is, I’m not attracted to her and I
don’t like her name. I think it’s dumb. Why do people name their
kids after gods and goddesses like that? Or maybe she just calls
herself Aphrodite. I’m sure she likes herself enough to dare
it.

“Go away,” I say bluntly, again going around
her.

“No, really, don’t be mad! I get it—you’re
late! I’ve also never seen you before, so you must be new, which
means you don’t know where you’re going. And I bet you’ve got a
girlfriend you left behind somewhere, too, huh? Sad and no
surprise there! But I’ll behave! I can be a really good
friend!”

And she’s devious, too. ‘Good friend’
my ass. I can already tell she’s not the type to care about a guy
having a girlfriend. Even though I don’t technically have one
anymore, it irks me.

“What’s your first class? I can take you
anywhere you need to go! These heels were made for walking! And
girlfriend or no girlfriend, babe, letting you walk around alone
would be a sin!”

“Would you back your annoying ass up
already?” I snap without looking at her. “I don’t know if you’re
hard of fucking hearing or just desperate for attention, but you’re
fucking lame and it’s pissing me off!”

That one shuts her up and halts the clacking
of her heels.

After a few seconds, I hear, “Hit me up when
you’re in a better mood,” and then she resumes walking. It sounds
like she’s going back the other direction.

Thank God.

I wonder if she really intends to wait around
for me to cheer up and seek her out so she can lay more of her
gross ‘charm’ on me.

Probably.

Well, she’ll be waiting for the rest of her
life.

I go back to hunting for Room 15. When I find
it, I mentally prepare myself for the impending forced introduction
in front of a classroom full of my fellow seniors. I’ll hate it and
they’ll enjoy the break from the lecture even though class started
only minutes ago. Then I’ll probably have to pick a seat at the
front and feel everyone staring at my back because the new guy is
more interesting than schoolwork. That’s what always happened when
we got new kids at my old school.

I try to open the door and fail.

Great. It’s stuck, and I’m going to have to
heave it open and make my entrance even showier.

I try again, hoping it’ll just work for
me.

It doesn’t.

Through the tall rectangle of glass in the
door, I can see the student-filled sea of desks facing me. Every
pair of eyes is looking back at me, each expression either amused
or excited.

Bastards. Can’t someone get up and help
me?

Well, no, apparently not.

Within moments, though, a middle-aged man
appears between them and me: the teacher. I sigh and wait for him
to open the door so I can just get this over with.

But he doesn’t open the door for me. He looks
right at me and shakes his head firmly, then turns away.

And I realize something: the door is
locked, not stuck.

“Hey, hold on,” I say loudly enough for him
to hear me. “I’m new. First day.”

He raises both hands above his head. He has a
dry-erase marker in one hand and he uses it to tap at the watch on
his other wrist. It’s the universal gesture for, ‘You’re
late.’

I blink a long blink, because either he’s
playing an unfunny joke on me or I just can’t catch a break
today.

I knock on the door and hold up my schedule.
“Hey, yeah, I’m late. It’s my first day.”

He looks at me over his shoulder, shrugs in a
total lack of sympathy, and goes back to teaching.

Wow. Wow. Brand new and being cut
no slack.

Only a few of the students tune back in to
the lesson. The rest, guys and girls alike, are studying me the
best they can through the glass. And as much as I wish that they’d
fuck off, I know they aren’t going to, so I choose to ignore
them.

I cross my arms and stare at the teacher’s
back, waiting for him to stop being a dick and let me into the
classroom.

I mean, really, what is this? I’m
here, aren’t I? I don’t understand why I can’t just go in. It’s not
like I only showed up for the last five minutes of class. And it’s
not like this is a recurring thing—this is the first time I’ve ever
even seen this campus, let alone this guy’s classroom.

He disappears from sight as the class begins
working on an assignment.

The clock on the far wall tells me it’s 8:30
on the dot when he walks to the door and tapes a piece of paper to
the glass. It’s a note:

 


I don’t tolerate disruption of my classes. That
means tardy students aren’t welcome and also that they aren’t
permitted to create a distraction by glaring into my classroom from
the hallway. Go find somewhere else to stand, and if you’ve learned
your lesson we’ll see you before 8 tomorrow morning.

 


“Are you fucking serious?” I demand
loudly.

The words echo around the empty hallway and
go ignored by my math teacher, who’s walking off again, but a
teacher in the open classroom next door pauses her lecture. Her
students chuckle.

I hear one guy call back teasingly, “Yes, I’m
fucking serious!” and then I hear the teacher admonish him amidst
more laughter.

Irritated, I drop my head into my hands and
push my fingers through my rain-dampened hair.

Moments later, I hear a smack on the door in
front of me and look up to see another note:

 


Not afraid to call security, boy.

 


Security? Security? Is it a
delinquency to try to attend class?

I turn on my heel and stalk away, frustration
gnawing at me.

You know what? To hell with calculus. And to
hell with that teacher.

I don’t know where I’m headed, but I know
where I’d like to go: to the track, wherever it is.

The question is whether or not I need
to go there, since it’s raining and all. I try to weigh my options,
try to decide if I really need to run or if I just think I do. I’m
mad, but not like I was at home, for sure. Is this necessary?

I turn a corner and crash right into
something that makes a very girly noise.

A soft, worried, definitely feminine voice is
apologizing before I’ve even laid eyes on its owner. “Oh, I’m
sorry! I’m so sorry. Are you all right? That was all my fault. I
wasn’t watching where I was going. I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

With a voice that caring, I expect hands to
be fluttering all over me, trying to ensure I’m in one piece, but
thankfully there’s none of that happening. I blink a few times and
look down to the brunette in front of me—and I’m met with a
shockingly intense pair of brown eyes. Like, they’re way
more intense than I’ve ever seen brown eyes be before. My parents
and I have brown eyes, too, so I’m an expert on exactly how plain
they should be…but right now, I’m looking at the exception.

I can’t help but briefly look her over. She’s
not wearing makeup and her long hair isn’t styled, but she’s
pretty. Her frame is slim and delicate, and even with her being a
few feet away now, I know she doesn’t reach shoulder-height on
me.

Remembering what she said, I look back up at
her concerned face with raised eyebrows.

Derisively, I reply, “No, you didn’t
hurt me.” How could she have? I could probably carry her and
run at the same damn time.

She doesn’t seem affected by my tone—not the
way I expect her to be, that is. Instead of looking surprised or
miffed, she relaxes.

Breathing a sigh of relief, she smiles kindly
at me. “Oh. I’m happy to hear that, but again, I’m sorry.”

She smiles kindly at me. Not
even flirtatiously like Aphrodite did, even though she’s glancing
over me almost as attentively as the other girl had.

When she looks me in the eyes again, she
adds, “My name is Emerson. What’s your name?”

The introduction makes me frown. Although
it’s not coy like Aphrodite’s, the whole thing annoys me all of a
sudden. I didn’t come here looking for friends and especially not
for girl attention. I came to whatever this high school is called
to finish my senior year and graduate.

I don’t answer her and instead ask shortly,
“Can you tell me where the track is?” And don’t fucking offer to
walk me there.

Again, my response doesn’t seem to bother
her. She says, “Oh, sure,” and turns to face the way she came. “Go
around that corner down there on the right, then go through the
door at the end of the hall. Once you’re outside, just head
straight down the big sidewalk and you’ll walk right to the
track.”

I barely mumble my thanks and hurry past
her.

She hears me, though, and tells me easily,
“You’re welcome. I hope you enjoy your day.”

Not going to happen.

Soon, I arrive at the glass door that will
get me outside. I guess some part of me was hoping the rain had let
up in the past half-hour, because disappointment thumps me in the
chest when I see it hasn’t. Damn it.

“Do you really need the run?” I ask myself
under my breath. “It’s cold out there. Is being cold and wet worth
it or can—?”

“Excuse me!”

I jump and jerk around. Emerson is gracefully
hurrying up, causing her hair to swing around the elbows of her
plain white sweater.

“I truly don’t mean to bother you,” she says
with sincerity in those eyes, “but I’ve just realized you dropped
these back there. I tripped over them and accidentally kicked them
a little—I’m so sorry. I hope they’re not damaged. If they
are, I’ll buy you new ones. I promise.”

I look down at the white earbuds in her hand.
They look like the ones I stuffed into the front pocket of my
hoodie before I got out of my dad’s car; a search of my empty
pocket tells me they are mine. They must have fallen out
when I ran into her. I hold my hand out and she gives them to
me.

Looking nervous, she rubs her palms on the
sides of her jeans. “Please let me know if I broke them.” Again
with the complete lack of flirting even though she’s currently
studying my short mess of hair with a certain amount of
interest.

I say curtly, “They’re fine.”

Her eyes leave my hair to look into my eyes.
I know good and well that my reply is lame, because without
inspecting the earbuds or trying them out, I can’t be sure if
they’re broken or not—and I can see she knows that, too. But she
doesn’t give me shit about it, just nods once and looks out the
door behind me.

She inhales like she’s going to ask me
something. Perhaps she wants to know why I asked about the track so
purposefully when the rain outside is torrential.

But when she exhales and looks at me again,
she gives me another pleasant smile and says courteously, “Excuse
me. I’ve got to get back to class.” And she’s caught on to how I
respond to things, I guess, because she doesn’t wait for a goodbye.
She just turns and leaves.

I’m glad. I don’t want to be asked about the
track.

I look out at the rain again, too, and after
a minute, I decide not to bother with the run. Second period starts
at 8:45, my schedule says, so I may as well just head toward
Government. That teacher might have strict rules on lateness,
too.

She actually turns out to be a reasonable
teacher, and nice (compared to the first one, anyway), but she does
ask me to announce myself to everyone and I don’t enjoy it. I
especially don’t enjoy that Aphrodite is in my class, or that after
I introduce myself, she says, “By the way, ladies, he’s got a
girlfriend!” in a tone that pretty much begs me to discredit her
claim. A few of the other girls make disappointed noises when I
don’t.

I’m sick of all of them and it’s only second
period.

Time: that’s all they need. Time to realize I
don’t want them back. Time to realize I’m not interesting enough to
pine over. Time to fall back into whatever high-school-girl lives
they were living before I walked into the school this morning.

I have a feeling the interim isn’t going to
be fun for me.

Other than how it began, the class is
bearable because it’s a test day and I don’t have to
participate.

Third period is World Literature, and it’s
not too bad because all the teacher says to me is, “Welcome to the
class, Spencer,” before he dives into the lesson. Plus, I’ve never
minded reading.

Fourth period is free for me, and I decide to
spend it in the library because I feel I have a pretty good chance
of hiding in there.

As soon as I reach the door to the place,
though, I’m accosted by a girl with a floppy blonde bun on top of
her head. She squeals around her gum, “Oh, hi! Spencer, right? I’m
in Gov with you! I just wanted to say I love your
jeans.”

I look at her quizzically. My jeans are just
dark jeans. Speaking of clothes, she’s got on what I seriously
think might be pajamas, along with some of those furry brown boots.
Ugly.

“No,” I mumble as I pull open the door.

“I’m Kate!” She hurries through the door
before I can. “And oh my God! Good looks, style, and you’re
a gentleman? Your girlfriend is so lucky! Thank you so much for
getting the door!”

What the hell, man. I didn’t open the door
for her.

And I don’t have style. I wear clothes.

And again with the bullshit relationship
prompt.

What are these girls doing? Why are they so
fucking persistent?

My eyes happen upon a certain long-haired
brunette standing nearby at the big librarian’s desk, and it occurs
to me that not every girl here has been insufferable.
Emerson is currently beaming a sweet smile at the librarian; I’ve
seen a ton of smiles today, and I realize now that hers is the only
one I believe.

“…and I would be perfectly happy to help her
with it for free,” I catch her saying as I move further into the
library. “No one has to pay me, Ms. Price. I couldn’t accept that.
I think it’s important for children to find some kind of creative
outlet for themselves, and I would love to help your
granddaughter.”

“That is so kind of you,” Ms. Price replies,
looking at her with affection. “If you’re sure, then I’ll talk with
my daughter and see when she can get you set up with little
Eva.”

“I’m very sure. Here, let me give you
my—”

“So anyway,” Kate chirps a little too
loudly from right beside me, yanking my attention from Emerson,
“the party starts at 8. It’ll be on North—”

“What?” I cut her off with a frown. “What the
hell are you talking about?”

She scoffs playfully, still smacking her gum.
“Zoned out, did you? What I’m talking about is the party my
twin sister and I are throwing for our eighteenth birthday. It’s on
Friday night and all of the cool seniors are invited. It’s going to
be at our house—North Bridge Circle, last mansion on the left. It’s
the one with the fountain in the front. We have a hot tub, so bring
swimming trunks!”

“I don’t do parties.” Just as I’m looking
away from her, about to hurry off, I notice Emerson walking by.
When our gazes meet, she gives me that refreshing smile of
hers.

Only for a moment, though. Then she’s turning
it on Kate. “Good morning, Katherine! Are you having a good
day?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Kate blow
a bubble with her gum. After it pops, she says, “It’s Kate.”
Her tone is considerably colder than it was when she was talking to
me. I can’t help but notice she neither answered Emerson’s question
nor asked how she’s doing in return, even in a half-assed way.

Emerson remains cordial. “Well, that’s a
pretty nickname. When did you decide to start going by that?”

When I look at Kate fully, I see she’s
glaring at the other girl like she’s done something wrong. “It’s
been Kate. For a long time.” She rolls her eyes with way too
much superiority for someone wearing pajamas in public. “God,
Emerson, stop being such a fucking loser all the time and pay
attention. Katherine is an old-woman name.”

I look at Emerson again, and she flicks a shy
glance toward me. The fair skin of her face is turning pink.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she apologizes more
quietly. “I’ve just never heard anyone call you that, I guess. I
think you were going by Katherine just today in first period—and,
well, in third period, too….”

“Oh my God, whatever, okay?” Kate snaps.
“Listen, the truth is I was talking to Spencer just now and you
interrupted. Didn’t want to be rude at first, but—” she tsks in
faux regret, “—you’re bothering us.” She looks at me and
stage-whispers, “Don’t worry, she’s not invited to our party.”

I’m done for real. This whole thing is weird,
and it’s pissing me off.

I mimic her tsk and say, “No, the truth is
that I was glad for the interruption, Katherine.” Then I
turn and walk off. I don’t know my way around the library, but I do
know I need to get away from that girl.

“Seriously?” I hear her whine. “Look what you
did, Emerson. You suck.”

I feel a twinge of something gray at leaving
Emerson behind like that, but whatever. She has feet. She can walk
away, too.

Momentarily, I come up on some cushy chairs
clustered around a short table. They’re all empty, so I drop down
into one and sigh.

I’ll probably end up running when I get home,
rain or no rain.

I manage to keep to myself until lunch. I
didn’t pack food from home, so I have to hit up the cafeteria and,
my God, it’s worse than all my classes combined. Two different
girls approach me before I can even get into the cafeteria,
and after I escape them, another one strikes up a shamelessly
sexual conversation with me in the lunch line. I’ve barely brushed
her off when Aphrodite and her friends all stand up from a table in
the middle of the room to boisterously invite me to sit with them.
When I ignore them and start walking toward the door, intending to
take my lunch to the hall, Kate/Katherine pops up from who knows
where and says around her gum, “Hey, let me redo that whole library
thing! So awkward! Come sit with me and my sister!”

I free myself from her just in time to hear a
guy nearby telling his friend, “Dude better not expect to just walk
in and take all the good chicks from us. He ain’t about shit, I’ll
tell you that right now. Look at him. He looks like he shops at
fucking Target. How’d he even get into this school?”

Huh? What’s wrong with Target? And what kind
of guy criticizes another guy’s clothes like that?

Apparently, this arrogant rich-kid kind of
guy. And you know what? I can play that game for a minute, too. I
bet that idiot has on a pink collared shirt and jeans so tight his
nutsack is being shoved up his ass.

After his friend murmurs something, I hear
him reply, “Yeah, he thinks he’s cool, doesn’t he? Maybe someone
should set him straight before this shit gets out of hand.”

Okay, now, fuck that.

I’ve gotten better about fighting, but I stop
walking, still listening to him making fun of me. I’ve got a glare
forming and a retort sitting in the barrel that is my throat, ready
to be fired off.

But just before I turn to face them, I notice
Emerson entering the cafeteria in her graceful way. She’s armed
with a smile and a hello for the couple approaching the trashcans,
who only offer her distracted nods, not even eye-contact.

And whatever I was going to say to that
mouthy guy just dies off.

Suddenly, all I can think about is how the
people in this room need to take notes from that one delicate girl
right there. Notes on smiles, notes on how to dress, notes on
attitude. Fucking everything. They have no idea how childish and
irritating everything about them is.

“Hey, man,” a different guy says as he walks
around me, “can you do us all a favor and dump your girlfriend back
home so you can fuck the fascination out of these girls’ systems?
It’s only lunchtime and I’m already sick of hearing them talk about
you.”

I’ll definitely be running when I get
home.

 


*

 


As soon as my mom pulls into our driveway
after school, I’m out of the car and hurrying inside so I can put
on running clothes.

When I come back out of my room after a few
minutes, she takes one look at me and asks, “Your day was that
bad?”

“It fucking sucked,” I say on the way to the
front door.

One cool thing about my parents is they don’t
care if I cuss. So instead of reprimanding me for what I’ve said,
she just calls, “Welcome to high school.”

This run is a lot like the one I took this
morning. It’s cold and wet and long and tiring. But this time I’m
not running Loren out of my head. I’m not really sure which
motivator I prefer, though: her or Aphrodite/Kate-whoever/the other
girls who openly flirted with me/the other girls who kept
acting like they weren’t flirting when they were/the thing with my
Calculus teacher/the way guys treated me like we were competing for
female attention and I was cheating my ass off to win.

Neither option sounds better than the
other.

I run laps around my block again. Even in the
cold rain, I can appreciate the release. It’s so wonderfully empty
and quiet out here.

By the time I jog back up to my house, having
run around the block five times, I feel stable.

“Potato soup and cornbread for dinner,
Spencer,” my mom says when she spots me walking by the kitchen.

“Mmhmm.”

“Around 5.”

“Mmhmm.”

I shut myself into my room, then shed my wet
clothes in my bathroom and turn on the shower. While I wait for it
to heat up, I study my reflection in the mirror. My hair looks even
darker than usual because it’s wet, and with the water, it’s long
enough to stick to my forehead. My body’s in pretty good shape from
all the running, but it looks particularly pale right now because
I’m cold. At least I don’t have freckles—I don’t know where I got
the dark auburn hair from, but thank God I missed the freckles.

The shower feels good. If I weren’t so tired,
I’d stay in longer. As it is, I’m not far from being dead on my
feet. And what really sounds good is some dinner and that
Euripides tragedy my World Lit teacher told me to read. Greek
tragedies are always interesting to me.

I make it through the literature and get two
bowls of soup and three pieces of cornbread in my stomach before I
start dozing. I don’t have a real alarm clock anymore since I
smashed mine, so I set my phone’s alarm for 6 in the morning just
in case I sleep all eleven hours. Sleeping that long isn’t
something I like to do, but right now I’m too tired to keep my eyes
open.

When I wake up, it’s to that very alarm going
off on my phone. It’s 6 on a Thursday morning, marking my second
day of school. It’s thundering, but I hear no rain outside my
window.

I had another dream about Loren, but not
about the day she died. I dreamt she was still alive and I was
proposing to her. Somehow, I’d found an engagement ring with the
diamonds curving into the shape of an S. I told her I picked that
one so she’d look at it and see a ring that didn’t just stand for a
future with someone, but a future with me.

I run so hard I make myself sick.

Again I wish I could stay home from school,
but again my parents are at each other’s throats, so I make myself
go. I wish they hadn’t been able to keep working from home; it’d be
better if they had jobs that got them away from each other for most
of the day. Thankfully, though, one of them refilled my gas tank
while I was gone yesterday, so I don’t have to put up with anyone
on the way to school. I can just blast my music and zone out.

Another suck-ass day commences once I arrive.
I’m distraught over my Loren dream and exhausted from my run.
Calculus is as shitty as it could possibly be, between my teacher
and the material itself. Government is boring and—well, okay, World
Lit isn’t bad. My peers are dumb, though, no matter what the
classes themselves are like because they continue to either love me
or hate me. It’s as if they’ve known me for years and have an
actual understanding of my personality. But no. I’ve been here a
day and a half and they think they’ve got me all figured out. I’m
either an egotistical ass looking to sleep with every female in my
grade (maybe even in the whole school) or I’m a hardened, aloof,
unavailable bad boy who, with the right amount of sugary tones and
flirty body language, can be coaxed out of his shell.

They’re right about a few things, I guess.
I’m an ass these days and I’m hardened, aloof, and unavailable.
Everything else, though…it’s all so high school. So
stupid. I just want to get here and get to class and get
out.

On the way to the library for fourth period,
I hear a girl somewhere behind me call out above the hallway
chatter, “Loren!”

The word surprises me in the worst way.

My whole body seems to seize up.

I temporarily forget how to breathe because I
temporarily forget the Loren I’m familiar with is dead—I forget I’m
not at home in Texas, walking down the hall of my old school. I
feel for all the world like I’m back in a life I understood and was
happy with, and like if I just look for my Loren among these faces,
I’ll find her.

But then I crash back to where I am and
what’s what.

By what must be divine intervention, no one
is in my personal space and I’m able to stagger to the wall on my
right without any trouble. I ram my shoulder against it and drop my
head into my hands. I think I hear laughter and my name being
whispered in inquisitive tones, but for all the interest people
seem to have in me, no one speaks to me now.

I cringe when the girl who yelled walks right
past me as she calls that painful name again. She yells for the
Loren in question to stop ignoring her because the turkey thing was
a joke and she should just calm down about it.

I lean on the wall and have a silent chat
with myself while I slowly count to ten.

One.

Don’t lose it.

Two.

It’s just a name.

Three.

Girls in the world still have that name.

Four.

None of them are her.

Five.

Breathe in and out.

Six.

This isn’t the first time you’ve been
reminded of her and it won’t be the last time.

Seven.

Don’t freak out, Spencer.

Eight—

Her suicide note flashes into my head.

No. Stop.

The recollection of how she signed her name
at the bottom of the paper stands out like a purple neon light.
Like the twinkling purple nightlights that used to dot her
ceiling.

Fucking stop! Go back to counting!

She looped her L around in flowy cursive and
ended the N with a girly curl, like she was signing a birthday card
or a love letter or a yearbook or—

“Goddamn it,” I whimper. “Count. Nine. I’m on
nine. Think about nine.” I try to fill my head with the numeral. I
pile one nine on top of another nine on top of another nine until
they’re blotting out the note and the name. I paste giant, bold
nines all over the insides of my eyelids.

Nine.

Next is ten. Almost there. Breathe. Count.
Don’t think back on shit. Count.

I pull in a breath and hold it in my
chest.

Ten.

Get it together.

I huff the breath out.

I’m startled when I hear a gentle, “Are you
all right?” from in front of me. I yank my hands away from my face,
and beyond the tiny white spots born of squeezing my eyes shut, I
see Emerson. She’s a few feet in front of me, mirroring my
shoulder-to-the-wall stance, and her intense brown eyes are worried
on me.

I’m so used to being blunt that I answer,
“No,” before I remember I don’t want these people fussing over
me.

I tense up and think, Damn it, when
her expression grows more concerned, indeed.

I fix a wary stare on her. She better not try
to touch me. I don’t want to be touched.

Unexpectedly, her expression lightens a
little and a smile tugs at the corners of her lips. She crosses her
arms over her stomach and says, like she can read my mind, “You can
relax. I’m not here to impose on you. I’m not going to try to hug
you or anything.” Her smile goes back down. “I don’t like to be
touched either.”

I find that comment to be stranger than the
fact that she knew what I was thinking. She’s so sociable I figured
she’d be the touchy-feely type. Though I guess I thought that about
her yesterday when we collided in the hallway and was proved wrong
then, too.

“What can I do for you?” she asks, still
gently, lifting her eyebrows in attentiveness. “Do you need me to
help you find the nurse’s office? Or I could get you to the water
fountain that isn’t out of order.” She straightens up from the
wall. “I have Tylenol in my backpack if you need it. Does your head
hurt or anything?”

As overwhelmed as I am by these offers on top
of the chaos that was in my head before she appeared, suddenly all
I can think about are my aches. The ache in my head, the ache in my
shoulder where I hit the wall, the aches in my legs and stomach
from the fierce, nauseating run I went on this morning.

I feel myself nod.

She slips her backpack off one shoulder and
clutches it to her chest. After she unzips the front pocket, she
extracts a bottle of medicine and holds it out to me. “Take a
couple. Do you need the water fountain?”

I take the bottle and nod again simply
because my luck with things the past few days has been shitty and I
don’t want to add choking to the list.

“Okay. Come on.” When I’m done with the
bottle, she puts it away again. After a moment of hesitation, she
asks, “Do you need me to touch you? To help you walk, I
mean? Are you weak or dizzy?” Her tone is as not-flirty as ever and
her eyes are moving over me rather timidly, but I can tell she
won’t leave me hanging if I really need her help.

But I don’t. I say stiffly, “No, I can walk.”
And I get away from the wall to prove it.

“Good,” she says with relief in her voice.
“Good. You can follow me.”

The hallway has only emptied a little bit, so
the going is slow and people are still paying me unwanted
attention. I swear she acknowledges everyone who is facing our
direction—cordially, of course, not in any way I’d
acknowledge them.

We come up on a group of snobby-looking
cheerleaders taking up half the hallway, and when she waves and
extends one of
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