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      You can go home—the saying is wrong—though it’s rarely under the circumstances you would hope for.

      “Looks like we aren’t in California anymore,” I mutter to my passenger as I drive past the Burlingame Kansas city limit sign, squinting my eyes at wildflowers and fields shorn, yellow like the summer heat. When I roll under the bridge right before one can catch sight of the cobblestone road, I know there’s no turning back.

      When you escape a town like this for something bigger, you never want to return. But life rarely listens to your plans. Sometimes you don’t even listen to your plans.

      Driving my little Volkswagen Beetle back home wasn’t practical. I could have flown and picked up a car in Topeka, but I wanted to see the country. To draw this out. And maybe, to avoid things for as long as I could. I hate to admit it, but I’m very good at that. It’s a skill I wish I didn’t have.

      I look at my passenger, staring out the window, drool collecting on the glass. “We’re here, Toto.” I laugh to myself, but my dog, Beau, doesn’t get the joke.

      He stares back at me, with big brown eyes and a lopsided grin. He was an excellent riding companion, something I worried about. The farthest I had taken my German Shepherd before this was a two-hour trip out of town and jumping into this one was pushing it. But leaving my best friend home wasn't an option I would even consider.

      Now, I could proudly say, we had crossed states together.

      It’s seven a.m. on a Monday now, and I didn’t think I would be eager to see my old town, but I am.

      I wanted to arrive the night before, but I had been pushing myself, as usual, to hit an impossible deadline.

      My eyes were tired, and the coffee I drank for dinner wasn’t helping. So, we made one last motel stop off I-70 and called it a night. I wanted to clear my head before I had to face the reality of our father’s situation. I wanted to lie in bed with my notebook, document this feeling. All I ended up doing was drawing a shitty sketch of an ominous figure and a teenage girl I couldn’t bring myself to think of. I couldn’t bring myself to name or remember a few other things, either. But avoiding them here would be impossible.

      The grim reaper had been staring over my shoulder my entire life. His presence was always heavy. My father was forty-two when I was born. My mother, thirty-six. I was young when we lost her. My memories of her are faded, and they mostly spring from old photos, rarely from my mind. I also find her in stories my older sister Sasha tells me. My father rarely brought her up, but when we asked questions, he would answer.

      When I was little, I wanted to know everything I could. As I got older, I saw the way my constant need for him to relive their life together wounded him. The way his eyes turned sad around the edges as the stories fell out.

      For me, she was an image, my birthplace, a riddle I couldn’t quite figure out. For him, she was a wound. One I kept opening without care, without thought because I didn’t know. She was a fairytale princess, a home I would never visit again. More idea than woman.

      I was three when she left us.

      She never left him. Never let him move on.

      The little girl in me hoped that if I stopped asking about her, he would move on, remarry. But he never did. It was a hope of my sister’s, one instilled in me by her, something I carried on.

      And my father, he said he was content. He liked to drive his school bus, and he walked our dogs. He took Sasha and me to the mall, a half hour away in Topeka, on Saturdays. Because, like most girls, we loved to shop. To dress up and play make-believe. With the age gap, I was playing make-believe in my bedroom, pretending to be the characters in the stories I read. My sister was playing make-believe at school. Pretending to be the girl the boys wanted. Pretending to want the boys in return.

      On Sundays, my father took us to church. We learned about God from Pastor Winthrop. When we came home, I assembled puzzles with my father on the dining room table. My sister worked on her homework, watched TV, and talked on the phone with her friends for hours.

      When I told my father I wanted to move to New York, following in my sister’s footsteps, leaving him alone, he didn’t hesitate to support me.

      He promised to visit, to leave anchoring, stifling Kansas for us. And he did. Every summer.

      When I moved to LA, he promised to visit me there, too, wanting to see the West Coast beaches again, where he once lived before he was a father. When he wasn’t coming to me or Sasha, he was meeting us in the middle. Vacations to the mountains in Colorado. Vacations to The Rockies.

      Time is a strong and strange thief. His health started to fail. My phone calls home confirmed what I dreaded, what I feared most.

      He was losing his memories, his mind, the most sacred pieces of him—the well of understanding and knowledge my sister and I always came to when we feared the world, or ourselves.

      Sasha came home when she could since she was a freelance web designer and could work anywhere, but I never found the time except once, when I spent a few days in Topeka where my father was in the hospital. But I never came to Burlingame again. I wanted to avoid the problem. I wanted to avoid my home and the way it took and took and took from me. If I pretended it didn’t exist, maybe it wouldn’t.

      I was wrong. I can see it now. When I pull onto the main street, I blow out a breath.

      It’s a time warp. Towns like this seem to be stuck in glass jars. I want to grab this one, shake it up.

      The road below me is cobblestone, and my little car rumbles, jostling me in my seat. I throw my loose arm over my breasts. Fuck, I should have worn a bra.

      The buildings I pass, my speed now dropped to twenty mph, are brick, old. They painted new buildings in bright colors, setting them apart. I pass the post office, the city hall, Harold’s Hardware, Betty’s Bakery. The Falcon’s Nest.

      I stop looking around, stare ahead. “Focus,” I say, and Beau glances at me. My chest aches and my mind turns over images of the picnic table sitting outside The Falcon’s Nest. It’s still there. I wonder if my name is still carved on the seat.

      Will I see someone I know soon? Will they know I’m here? Can I just hide away?

      The town is busy. It’s the last week of school, and I see two yellow buses on surrounding streets.

      A cluster of farmers sits outside Lazy Lee’s gas station, coffee in hand, shooting the breeze.

      I feel sixteen again, and I’m not sure how I feel about that.

      I roll down Beau’s window a little more, and he sticks his head out as far as he can, inhaling every scent Burlingame offers.

      No sooner am I on the main street that I’m off, turning left down the road that leads to my old house.

      In LA, it takes you over an hour to get anywhere in the city.

      In Kansas, an hour's drive will take you through a handful of towns.

      It’s easier to escape.

      When I pull into the driveway, my eyes immediately fly to my rearview mirror.

      The old high school doesn’t look the same. Construction trucks sit on the front lawn. The old red brick building is a shadow in my mind. My eyes travel up the three-story building, and a million stories scramble in my mind to be the first one I replay.

      Too many memories, too many heartbreaks.

      My Aunt Vera walks out onto my old front porch, pulling my eyes forward. I grab the key from the ignition and step out into the hot Kansas heat. I hold the door open long enough for Beau to jump across the center console. He immediately finds my old mailbox and takes a piss.

      “Severin! My darling girl,” my aunt hollers.

      I roll my eyes at my dog and laugh, pointing at him as he finds a new spot to circle and take a shit. Fuck, I’m going to step in that later. I can just see it.

      “Aunt V!” I turn to her and slam the door, then bounce up the steps. She catches me in her arms. She smells of pancakes, maple syrup, the past. I release my aunt and turn back to the trucks for a moment, shaking my head. I feel like I’m hallucinating.

      “I’ve missed you so much,” I say. The last time I saw her I was a senior in high school. I was a child, ready to see the world, not ready for the heartbreak I would experience before I left. Not ready for the way my world would end before it even began.

      “You, too. It’s been too long since you came home.”

      I try not to flinch at her words. At the guilt churning there. I avoid her eyes, turn around. “What’s going on with the high school?” My hands go to my hips, my eyes become tiny little slits. The Kansas sky is blue and blinding and I need to be sure I’m seeing what I think I’m seeing.

      “They built a new one. Just outside of town, to the east. Your father didn’t tell you that? It was about five years ago.”

      “No.” I narrow my eyes at the red brick building. I need my glasses. My father talked little about the school anymore. Not since he stopped driving his bus, closing that chapter of his life. I’m not surprised they built a new one. I remember the failing window air units my senior year. The outdated facility was pushing it even then.

      “How old was that building, anyway?”

      “Over a hundred years old, I think?” She places a hand on my shoulder, and I lean into her, my cheek resting there. “I reckon you could say it was time.”

      “What are they doing with it?”

      “Oh, someone bought it, I hear. The city auctioned it off on the courthouse steps. It’s being turned into low-income apartments.”

      “Isn’t everyone here low income?” I step away, softening my face when I look at my aunt again. I’m not trying to jab, it’s just a truth. You move to a place like Burlingame because it’s quiet, cheap. Topeka is a half hour away, so you have the city's convenience close by.

      “Low income for women looking to start over.” My aunt’s voice is soft and soothing. I remember the way it sounded on the other line of the phone when I was a little girl. I would call her when my father grounded me. I begged her to reason with him. She would laugh and ask me what I did wrong. When our mistakes and sins are repeated from our own mouths, we often see ourselves in a new light.

      I look at her hard. Her eyes are the same blue as my father’s.

      One night, years ago, she came to our house to stay. I overheard her talking to my father, her twin, in the living room, while I was supposed to be asleep. I pressed my little ear to the carpet and watched their feet from beneath my door in the small crack of light.

      Her husband had hit her. Blackened her eye, gripped her arms and left violent and green marks there, slowly fading to yellow. I never spoke of it, the things I wasn't old enough to know, but I clutched her tightly the next day. She stayed the whole summer with us, getting back on her feet. That was the summer I pretended I had a mother.

      The sound of car doors slamming pulls me from my memory. I grab my aunt’s hand and squeeze it.

      “You hungry? I made pancakes and eggs for your father. The food at the home isn’t nearly as good as what I can make. So I take him what I can.”

      “Yeah, I’ll be in soon. I’m just going to grab a few things.”

      “Okay, darling, I’m in your sister’s old room, so your old room is free. You’ll be sharing with Sasha when she gets in, or one of you can set up that tent in the den. You’re picking her up from the airport, right?”

      “Yes. She gets in tomorrow afternoon.” I need her. My lifeline. I feel so close to her, even when she’s miles away. I wonder if it was like that for my father and my aunt. If the twin connection was so strong they could feel each other’s pain no matter where they were. Can she feel his pain now?

      I walk back to my car, popping my trunk and reaching for my hair tie on my wrist. It’s already too hot. I gather my sandy locks at the nape, pull them up.

      A man walking across the lawn of the old high school catches my eye just as I secure my messy bun. I watch him walk to a pickup, the one that caught my eye earlier. I study his gait as he reaches the tailgate, letting it fall.

      My breath stops, my cheeks flush.

      Fuck. I didn’t expect to see him, the first boy I loved, so soon.
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      His fingers were long, delicate almost. I wrote poetry about them, late at night, long past my bedtime under a dim lamp.

      I watched the other students, brows furrowed, answering essay questions in a hurry. Time was slipping away. Their teacher was gone, but they did not act out in her presence.

      I was always more lenient on them, since they were my peers, and I didn’t want to make enemies. No one wants enemies in high school. And I didn’t want my crush, Bryan Winthrop, Pastor Winthrop’s son, to think I was more of a square than he surely did already.

      I pulled my eyes from his hands and focused back on my desk, pressed against Mrs. Michaels’. I was doodling. A small snail stared back at me with oval cartoon eyes. I looked at my own hands. Long and delicate fingers, just like his. Piano hands. I wondered what they would look like interlocked, threaded.

      There was rain pelting the open windows that day. The hot September air had cooled, and the second period English class begged their teacher to open the windows.

      The light inside the classroom was a shade or two brighter than the sky outside.

      When it happened, I thought perhaps it was static in the air. My hair rose at the back of my neck, so I reached back, rubbing the area. I looked over my shoulder, trying to find the window again, but my eyes caught on Bryan.

      He was staring at me, his pencil dangling from his lips. I knew he wasn’t done with his test. I had helped grade his papers and though I hated to admit it, my crush was not at the top of the class.

      I blushed at the smile sitting at the corner of his mouth.

      I wanted to mouth ‘what?’ or do something. But I always froze. I knew he liked that about me. He toyed with my reactions, the color of my skin. And I marched on, slowly, like I’d been wound up by his delicate fingers, though they’d never touched my own burning flesh.

      But really it was those stares that kept my crush going, that fueled me. These heated, locked-in moments were all I had. They were between us alone, and I knew they would never step over the edge, free fall into something more profound.

      Social status denied us that. We were slaves to high school hierarchy. Well, he was a slave to it. I didn’t care.

      I broke the connection with him then, suddenly, a little angry. I stared at my hands and the trembling there. I clenched my fists to steady myself.

      How could a teenage boy hold such arrogance? Such power over another? It should be illegal.

      I was so easily pliable, pushed to a reaction. My friends said they loved that about me. They loved my firecracker ways. I didn’t have Bryan’s restraint, his ability to pull a smile, a blush, from someone. I reacted to him. I never made moves of my own. I never tested my power, because I knew, with him, I had none.

      I knew this truth—reminded myself of it daily—because if I had that power he wielded so carelessly, I would have used it on him already. It had been two years of this torturous crush, and I needed a release. One he could give me, or a self-given freedom from this attraction.

      He wasn’t always this person in front of me, with this ability to pull something, anything from me, so quickly.

      Hell, I remember joking with my friend as I passed him in the hall freshman year. I remarked at the fuss over him, not understanding it. He was skinny, all spindly arms and a mouth too big for his face. His eyes were too small, and his voice cracked every time he spoke. He was a late bloomer; his beauty was ready to wound us though.

      Sophomore year Bryan got his braces off. And he grew taller every damn summer.

      My infatuation, my obsession, was instantaneous. I had come out of the restroom at a basketball game. He was arriving late, running down the hall.

      Suddenly I was on the floor, and he was on top of me. Just for a second, I felt all of him. Warm skin and his voice near my ear. Unintentional, but devastating. He jumped to his feet, reached for my elbow, and hauled me upright.

      “I’m so sorry, so so sorry,” he muttered.

      I never knew the color of his eyes before that moment. Navy blue, wide and worried about me. Heavy brows and full lips so close I could reach out and touch them. I was done for. A goner. Stick a fucking fork in me.

      “It’s okay,” I managed. His hand was still on my elbow, those long slender fingers wrapped around it.

      I looked down at them. Pale and soft. His eyes followed, and he dropped my elbow quickly, rushed past me.

      I kept my eyes on him the rest of the night. Watched him run back and forth across the court. I didn’t tell my friends, Akia, Britt, and Christina, of my crush until a few weeks later. My sudden interest in basketball games finally made sense to them. When I confessed, they laughed at me, knowing full well how useless it was to be in love with a boy like him, so above us.

      Mrs. Michaels returned, pulling me from my memory. It felt like a bucket of cold water had been dropped on me. She smiled at me, and I mirrored her. She was my favorite teacher, and I sometimes worried she suspected my crush, had observed my lamely disguised wanting and watching. It was her job to pay attention to us.

      The bell rang before she made it to her desk, and the students started to stir, picking up their tests, bringing them to my desk.

      I reached for my backpack on the floor. I didn’t need to stay for this. My desk was merely the landing place for finished and unfinished tests. I slipped between two students, making my escape. I didn’t want to be there when Bryan walked up. I didn’t need to be set on fire again.
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      It would be simple, right? Hijack homecoming. That’s what we called it a week later when the plan arose. We didn’t want to see the same faces competing for the crown. We didn’t want to stand in the shadows anymore.

      “Okay. We have four crowns to capture,” Christina said. She held up her hand and listed them off as she leaned against the back wall. At the top of the bleachers, we could see the entire school, assembled, ready to vote for an arbitrary crown that always went to the same names. Maybe it would work. Maybe we could pull this off. I looked down at the popular girls below us, laughing and looking like porcelain dolls. Aurora, Amy, Jenny, Angela, and the new foreign exchange student they took in, Luta. My eyes pulled from their perfect hair and perfect skin, to the rest of our class.

      I wrote in my notebook as my friend spoke. “Fall Fest Queen. Miss Merry Christmas. Homecoming Queen. Prom Queen.”

      I dotted my last period and looked up from my papers. “This isn’t going to work.” I sounded as defeated as I felt. I was fiery when it came to battles we could win. This was out of our league.

      “Yes, it will,” my other friend Britt said, with a light in her eyes. “We outnumber them. It’s simple math. What have the popular kids done for anyone but themselves? They have all the trophies from every year. Every crown. I’m sick and tired of it. It’s time we took control of this.” Britt loved control. She was a science nerd, and I had the unfortunate luck of being her lab partner junior year. My artistic, flighty mind did not mix well with her type-A traits.

      And maybe I agreed with her. Some part of me thought it would work, but I feared the crash. I feared for the first of us, putting ourselves out there only to fail. It would be humiliating. And the popular girls would never let us live it down if they caught on to what we were doing.

      Then, I thought about the guys. Who would be nominated on their end? I looked over at my three friends and tried to guess who we would nominate for which crown, how we would choose.

      Prom, for example, would be a bigger crown, both physically and metaphorically, than Fall Festival. Akia answered my question as she reached for my notebook.

      “Okay, so let’s write them on pieces of paper. Britt, give me your hat. We’ll throw them in and pick. That way it’s fair.”

      I handed my notebook over and sucked in a breath. I didn’t want Akia to flip to the poem I wrote during study hall about Bryan.

      They all knew about my all-consuming crush on our classmate, the most popular boy in school, and our star basketball player, but I didn’t want them to see my lame rhymes and longing.

      Across the gym, I caught Bryan’s eyes. He was turned around, talking to dickhead jock Rodney Bartholomew, but he was watching me. I blushed and looked back at my friends.

      Why did he always have to stare? I wanted him to stop, or act on it.

      When Akia finished, she tossed the tiny folded scraps of paper that held our fate into Britt’s hat. Christina went first, reaching in, grabbing hers. “Do I open it now?” she asked.

      “No, wait. Let's all pick and open ours at once,” Akia answered. We nodded, murmuring our consent.

      When I reached in, I felt the hairs on my arms lift. Was Bryan looking again? I didn’t investigate. I couldn’t let him see me staring back for the twentieth damn time today. I had some pride. Some.

      My thumb ran over the tiny scrap of paper, over and over, as I waited for my friends to pick their fates. We all leaned back in our seats, silent, lost in our own unique thoughts. Perhaps all mulling over our escort options if we were lucky enough to choose Homecoming Queen. Fall Fest and Miss Merry Christmas nominees didn’t have school dances erected in their honor. And the prom candidate would walk in with one of our male classmates who was nominated.

      We all had crushes, no boyfriends. Akia couldn’t ask her crush to walk her in since she spent the better half of French lusting over Mr. Arseneau, with his full head of hair and lulling accent. Britt spent most hours in between classes giving us play by plays of her latest sighting of Ritchie Tenfield, a Burlingame High graduate who came home on the weekends to visit his family from the community college he attended in Topeka. And Christina, she was in purgatory, like me. Her crush, going six months strong now, was on Rodney. He was one of Bryan’s best friends, our baseball team’s pitcher, and a complete dick. In my opinion, and in Akia’s opinion, and in Britt’s opinion, most days. She often tried to play mediator or to pacify Christina when she was upset with us for pointing out his multitude of flaws. Love was blind, I knew that well enough. But was it deaf too? His loud booming voice grated on me.

      Down on the gym floor, I saw our principal talking to Mrs. Michaels. “Guys, we better get this going. We better pick and start talking to everyone if we plan to pull this miracle off.” I pulled my hand up and tapped my tiny paper to my forehead. For luck? I didn’t know.

      “Okay. Yes. Let’s do this.” Britt bounced in her seat. “One. Two. Three.” I watched her open her paper. Then Christina. Then Akia. I watched their faces. The multitude of emotions rippling.

      I pulled my eyes away, locked onto my long white fingers. I gripped the paper so tight it hurt. Slowly I let the pressure release, unfolding, opening my fate. I heard my friends murmuring, naming their crowns, their goals. It was all jumbled, garbled, white noise.

      “Sev, we need to get down there and start talking to everyone! Britt needs to take Fall Fest Queen. We need to start on a good note. We need to take this first one. That confidence is going to help us take the others!” Akia was electric, excited. “Are you okay?”

      I looked up, away from my paper. “No,” I whispered. And then louder, “How the fuck am I going to get nominated for Homecoming Queen?”

      And how am I going to get the guts to ask Bryan to escort me in, in front of the entire school?
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      My old house looks the same. White shutters and yellow siding. When I walk in, I can hear the attic fan going. The whoosh of air I always associated with the blistering Kansas heat. So many open fields, no reprieve. Nothing to stop the memories from finding me.

      My father never believed putting in air conditioning was a necessity. He could afford it if he saved. But there was always something else he placed first.

      Our college savings.

      New school clothes.

      Sasha's first car.

      I remember hot summer nights falling asleep in my underwear; a box fan shoved in the window. The one above my bed whirling as well, lulling me to sleep, singing with the cicadas.

      How could I have forgotten this? All the clothes I packed to sleep in are taking up valuable space I could have used for something else. It’s too hot for that shit.

      I try to ignore the sound of construction across the street, but all the open windows make it difficult. They betray me. He never was easy to hide from. I had to move away to feel unwatched.

      Maybe I’ll escape to my car, turn the air on, the sound up.

      Of all the people and things I thought I’d have to face when I came home, he was the one I dreaded most. Well, him or Aurora, or the one I cannot speak of.

      I find my room, and it makes my heart thunder in my chest. I’ve stepped into a time capsule. Nothing has changed. My pale-yellow bedspread is sitting on my full-size bed, and ivory wrought iron scales the wall, still covered in striped wallpaper.

      To the right is my nightstand, made of stacked suitcases I found at flea markets with my father on our weekend adventures. To the left is a peeling NSYNC poster. I should pull it off the wall, but I leave it and walk to my little vanity, next to my dresser. My jewelry box is sitting on top. When I open it, a tiny ballerina twirls.

      My father kept me happy, whole, fed, and growing in this house. What will become of it now that he no longer lives here? I should have come home. More than never. At least a few times. It was selfish, stupid. I didn’t have the money to drop everything, and I convinced myself that was a good enough reason. A lie can be a good reason if you repeat it over and over again.

      Sasha has been home. But she is motherly. She had to be. She raised me until she left home. That habit never left her. She is still that woman, always caring for me, no matter the miles.

      My father is just a few blocks away, and I’m terrified to see him in a couple of hours. To see how far he has fallen. My aunt says he has more good days than bad. But the bad ones are often.

      He remembers the war. The friends he lost.

      He remembers losing my mother.

      And on the tough days, he forgets losing her, and won’t rest until someone tells him where she is.

      There are even days when he forgets he has two daughters, and he thinks he has a son. This is how I learned my parents had a miscarriage before my sister and me. More than one.

      It shouldn’t be surprising. They had me so late in their lives.

      I walk to my bed and fall back onto it—a trust fall into my past. A light puff of dust flies up, swirls around me, and is ripped away by the fan.

      The sound of a hammer makes its way to my ears when everything settles, as I close my eyes. I wanted to take a small nap before getting around, but that’s not going to happen. I have business to take care of.

      I need to see Bryan.
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      Twenty minutes later I cross my lawn, cross my street, walk onto the school property. I don’t know where my nerve comes from, but I want to see his face and his reaction. I want to store it away with every other memory of him.

      They say everything looks smaller when you come home. It does. Smaller and sadder. There is a melancholy laced in the smallness of this place. Maybe it isn’t there for everyone, but not everyone has lost all that I have. Not everyone left here, scarred and shaking.

      I walk into the school and take in my surroundings. My eyes need time to adjust, so I breathe, in and out. I clutch my chest, then laugh at my dramatics.

      Tools and tarps litter the hallways. I hear loud banging, clanking sounds in the distance. A hammer to a wall.

      Somewhere near my old English class seems to be where the noise is originating. I wonder if it’s Bryan. This project can’t be a one-man job. What if someone else is in here and I get caught trespassing? I’ll just blame it on nostalgia. On wanting to see my old desk, my old locker, my past captured in brick.

      I’m playing with fire here; this is the truest thing I know. But I was always with him, the break in time and miles hasn’t lessened this need. This need to play. A toxic trait I need to exhume.

      My feet are covered in sawdust when I glance down. I reach for the wall and let it guide me, watching my step, less brave than I wish I could be.

      I turn the corner to step into the classroom, and I pull my eyes up. I see Bryan’s back, his hips, his calves—the shape of him I’ll never be able to scrub from my brain.

      He has headphones in, and he’s sanding down drywall. His hammer is at his feet. I know I need to make some noise, to stop creeping around, so I reach for the light switch and flick it up and down, causing his body to whip around. When his eyes meet mine, they are not kind.

      I break the silence, pulling my hand up in a small wave. “Hi.”

      He drops the sanding brick in his hand. “How did you get in?”

      “The main door was unlocked. Was it not supposed to be?”

      “Richard was supposed to lock it.” Terse words. Dismissive and biting. Fitting for someone who fled, who never learned how to say goodbye. But sometimes an ending cannot be given. Sometimes the ones we place on pedestals lose our trust.

      “Who’s Richard?” I ignore his tone. Our missing goodbye plays in my head, all the scenarios I ran away from, avoided.

      “My uncle. He bought the school.” He crosses his arms.

      “So he has money, eh?” Dumb question, filler mostly. I want to touch him, hug him. The need is surprising, annoying. I scratch my arm so I can feel something.

      “You’d be surprised how cheap this place went for on the courthouse steps. It was auctioned off. And in worse shape than you’d think.”

      “I’m sure it’ll look great when you’re done fixing everything up.” I talk as though we’re friends. As though we’re catching up, and everything is erased. He won’t allow it.

      He clears his throat. “What are you doing here, Sev?”

      No one has called me Sev in years. My body reacts to the moniker in a way I refuse to dissect. I reach up, pinch the bridge of my nose. “I wanted to come see how you’ve been. How you are.”

      He laughs, but there is no warmth there.

      There are still school desks in the classroom. I see our old teacher’s desk shoved against the blackboard. I walk to it, hoist myself up.

      Bryan takes a seat at one of the small desks close to the window. He reaches out to a glass full of dark liquid on the windowsill.

      “I shouldn’t be talking to you.” No mincing words. They echo sentences offered to me in the past, in our past. We are doomed to repeat our mistakes unless we face them. My father told me that, back when he was able to give advice. What will he be able to give me when I see him later today? I frown and bury my head in my hands. I can feel Bryan; he swells in the room.

      I wish for nothing more than to touch him once again. Just once.

      The brush of a hand.

      The graze of an arm.

      He is still beautiful and the realization that I still want him hits me all at once.

      “Why shouldn't you be talking to me?” Don’t say it. Don’t. He does.

      “Aurora.”

      The name chills me. The one girl who had everything I ever wanted.

      “You guys are still together?” I knew they got married. Facebook is a glorious and horrible thing.

      “Not quite.” He leans back in the seat.

      I feel transported. Fixated.

      He was always that way—leaning back, making me stare. So comfortable in his skin, never in his work or his mind, but his flesh, he lived in it so entirely.

      His eyes hold no mischief now. Not like they used to.

      “What’s ‘not quite’ mean?” I edge.

      He looks down at his shoes. “Separated. At the moment.”

      “I’m sorry.” My mind races, the way it always does. Trying to find my in. My plan and all the ways I can approach this. I miss the old schemes, I miss my old friends. I have no one in my corner to help me figure this out.

      “Are you?” He challenges me.

      I am. I am sorry to hear it. I find no delight in knowing they’re not doing well, if only for the sake of the child I know they had together. “Yes.” I stare into his eyes, embrace the burn of them. He can give me his malice. I will eat it up. “Why wouldn’t I be? You think I’m still harboring a high school crush?” I am. Will it ever die? Or will it always lie dormant, in wait for my weak moments?

      “Well, it’s not like you’ve thought of me since graduation. The whole world knows you haven’t.” He throws his arms out wide. He always had an impressive wingspan. I remember his arms around me, the temporary warmth of him.

      I roll my eyes before I can stop myself. I should have known it would come up, the screenplay I penned in college. Not Friends, Not Lovers. “I wrote it. I didn’t star in it. It was an indie film, not some blockbuster. So don’t act like it was some scandalous thing. To everyone else, it was just some movie. Some made-up story.”

      “Did you hate me that much?”

      “Hate you? What do you mean?” The light I cast on him was unflattering. I was wounded, recovering from everything. So I aimed my anger at him. I couldn’t aim it at the one I would never name. The one I forced myself to never speak of.

      “I was just some dumb jock. And Aurora, a mean girl.”

      I shrug my shoulder at his defense of her. He never saw her the way the rest of us did. “Well, maybe that’s what she was back then. What, did you guys watch it together?”

      “Fuck no. She watched it though. And obsessed over it. Obsessed over those years and what I did to her. It’s why we are where we are.” I hear it there as it rolls off his tongue—the blame. I’m to blame for all his woes. So like him to place blame anywhere he can stake it.

      “And this is the reason for your bitchy attitude toward me?” I hop off the desk, pace in front of the blackboard. My index finger reaches for the dust and chalk. I draw a line.

      “Yeah, I guess you could say that.”

      “Don’t blame me for the fact that you cheated on your girlfriend when you were eighteen. I didn’t do that.” I draw a heart, scribble a jagged line down the middle.

      “Maybe not. But you weren’t innocent either. It wouldn’t have happened without you there.”

      I whip around at his words, a flurry of dander and chalk floats in the air. “Are you fucking kidding me? I didn’t make you cheat. I wasn’t seducing you.” My sharp mouth, my callous words, they fall out. My father always told me to watch my language on the phone. I never listened.

      “You weren’t?”

      “No. Are you kidding me? Is that really how you want to paint it? Fuck off.” I leave the classroom in a haze of anger and red. My sandals flip and flop on the tile, an embarrassing retreat.

      I hear Bryan following me, the push of the desk across the room.

      “Why did you have to write about it?” His words echo across the hallway.

      I spin, face his approaching form. “Why wouldn’t I? I left Kansas and moved to a city where I knew no one but my sister. I had nothing but this broken heart and a story to tell. That’s what
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