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        “To be what you want to be, you must give up being what you are.” - Cat Stevens

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For all those who march to the beat of a different drum—hold your chin high and keep on marching!

      

      

      

      
        
        I dedicate this book first and foremost; always to Douglas, my better half; and to my girls: Isabel, Abby, Eva, Hanna, Vanessa, Mayah, and Amy, and anyone who has a dream—

        Keep on Dreaming!
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            A White Lily

          

        

      

    

    
      I was born between pages 252 and 253 of “Whispering Pines”, a romance novel in which Scott Banks, the cocky, experienced, brawny cowboy who lives in Montana on his 1,000-acre dude ranch, which he inherited, was finally seduced by his much younger, hotter and hopeful, Latina neighbor, Celia Raez, the naive girl who lived next door, who was always underfoot and constantly trying to prove to Scott that she was woman enough for him. They just so happened to be in his office one night, sharing a bottle of Scotch, discussing cattle and grazing rights one moment and then falling into unbridled lust the next. With all of this going on minutes before I was born, surely my life was destined to be filled with love, longing and boyfriends by the dozen. Nothing could be further from the truth, all of which will be revealed in due course.

      My mother is an avid reader of books, especially those with dark and brooding men gracing the cover, brazenly bare-chested, looking completely conflicted, even though there’s a gorgeous woman resting against said bare chest, looking lost and confused, or helpless and stupid. Well, that’s what I like to think anyway. Like the man doesn’t know what to do with a beautiful woman looking up at him like the only purpose she has on this earth is to serve his every need. No thank you. There’s more to this life than serving the weaker sex.

      My name is Marmalade Impatiens Elata Nelson. I live in a small Northern coastal city which has less than 6,000 residents. Every morning I wake to my most favorite scent in the world. No matter what the weather, my window remains open, allowing the scents of far-away places like China, Japan, India, Africa or Taiwan, to trickle into my little corner of the world on the morning breeze as it tickles my toes, dances across my knees, and eventually comes sneaking up to my nose, whispering in my ears, “Tea’s on, dah-ling.” Granny Blue’s teapot holds my heart, because no matter what kind of day I’ve had, it all disappears when she fires up her little oven and starts brewing some tea.

      My mom and I live together in an upstairs apartment above Granny Blue, who isn’t actually my biological grandmother but is the only grandmother I’ve ever known. She’s an eccentric old soul who shares her house with seven cats, yards of yarn, enough knitting needles to put your eye out, a weathered teapot, and one previously single pregnant woman who was neglectfully left on the side of the road like an empty pack of cigarettes; but that is another mystery to be revealed at a later date.

      My life is an open book with too many half-written chapters. Like my mother, I also love to read. At the moment, my interest lies mostly in tea. I spend hours poring over article upon article on the variations of tea, how they’re made, where they’re grown, and whose hands bring in the harvest. It is Granny Blue’s affinity for tea that has been my inspiration. And since her eyes are “old and tired”, she relies on me to keep stock of her inventory. Granny Blue has a wonderful pantry, and behind its magical door are shelves and shelves of tea. I keep her pantry well stocked and tidy. Everything has its place because I need to be in control of one thing in my life, even if it’s only managing tea. At first, I arranged the teas in alphabetical order, but soon discovered that this wasn’t appropriate. Then I tried organizing them according to their taste, which was another colossal mistake. Granny Blue knew that straight away. She understood why I was continuously pacing the floor, converting the pantry entrance into a revolving door as I went in and out, in and out, my fingers tapping my chin, as if trying to figure out a puzzle which had some missing pieces.

      I was sitting at her kitchen table, drinking a cup of Earl Grey from my favorite teacup, the one that Granny Blue almost pitched because of its perfect imperfections: a chip in the dainty flower petal adorning the ridge where my lip fits just right; a jagged edge on the handle that pinches my fingers just enough to remind me I’m alive; and the best part, a crack in the bottom, dead center, that holds me on the glorious threshold of quivering suspense, wondering when the day will come when it will split wide open, dumping a scalding bit of tea into my unsuspecting lap, when the idea suddenly came to me. The tea should be sorted by country and terrain. I researched every kind of tea, where it was from and how it was grown, and rearranged the pantry once more. Now when I enter the pantry, I can imagine the mountains of China, Japan and Taiwan. I see the lay of the land as I bend over at the waist to reach the Ruhuna Ceylon black tea on the very bottom shelf, picturing a lady who lives in the valley in her little colorful house beside the field of tea leaves. I can feel her wrinkled hands moving gently over the leaves, choosing only the top layer, as she carries her wicker basket at her side. She hums a low and soothing tune to herself as she passes her day in the sea of green.

      As I reach up to the top shelf, to put the Gaoshan Oolong tea away, I envision a boy who lives in the mountains, shuffling the basket at his feet as he goes down the rows picking the leaves. When it’s full, he carries the basket upon his head, which is a careful balancing act, weaving in and out as he goes, wearing a big smile on his face. He carries a small canteen of water around his neck, water that he has collected from the cool mountain spring earlier that morning on his way to the field.

      I have to watch myself that I don’t get too comfortable in the enchanting pantry as it’s the only place I feel in complete harmony with myself and the world around me, something which I’m currently explaining to my mom. I want her to understand my great love for the pantry, my utopia.

      She shakes her head and laughs. “Marmalade, what an imagination you have.”

      I’m more than a little rankled. “What do you expect? You gave me the name Marmalade, a tart sauce you spread on bread. And then you named me after two different flowers. The only thing normal about me is my last name, given to me by a man I’ve never met.” I regret my last words as I glance over at my mother and see the same look I always get when I mention my father. Sadness and pain.

      She clears her throat and picks up her book, “Taming a Scoundrel”, by H.Q. Nielsen, her favorite author, and returns to reading.

      I sigh heavily and walk up to my small bedroom behind the panel. We live in a studio apartment. My mom does her best to give me my privacy, and I do the same. I don’t have worry too much about privacy for my friends because I don’t have any, at least not any friends who are my age. My mother is a beautiful, willowy African American woman with skin the color of black tea, but inside, she’s more like a white tea—all delicate and eloquent. I think it’s because she had me when she was twenty, after dropping out of school to care for her dying mother when she was just sixteen, though she did fulfill her mother’s one wish by getting her GED. To hide her lack of education, my mom often talks like the women in her romance novels who are from old England or something; the beautiful parlor maids who have forbidden love affairs with the aristocratic dukes, or like in a fairytale, when the frog turns into a handsome prince because of true love. After all, a true princess always gets her prince in the end. That didn’t really happen for my mother; her toad remained a toad, and like all toads do, he hopped away.

      I, on the other hand, have pasty, white skin and hair the color of a bleached overripe peach, which is why my mom named me Marmalade. She said I came out kicking my little feet in such a beautiful dance that she just had to name me Impatiens. But then, when she saw my beautiful full lips, a second name came to her, Elata, after the flower, which is shaped like a cosmetic surgeon’s dream. My lips look like they have so much collagen in them—no more could possibly fit. And my hair is like an Afro, but it’s the color of Marmalade. I inherited my mother’s chocolate-colored eyes, long skinny limbs, piano-playing fingers and a narrow waist. Or, as Granny Blue likes to say; “Child, you are all knees and elbows. But just you wait, one day your sharp points will mellow out into smooth curves.” I didn’t really believe her, especially as I was so focused on trying to shrink down and not stand out. It seems I’ve always worn high-waisted jeans and crop tops. Not because they were actually high-waisted jeans and crop tops, but because that’s how they fit me. However, everything’s still too loose around my waist, and I constantly have to put bandanas through my belt loops to hold up my jeans.

      But this morning, I woke up and everything felt different. Something had changed overnight, but I just couldn’t put my finger on it. I stepped out of the shower and put my training bra on, like I usually do. Yes, I still wear one because they’re comfortable, plus, I’ve got nothing to brag about. But all of a sudden, it’s too tight. It doesn’t fit me right at all.

      I race to stand in front of the full length in my bedroom in my underwear. I have hips! I have a chest! I thought this day would never come! I throw on some clothes I always wear. They still fit, but they’re tighter in some places. Now I feel self-conscious. This is a new feeling for me. I’ve never felt self-conscious before, even though most of the kids at school, at one time or another, have asked me why I’m so white, especially after seeing my mom.

      Once I had a girl in my class reach out and actually touch my hair because she’d never seen hair like it before. Another time I had a friend for two weeks, before she finally got up the nerve to ask me if I was adopted, because everyone wanted to know but no one wanted to ask. After that, she stopped being my friend. As terrible and traumatic as all that sounds, none of it really got to me.

      But having to go to school with this new body; I don’t want to. I don’t want to be noticed, not for this. I walk by my mom who sits at the breakfast table drinking her coffee, eating her toast, buried in a book with a big, burly man in a kilt, with his arms around a busty blonde lady gazing at him with her lips barely parted, as if she’s going to whisper something to him any second. Suddenly, my imagination takes over and I pantomime fanning myself, whispering, all breathy, to my mother, “Excuse me sir, with your long brown locks, your bulging biceps, and your big bare chest, would you mind passing me the butter?”

      My mom doesn’t even blush as she glances over her book at me with her long eye lashes, sighing heavily. “Are you done?”

      I shrug my shoulders, giving my front a little shake, just to test the waters. But there’s no reaction from my mother. I give an exaggerated twirl, sticking my new curvy backside out like an exclamation point, feeling ridiculous, and glance at my mother, whose nose is buried in her book once more.

      Wordlessly, I grab my bag and head out the door. Off to school I go. The one good thing about living in a small town is nothing ever changes; nothing except for me and this betraying body that I woke up in. I head straight for my locker, and no one says anything. I breathe in and breathe out as I walk down the hallway, thinking to myself, How silly are you, Marmalade, to think that anyone will notice a slight change in your shape, when no one notices you anyway? I grab my books and head into the classroom as the first bell is ringing. Everyone is in their chairs. That’s weird. Normally I’m the first one here.

      Davis’s eyes stare from the back row and get really big as soon as I walk through the door. “Damn, Marmalade. Your railroad tracks just turned into big S curves.” He moves his hands in an hourglass form, and the guys beside him laugh.

      Great, just great. I don’t know what to say, so I sit down in the first empty chair I see, ramrod straight. I hunch over and try to hide my front. Why are boys so immature? I tell myself I will ignore the new stares I feel on my backside. How ironic. I’ve wanted to be seen for so long; I’ve waited for someone to look me in the eye. And now, all I want to do is disappear. I lean over and dig through my bag to get a book to read, like I do every day. I look up to see a boy’s side-eyed stare go right down my shirt. I glance away from him, feeling like a spaz as I jerk up in my seat. I flip my book open on my desk and stare a hole through the page, reading the words over and over like a meaningless mantra.

      Of course, the teacher doesn’t notice anything that is going on, hears no unwanted words coming from the idiots, ignores their pervy stares in my direction. Today is like any other day and if anything is amiss, the fault is mine. Whenever I received any questions at school for looking different, the teachers always side-eyed me, like I can change my appearance, like I chose to be born this way. No one ever thought to correct the rude child who stared, or laughed and pointed, or ran away from me in the schoolyard when I tried to play with them. The fault is mine for being born in a different skin as foreign as an alien from outer space in a science fiction movie.

      The thing is, this is my life, and it’s real. And I’m real, even though people look at me like I walked out of the Powder movie, waiting for me to start fires with my eyes or reach out and heal someone. It’s hard to understand how people who seem to have all the common sense in the world freak out when they see me, like I’m something to be explained. Usually, I can amuse myself with the realization that if I’m not careful, it will go to my head, all this power. I swear there are days when I feel like Moses parting the red sea, only in my case it’s a high school hallway, or a crowd at a football game. Sometimes I want to yell at them that I’m not contagious, that being albino isn’t a virus or a disease that they can catch. Neither is it a curse, although most days it feels like it.

      As much as I hate it, Davis’s words ring in my ears all day. I guess there are worse things than being called an S curve. It’s just irritating that the one time I’m noticed is because I’m no longer straight as a pencil. The rest of the day passes uneventfully. I sit in my last hour class daydreaming. I can almost taste the Chamomile tea I’m going to pull off the shelf at Granny Blue’s. Chamomile tea is perfect for days like this, days when my spirit needs soothing, when I need to feel the calm of still waters gently lapping the shores, the fat bubbles of foam swirling about inside me, taking over until I’m still all over and the ugliness of the day is gone.
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      I once asked my mom if she was ever going to date again, and she just smiled at me, held up her book and said, “Why would I date a real man with flaws, when the perfect ones are right here in these pages?” I guess I can’t argue with that logic, yet. I mean I’ve never had a boyfriend. It’s not that I don’t want one, it’s just that there’s never been anyone who’s given me butterflies or been more than a blip on my radar, at least no one that’s free; but it’d be nice to put a face to the dream of having someone special. As much as I hate it, and as much as I resist, I have my moments of weakness. These moments come when I’m wide awake at 2am, and the loneliness catches me off guard. All the walls I have up during the day come crashing down around me, and I’m too tired to fight. I pull out the book from underneath my bed, the one with the guy who haunts me in my dreams, the book with no cover. I’d like to think I found it by accident, but really, I’m not so sure.

      I was out garage-sailing with Granny Blue, she’s always on the lookout for antique teapots, and I was rummaging through a table with books strewn here and there. That’s when I saw it, the perfect book for me. It was torn and tattered, and there was no cover page, like it felt invisible too. I snatched up the book, and then a few other kids’ books, acting all nonchalant as I paid her the dollar. As soon as I got home, I tossed it under the bed, like an afterthought. But that night, I pulled it out away from the wall, and read it from front to back. It wasn’t about the guy’s face, or even his lips, as I skimmed over the embarrassing love scenes. It was more about the longing he had for her and his arms as they held her tight. Foolishly I wrapped my arms around myself, as far and as tight as I could, and pretended just for a few seconds that my mysterious guy was holding me.

      I know that I’m not like other girls in many ways. I don’t suppose most girls spend hours on the internet reading about tea and how it’s made. I don’t suppose they look into the eyes of people from other countries, searching for some kind of unknown kinship or connection. It’s just that I often feel like I have a tribe somewhere, but it isn’t here. Previously, I tried to be more like the other girls I know. I tried out for volleyball once, but it was a complete disaster. I’m awkwardly uncoordinated and my presence on the court was too distracting to pretty much everyone. I went up to spike in a game because I’m tall and all, and I actually managed to hit the ball! But when I came down, all I could see was the girls on the other team, staring at me, not moving. One even had her hands over her head, cowering. It was too much. I walked out in the middle of the game and went straight to the locker room to change. I left my uniform on the floor; one more attempt at conformity that was yet another failure.

      I’m daydreaming about this morning, standing in front of the mirror. Most times I avoid mirrors, but there’s something about the way my body’s changing. I feel betrayed, but also excited. Maybe now that my S curves have appeared, my period will come. I’m the only girl in my grade who hasn’t had it yet. Everyone tells me I’m lucky, but I don’t feel that way. It’s just one more thing that sets me apart from everyone else. I keep a pad in my backpack as well as extra clothes, just in case. I’ve had this pad for three years. In some small way, it gives me comfort that this worry makes me just like the other girls, if only a little.
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      I’m so glad it’s the last day of school, this day has been super sucky, and I’m so ready for summer! I can’t wait to spend every day in Granny Blue’s kitchen! She promised me this summer would be full of new experiences! I’m going to learn to cook and bake, and most of all, I’m going to make every kind of tea from her pantry before the summer is over! My empty tea journal is ready and waiting.

      The last bell rings and interrupts my thoughts. I gather my stuff and I’m out the door. Someone rushes up behind me and grabs my elbow. I instinctively move away, apologizing as I go. Their hand remains on my arm. I glance sideways and take a deep breath. It’s Luke, the football team’s all-start quarterback. Even though I don’t exactly go to the games, my attendance record includes all games at which band members support is deemed necessary, and Luke is hard to miss. He’s all over school, but more importantly, he’s Halley’s boyfriend: beautiful, perfect, blonde Halley whose bite is as sharp as her tongue. She’s captain of the cheer squad and the cross-country team, and the one reason I don’t join the team. I love to run, but going it alone is easier than enduring her ridiculing presence, which I have on many occasions. Although her social calendar is crammed full, she somehow manages to make space to torment me on a weekly basis.

      “It’s Marmalade, right?” Hearing my name on Luke’s lips feels just right, and my stomach gives a little flip, but my fear of Halley’s retribution overrides any shred of normalcy as I step away from him, staring at the ground.

      “I’m sorry. I gotta go.”

      Did I imagine it, or is his fingertip tracing my upper arm? “I’m Luke, by the way.”

      My eyes fly to his hand on my arm. He releases me, coughing as he looks away, but he doesn’t move. I blink a few times, stunned that he’s standing so close. I can smell his spearmint gum and feel his breath on my cheek. What is going on? I start to walk away again but make the mistake of meeting his hazel eyes. I watch, mesmerized, as his lips curve into a smile and his dimpled cheek winks at me. Oh, please don’t let me be drooling. My body stands up straight and rocks slightly in his direction. “Yeah, I know,” I say. By some miracle I speak, in a voice I’ve never heard. I hate my breathy tone, but I can’t seem to talk any louder.

      He clears his throat but doesn’t break his gaze. Oh great. I bet he thinks I’m coming on to him. Maybe I am. I think he’s blushing! Is it possible I’ve embarrassed him? What is happening? What do I do now? Do I leave? Would a giggle be appropriate? I so hate this.

      Anger replaces my awkwardness. I lean back, jut out my hip, cross my arms over my chest and stare at his shoulder because I don’t want to get caught staring at his mouth. “Marmalade.” It doesn’t work. My eyes catch his and he locks me in once more. “Well, um. There’s a party tonight and I wondered if you were coming. You know, kind of like a last day of school thing.”

      I study his gaze and try to figure out if this is a joke. I wait for his eyes to drop to my chest, like so many of the boys have been doing lately, but they don’t. I stumble around inside my head, trying to decide what to say. “A party? I mean, what time is it, and where?”

      He glances sideways again and speaks quieter. “It’s ah, it’s at Halley’s.” He swallows hard.

      I can’t help it, I give a little laugh. “You’re inviting me to a party at your girlfriend’s house? You know she hates me. Thanks, but no thanks.” I turn and walk away, shoving down the small spark of hope that started to burn the second Luke spoke my name. I shake my head as I walk away. How could I think for one moment that Luke would be interested in me? I’m sure it’s a prank that Halley put him up to. I’ve never been invited to a class party, especially not by the all-star quarterback.

      I walk home and struggle to focus on Granny Blue and the summer we’re going to spend together. My thoughts keep returning to Luke. Even though I know it is foolish, I can’t help but remember the feel of his touch on arm, the way his hands held on, almost brushing my ribcage. My mind betrays me as it keeps replaying the way Luke smiled at me, the way his eyes looked into mine. I felt like he really saw me for who I am, and not the freak everyone else sees. Familiar doubt follows. It had to be a joke. He’d never be interested in me; not when he has Halley.

      I step into Granny Blue’s kitchen with all of my thoughts buzzing around inside my head. Her kitchen table welcomes me. My bag hits the floor as I plop unceremoniously into a chair and flop my head down. I stretch my arms out and grab both sides of the table, laying my face sideways to feel the coolness of the tile kiss my cheek.

      Male laughter sounds behind me. My hand shoots to the back of my pants to make sure they haven’t slunk down. The laughter grows. I sit up straight and whip around with a glare. Granny Blue shuffles into the room and reaches up to pat the strange, strikingly beautiful boy on the shoulder? “Marmalade, I see you’ve met my grandson, Bon-Hwa.”

      Whoa. Slow this train down. I didn’t know Granny Blue had family? I’m instantly jealous, though I don’t know why. I can’t decide if I like this boy’s smirk. He has kind eyes, and that’s not something I’m used to either. I’m having a hard time focusing. His lips are two perfect petals, and his nose is like a perfectly straight stem. His eyebrows are a salon girl’s dream, and his eyes are so dark they’re almost black, but there’s a softness to them that makes me want to cry. But it’s his hair that I want to run my fingers through, which is all tousled and messy, sticking this way and that, full of mischief, matching the quirk of his lip as he studies me.

      My gaze is caught, and it keeps moving of its own accord on to his killer hoodie, his delicate frame hidden in faded jeans that look like they might have been ironed, stopping at his Converse. I like. This boy could have walked out of a teen magazine.

      I look into his eyes once more and wait for his reproach, but all I feel is unbridled interest, yet I don’t feel examined like so many times before. Maybe it’s an act because his grandma’s here. I realize I’m staring when I feel Granny Blue’s eyes on me.

      “Oh, sorry. I’m Marmalade.”

      “Yes. I believe that’s been established.” His voice is all velvety and soothing, and it makes me itchy and homesick at the same time. He goes to the tea kettle and pours himself some tea. He grabs a few of my cookies from Granny Blue’s cookie jar, the ones she makes for me. I feel offended, like someone’s invading my home. He sits down across from me and dips his cookie in the tea before he nibbles it, just like I like to do. His gaze tracks my shoulders all the way down to my fingers. “That’s some wingspan you’ve got there.”

      I can’t tell if he’s teasing, but his face looks genuine. I don’t know how to answer, so I get up instead and head to the pantry to get some Chamomile tea. I barely step into my sanctuary when I hear his steps behind me. I want to shut the door on him. This is my space, but Granny Blue’s here and I don’t want to be rude. He doesn’t say anything, but his presence is enough as he stands behind me. I glance back and catch him looking at all the shelves. I wait for some smart aleck comment, but all I get is silence. I reach for the Chamomile tea and wait for him to move so I can get by, but he doesn’t. He just stands there with his meticulous gaze. I open my mouth to tell him about the arrangement, but I hesitate. Let him figure it out.

      “I organized this pantry.”

      He gives me a nod. “I wondered. Don’t tell me the reason. I enjoy a good puzzle.” His eyes dance and he gives me a wink before gliding back to sit at the table. I busy myself in the enjoyable process of making my tea. A comfortable silence hangs in the air, and I almost forget he’s here. “So, Marm-a-lade. How do you kill time around here?”

      I giggle. “Have you seen the size of this town?”

      “Not so much. I just got here. I thought maybe you could show me around?”

      I turn to look at him, trying to read into our conversation. “How long are you visiting?”

      He looks a little sad and uncertain. “I may be staying a while. Like, maybe a few years?”

      I choke on my sip of tea. “Years? You’re staying here a few years?!”

      He looks down at his hands which are interlocked on the tabletop. “I thought I’d get to know my grandma. We just met today.” He pauses, letting that sink in. His look is imploring. “She thought you could show me around.”

      I give an unladylike snort. “She said that? She told you I’d show you around? She knows I’m a homebody.”

      He sets his cup down on the table and his eyes twinkle. “It sounds like you need some help with your social life, and I need a guide.” He stands up and walks toward me. “Now, before you start your protesting, come outside and check out my ride. It might just change your mind.”

      I hate to admit it, but his comment piques my interest. I take my cup of tea out the back door. I’m in love. Parked in Granny Blue’s alley way is an old VW van, powder blue, in all its glory, smothered with peace and mushroom stickers all along its running boards. And bonus! There’s a camper on top! A noise foreign to my ears spills out of me, as I giggle like a little girl and clap my hands! I grab his forearm, squeezing.

      He covers my hand with his, prying my fingers. “Ease up, Marm-a-lade. I can’t feel my hand.”

      I relax my grip, feeling embarrassed. “Can I see the inside? Please?”

      He laughs and waves his outstretched hand. “As you wish.”

      I run to the van and sit down on the back seat, opening everything up, checking it all out. I poke my head out. “This is so awesome!”

      He laughs. “I know, right? I almost traded her in for a Camaro, but I just couldn’t do it.”

      I give him a look as I get out and pat the side of his van, leaning in to talk low. “Don’t listen to him. You’re worth 100 Camaros.”

      “Marmalade.” I must be dreaming, as I swear I just heard Luke’s voice for the second time today, and in my yard no less. And if I’m not dreaming, then he has just caught me talking to a VW van. Kill me now.

      I turn around slowly. Nope, not a dream. I say the first thing that comes to mind. “Luke, this is Bon-Hwa.” Bon-Hwa walks over to shake Luke’s hand. What are the possibilities of having two hot guys standing in my yard, waiting to talk to me? I pinch myself, yet again, to make sure that I’m awake and haven’t woken up in an alternate universe. I open my eyes to find them both looking at me. “What’s up?” Surely he’s not going to mention the party again.

      “Well, um. There’s a summer program my parents put on every year. It’s like a camp for junior high kids. Usually Halley works there but this summer she’s going to miss like three weeks, so I was wondering if maybe you’d be interested in filling in? I mean we’d pay you.”

      Sure, Luke. Anything to be near you. “I’d consider helping, but I don’t have a ride.”

      “I could take you.”

      Did I just hear two voices? I look at the both of them. Bon-Hwa speaks up again. “I’m staying here with my grandma. I could give her a ride. Do you need any more help? I’m looking for a summer job.” Luke looks from me to Bon-Hwa like he’s trying to figure something out. I start to answer, but Bon-Hwa speaks up again. “Like I said, Granny Blue is my grandma. And Marm-a-lade offered to show me around town this summer.” He links his hand through my arm, leaning on me? “Maybe I’ll convince Marm-a-lade here to let me take her on a date.” He nudges me in a teasing manner. I’m too shocked to react.

      Luke gives a little cough. “Yeah. Well, I’m going to take off now. Marmalade, if you’re interested, just give me a call or something. Here’s a card. It has the camp number on it.” He has his hand out, and I take the card from him. Did I imagine it, or did his fingertips graze my wrist as he handed it to me? Heat sneaks through me as he swaggers away. He turns back to catch me staring at his backside. He gives me a wink! “Bon-Hwa. There’s a coffee shop over in the next town. If you act now, you might be able to get a job there.”

      Bon-Hwa answers with a gesture, giving him a two-finger salute. “Suh-weet. Thanks, man.”

      I watch Luke drive away in his jeep. Bon-Hwa snaps his fingers. “The night is young and so are we, Marm-a-lade. What’s next?”

      I sigh. “I’ll probably go inside and find a book to read.”

      He grabs my arm. “Nope. No reading tonight, my Queen. Life is calling. It’s saying come out, come out.”

      I giggle a little. I can’t help it; this guy makes me laugh. “Fine. Where are we going?”

      “Where else? The coffee shop. I’ve got an application to complete. Let the job search begin.”

      “Hold up. Let me just tell my mom.” I start toward the house, but he grabs my hand.

      “Yo, Marm-a-lade’s mom! I’m taking her to the coffee shop!”

      I’m shocked to find myself putting my hand over his mouth. “Stop your yelling. You want the whole neighborhood to know?”

      He gives me a huge grin, shrugging his shoulders. “What do I care? Now. No more excuses, Marm-a-lade. Get your fine booty in the van.”

      I hop in the van and tell myself not to get too used to this, as I’m sure he’ll find someone else to run around with soon enough.

      We ride along with the music blaring. I feel more free and happy than I’ve felt in a very long time. I stick my hand out the window and savor the breeze racing through my fingers and along my skin. I catch a glimpse of my smile in the side mirror that’s been stuck in place ever since Luke showed up at my house.
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      Bon-Hwa whips the van into the very small coffee shop lot. For a second or two I think he’s going to go careening into the side of the building. He hits the brakes as hard as he punches the gas. I take a deep breath as I climb out. “You might consider laying off the gas and brake if you want this thing to last.”

      He gives me a funny look. “You telling me how to drive?”

      “I’m no mechanic, but I can tell you if you don’t slow your impulses, you’re going to ruin those pedals.”

      “Yes, Granny Blue.”

      I should probably take offense at his comment, but I giggle instead, as I imagine myself walking around in her flowery night dress. I walk behind him, trying not to bristle as he holds the door open for me. I know he’s being gentlemanly, but I don’t like people doing things for me, especially guys. I walk into the coffee shop and wait for the usual stares. We wait in line and Bon-Hwa reads the menu out loud, trying to engage me in conversation. I stand by him quietly, thinking if I don’t answer, he’ll stop, but he doesn’t. He just keeps reading the board, getting louder and louder. Why anyone would want to read the description of “Grab Yo’ Gun Jane and a Side of Espresso” with such unrestrained joy combined with bizarre sexual overtones, I have no clue. I guess this is one of Bon-Hwa’s many unique contributions to the world.

      I turn to him. “Bon-Hwa. Stop talking for a second, and I might answer you.”

      He beams back at me. “Good. I see I have your undivided attention. Now, we’re adopting the days of sexism in its purest form. I’m ordering for you, and you’re ordering for me.”

      “What? Why would I do that? What if I choose something you don’t like?”

      “I have faith in you, Marmalade. I’m sure you’ll choose something I like. And, you have to choose a food too.”

      “What if you choose something I don’t like?”

      He laughs. “I don’t think I will. Just trust me.”

      I don’t know the point of this game, but it’s kind of fun. We give our orders, and he picks up an application. We go and sit down at a table near the back. I spy a platform. I hear my name being called and Bon-Hwa gets up. He sits down and picks up both cups. He hands me the one with his name on it. He cuts the food plates in half, putting half of each on both our plates. “Just in case you don’t like what I got you.”

      We sit a while and sip our coffee. He sits sideways and stretches his legs along the booth bench. I do the same. “So, Marm-a-lade. Tell me something about yourself.”

      I sit back and stare at him. “I’ll be sixteen at the end of this summer.”

      He laughs. “You’re a little tight lipped. This isn’t how the game goes.”

      I get a little defensive. “Maybe I don’t like to share my business.”

      He taps the tabletop. “Fair enough.” He looks at me expectantly, as if he’s waiting. He gives a sigh. “Since you asked, I’m a Scorpio, I love games, and I’m an excellent driver.” He wiggles his eyebrows at me.

      I choke down a laugh and almost spit coffee across the table. “Are we playing two truths and a lie, because that last one was definitely a lie.” He reaches over and squeezes my finger. This boy has touched me more in one day than I’ve been touched in my entire life.

      “Ha! I knew you were in there somewhere! It’s nice to meet the real you, Marm-a-lade.”

      I get quiet. I feel like he cut me wide open. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      His gaze never wavers. It’s a bit unnerving. It’s like he’s looking inside my head. “You’re a bit reserved, but I think it’s your armor. I think you’re hiding.”

      Maybe. “That’s a lot to assume. You don’t know me.”

      He rolls his eyes! “I know you like Luke. I know you think he’d never give you a chance.”

      I can’t believe this guy, and I can’t believe I’m so transparent. “He’s got a girlfriend, so it doesn’t matter what I think.”

      “Hey. I didn’t say I agree with your thinking! You totally have a chance. I saw the way he looked at you.”

      “What do you know? I mean, you just met us.” I pause for a second and blush at the thought of Luke and I ever being an us. “You’re just being nice. Why’d you take me here tonight anyway?” I hate the desperation in my voice, but I need to know.

      “I’m a guy, Marm-a-lade, and I’m hardly nice. I know when someone’s interested. Why do you think he asked you to work with him this summer? He’s definitely interested.” He sits there, watching me. I can’t look him in the eye. He’s too intense. “And I invited you here because I like you. You’re real. You have no pretenses.”

      I don’t know what to say. I feel awkward. I’ve never had a guy talk to me like he does. I’m relieved when the coffee shop guy announces open mic night. I relax a little when a guy steps up on stage and settles into the chair with his guitar. He smiles from beneath his baseball cap. “I’m Isaac, and this is my song.” He starts to sing, and my thoughts wander back to Luke. I get all dreamy as I stare out the window into the night. My smile falters a little when I remember he’s at Halley’s party.

      Isaac’s song ends and someone else steps up to the microphone. They recite poetry, and it’s beautiful. As each performer goes up on stage, an instinct I don’t recognize starts. My heart pounds in my chest. I chug my coffee down, unable to ignore the amped emotions that are bursting and begging for release. I pull my hoodie tight to hide my face. My feet lead me to the stage. I barely grab the mic before my mouth starts to move. Words fly out and I’m powerless to stop them.
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        “You flipped my switch igniting the heat

        Singeing my skin as you stood on my street

        Don’t speak so kindly, don’t look so sweet

        I’ve got the feels - they’re far from discreet

      

        

      
        Like an inept pot stuck on simmer

        Or a cloudless moon as it glimmers

        I’m an empty pool in need of a swimmer

        For you I’d shine bright, knowing no dimmers

      

        

      
        Now that I’ve met you, how can I forget

        The way your hands felt when we first met

        I’m as uncomfortable as a bitchin’ Corvette

        Falling hard and fast with no safety net”

      

      

      As fast as the words came, they stop just as suddenly. My face is hot. I release the mic and step off the stage. What just happened? I walk back to the table in a daze and sit down, breathing hard. I glance at Bon-Hwa. His eyes are wide, and for once, his mouth is closed. I lean forward. “Say something. How bad was it?”

      He leans in smiling, but it’s genuine. “Marm-a-lade. That was awesome. You didn’t tell me you do poetry.”

      I’m all lit up inside, like someone turned on the light. I want to bask in its warmth. “I guess I didn’t know I did?”

      His eyebrows raise as he leans in. “Are you telling me that’s the first time you’ve done that? Because you’re a natural.” He sits back shaking his head. “I’ve got goosebumps.”

      I take another deep breath. “I thought I was going to die. It was my first time in front of an audience, like ever.”

      “Well, I couldn’t tell. And they loved you. Didn’t you hear the clapping? I videoed it.”

      “You did?” I’m not sure what to think about that.

      “Yeah. That way your mom and Granny Blue can watch it. I mean if you want them to.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know yet. I don’t know if I want to watch it. They were clapping?” I pull my hoodie sweatshirt tighter around my face.

      He laughs. “Yeah. They were totally.” He stops and looks up at the girl standing by our table.

      “Hey. I just wanted to tell you I loved your rhymes. What’s your twitter handle?”

      I look up at her, feeling foolish and hidden inside my hoodie. I slowly pull it back, taking it down as I look up at her. “Um, I don’t have a phone. But thanks.”

      She gives me a big smile. “Well. I hope you come back. I’d love to hear you again.”

      I glance over at Bon-Hwa, who’s staring at the girl. I look back at her and gesture toward him. “This is Bon-Hwa. If you’ll excuse me, I think I might hurl.” I get up and race my nerves to the nearest trashcan.
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      As we make our way home I’m on cloud nine, wearing my newfound confidence like a badge of honor. Bon-Hwa slaps the steering wheel. I startle. “I can’t believe you did that! You just went for it! You were so brave!”

      I turn to him. “You ever have a gut feeling, Bon-Hwa, that you just have to do something? I mean, even if you don’t want to? Like you’re compelled to do it?” I can’t believe the emotion I hear in my voice. What is it about poetry that tears down my carefully built walls?

      “I think I know what you mean. I mean, I think I’m almost there. There’s plenty of things I wish I was brave enough to do, and watching you tonight, I think I can.”

      I look at him, surprised. I’ve only just met him, but he seems like nothing would intimidate him. “Like what? What is it you want to do, but you’re afraid?”

      He doesn’t answer, and I think he’s not going to, so I turn my attention to the stars in the sky while I lean out the rolled down window. He turns up the radio. Before long, we pull back into town. It’s impossible to ignore the line of cars as we drive by Halley’s. He looks over at me. “Is that a party?”

      I pick at some invisible fuzz on the seat. “Yeah. It’s Halley’s house.”

      “And Halley is?”

      I mutter under my breath. “Luke’s girlfriend.”

      He nods his head. “So, she’s why you’re not going.”

      This is so obvious to me. “Something like that. I mean, Luke invited me, but.”

      He slaps the steering wheel again. “He invited you! And you’re not going?!”

      I grab on to his arm because he’s slowing down. “No, just no, alright. She doesn’t like me. It has nothing to do with Luke. I mean, she didn’t like me before. I try to avoid her, but she targets me on a weekly basis. Trust me, she doesn’t want me there.”

      He squeezes my hand back. “Don’t let that stop you, Marm-a-lade. Luke wouldn’t have invited you if he didn’t mean it.”

      I hate that I’m begging. “Look, tonight was great for me, and I want to relish it just a bit longer, please. Trust me when I say I don’t want to go in there.”

      “Marm-a-lade. How about this. We go in for like 10 minutes and then we’ll leave. Please, for me? I’ll be going to school there next year, and I’d like to meet some people before then.”

      He’s not hearing me, so I try again. “Bon-Hwa. I’m not asking for a pity party. I’m telling you, you’d have a better chance if you went in there without me. I’m not kidding when I say I spend most of my time at school alone. They don’t want me there.” I hate that my voice has risen to the point of almost yelling.

      He pulls the van over on the side of the road. “It’s time for you to chillax. If you’ve been hiding from them like you tried to hide from me then maybe that’s why you’re alone. When’s the last time you let your guard down?”

      I look over at him, still not used to his beauty. “Easy for you to say, Abercrombie and Fitch boy.”

      He pffts at me. “I’m not even going to dignify that with an answer.”

      I smack his arm. “Seriously? You’re going to sit here and try to tell me you don’t know you’re gorgeous? You’re perfect—you’re like a newborn baby that everyone wants to hold.”

      “Um, thanks? That’s kind of a weird analogy. But we’re not talking about me. This is about you. Why don’t you want to go in?”

      “I hate you. You’re really going to make me say it? I don’t want to go in there because people see me coming and they turn away. They don’t want to see me, and they don’t want to acknowledge my existence.” I hate that my voice quivers.

      “So that’s it? You’re going to let them make you cower in a corner?”

      “I’m not cowering! I don’t even like parties! I’m happy with my books and my room. I’m comfortable there.” Even as I say this, I look out the window with longing at the big, lit up house. Luke is somewhere in there. Why did he invite me?

      “Marm-a-lade. You can’t hide in your room forever. You have to step out into the world. Embrace it. There’s some bad, but there’s also some good.”

      This guy’s not giving up. “Fine. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” I go around to his door and yank it open in frustration. I take his hand and pull him out. I march him across the yard. We walk through the door. I see a few jaws drop. I try to drop his hand, but he holds tight to mine and heads for the drinks table. He drops some money, picks up two drinks and hands me one, being all cool. I don’t know what to do or how to act, so I take a sip. I immediately spit the bitter nastiness back in the cup. He chuckles. Great now he’s laughing at me like everybody else. Why did I let him talk me into coming here? I rip my hand from his. I set down my drink and head straight for an exit, which turns out to be Luke. He wraps his arm around my waist, and I go up in flames! My hands slide along his forearms, and we’re skin to skin. Instinctively, my body curls into his. I turn sideways and realize my lips are level with his chin. What would it be like to place a kiss there?

      He looks down at me, giving me a knowing smile. “Marmalade.” I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the way he says my name. How does it sound different than when everyone else says it?

      “Hey, Luke. We were just, ah. Well, Bon-Hwa wanted to stop by.”

      “Just Bon-Hwa?” Do I hear disappointment in his voice? I must be hearing things. I go to answer, but then I’m being squished by Luke against a wall. His face ducks into mine. His lips brush the corner of my mouth. My breath catches. My lips betray me as they turn sideways to chase his mouth as he leans on the wall beside me for seconds that stretch out like eternity. I can’t believe what I’m doing, as my lips hover over the line of his jaw, and I allow myself a taste of him. I feel his sharp intake of breath, and I back away. My eyes stare into his and I barely hear the voice of whoever’s behind him.

      “Blue 42! Sack the quarterback!”

      Luke sighs heavily beside my ear. His breath goes down my neck as his chin brushes my hair. This moment will be replayed many times over in my head, and it’ll be a long time before I can get any sleep tonight. What is this hold he has over me, and why do I not care? His curls brush against mine as he turns sideways, away from me, calling out, while his one hand has somehow slipped to my hip, and his thumb grazes my skin just there.

      “Matty. Ease up. We’ve got a playoff game in a few days. Watch my throwing arm.”

      I’m still being guarded by Luke, when I peek over his arm, spying Davis. Great. His eyes narrow in my direction. “Luke. What you doing with Marmalade? Helping yourself to her spread?”

      The fire burning inside of me is doused. Oh please, let my ears stop working. Davis and his idiocy are exactly why I didn’t want to come here.

      Before I can react, Luke spins around to head in Davis’s direction. I grab his arm, not really thinking. He shakes me off angrily, but Bon-Hwa gets there first. I’m in shock as I see Bon-Hwa and Davis go the floor. They roll around and knock into couches and end tables, neither of them backing off. For a little while, Davis has the upper hand. He’s broad and stocky and probably has a good fifty pounds on Bon-Hwa. He gets a few punches in.

      In a flash, Bon-Hwa has Davis wrapped up in his arms and legs, looking like some crazy UFC fighter, completely focused and locked in. It isn’t long before Davis taps the floor in submission, but one look at Bon-Hwa’s face tells me he’s somewhere else. Davis’s face turns red, and his breathing slows. I’m scared. I drop to the floor and grab at Bon-Hwa’s immovable grip. I get in his ear. “It’s okay, Bon-Hwa. Let him go. Please.”

      Bon-Hwa leans over Davis’s red face. “Apologize.”

      Davis gives a stubborn shake of his head. I’m sure he’s going to pass out. I try again. “Bon-Hwa, I’m okay. Let him breathe.”

      Bon-Hwa squeezes tighter, which I didn’t think was possible. “It’s not okay. This drunk bastard will apologize if I have to beat it out of him.”

      Davis’s face is almost purple. “I’m sorry.”

      Bon-Hwa doesn’t let up. “I’m sorry, Marm-a-lade.”

      Davis’s voice is barely a whisper, as he fights for breath. “I’m sorry, Marmalade.”

      Bon-Hwa finally releases him. By this time, I feel like I can’t breathe. I take his arm and speak low into his ear. “Come on, Bon-Hwa, let’s go.”

      Coolly, Bon-Hwa puts his hand through my arm and pulls me closer, like he wasn’t just about to choke the life out of someone. He talks loudly over the crowd. “Let’s go, Marm-a-lade. This place is bor-ing.”

      We’re almost to the door when I hear another voice call out. “See you later, freak.”

      I hurriedly step out onto the porch and try to disappear, but Bon-Hwa stops. He turns around and faces Halley in all her party glory. She looks stunning in her little outfit, her hair all done up, her make-up perfection, her lips all glossy. Bon-Hwa steps up in her space. “Excuse me?”

      She looks back at him, all haughty with her signature smirk and stance in place, one hand on her hip and the other holding a red solo cup. She looks him up and down. “I said, take the freak with you.”

      Bon-Hwa turns to me. I hate that I’m staring at the floor, growing smaller by the minute in Halley’s presence. He mutters at me under his breath. “Chin up, Queen.” He turns back and looks Halley up and down slowly, waiting a few seconds before he answers. “I’d ask you for your digits, but mine work just fine.” He crosses his arms across his chest and sends her two middle fingers before uncrossing his arms, still gesturing, as he exits, walking out backwards.

      I can’t help it. I stand on her porch and laugh out loud, covering my mouth with my hand. Bon-Hwa turns away from Halley, who stands in the open doorway, stuttering and speechless. It’s priceless.

      He takes my hand in his. “Come on Marm-a-lade, let’s go.”

      I follow him down the walk and out to the van. We take the long way home, and he asks me all sorts of questions about the town, drawing me out, and I can’t believe how comfortable I

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/marmaladeuncapped_titlepage.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/marmaladeuncapped_front.jpg
RACHED ANNE JONES






