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Dedication

For Judy and Jerry—

Thank you for your love. 

Thank you for sharing the pond.
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February

THE NIGHT I CUT OFF MY HAIR, MY MOTHER TOLD MY father to leave. That’s when it hit me. Somehow I’d reached the mud at the bottom the pond. The scissors making it through my braid was just the landing.

I had hair that was a lifetime of long, and it was the kind of hair you tame. (My Greek genes made it wild, coarse, and curly.) Momma’s remedy for my mop was olive oil with rosemary—Old World conditioner, but it worked. She’d massage it through the strands. Then she’d weave me a thick and perfect braid that was so long, the tip brushed my waist.

I had always liked the scent of the oil and the feel of her hands. But this night, I was on edge because of Cowboy, and Momma and Bampas were on edge because of me. After my mother left the room, the braid seemed heavy down my back. In my bed, it made my nightgown damp, twisted around me—tugged. Then came the bad memory.

I don’t remember reaching for the scissors. But I do remember how hard it was to close the blades over the braid—I realized it somewhere in the middle. But I finished what I’d started. I looked at that rope of hair in my hand. There was an elastic band on my night table. I twisted it onto the chopped end and let the whole thing drop. 

I turned off my lamp and slid back between my ice-clean sheets, tucked my knees to my chest and begged for a dream—even a bad one—if I could just find Cowboy there.

My light came on again later—a brutal burst of whiteness. Oh, how my mother screamed when she saw what I had done.





One

I MET BRADY CULLEN IN THE LAST QUARTER OF OUR SOPHOMORE year. Back then, he was just a sweet, skinny kid. Before we ever spoke, I’d seen him smile at me in the hallway—a bunch of times. Each time, he’d dip his head and look at his feet. Each time, I’d looked over my shoulder to see if maybe he had his eye on someone else. I didn’t think boys like Brady were interested in girls like me. To be sure, he was different from the boys I’d been messing around with. Come to think of it, if he’d known about those guys, we might have never happened.

If you stood us side by side, this is what you’d have seen: Brady in a game jersey, the cuffs of his khakis scrunching over the tops of his basketball sneakers; me in combat boots, a black leather mini, low-cut sweater, and a long whip of braided hair running down my back. Add a Steampunk choker, and maybe a henna tattoo wherever there was a patch of bare skin, and you’re done.

Yeah, yeah—it’s all fine and PC to say that what you wear doesn’t matter, that anything goes and it’s what’s inside that counts. That should be true. But come on, who doesn’t judge a book by the cover? Besides, it wasn’t just our clothes. Brady also had a crowd to hang with. I was an outsider at my school, though not so much by my own choice.

I was also a dying breed, and it was my own parents who were killing me. Their weapon? Our Greek heritage, which, in my case, came loaded with dusty ideas about what I should be allowed to do and not do—and I am talking about everything from curfews to dating to life. If you asked me, my parents were about a century behind the rest of the world. I was constantly trying to crash through to this millennium. I wanted to bring Momma and Bampas with me—but only as far the front door, where I’d say something like “Love you. Don’t wait up.”

Yeah. In my dreams. That was the biggest drag—trying to get out of the house. My little brothers had longer leashes than I did. I had pulled out of my collar and had a good run in recent months. But that was over. I was reeled in tight again and not because I was in trouble. Not grounded. Not even fighting with Momma and Bampas. It was really all because of Julia.

She was my awesome, bold and crazy, kick-ass friend and fellow “dancerina.” We had met in the kinder class at a studio across town. We took lessons together for years. By the time Jules and I turned fifteen, we were the pirouetting diehards of the advanced classes. Everyone else had left for high school sports or theater. So Julia and I took ninety minutes’ worth of lessons three days a week—just the two of us. Then we helped with the beginners’ classes, being “Miss Julia” and “Miss Bettina.” We were serious dancers. But Julia also became serious about stripping off her tights in the dressing room after class, zipping into her mean-heeled boots, and pulling on a miniskirt so she could go down the block to mingle with the local free-range kids. Loyal friend that I was, I unpinned my coiled braid and I went with her.

I began to be semi-honest with Momma about class times, and she didn’t question. She didn’t confront me about the cups of coffee I sometimes had when I climbed into the car. I wasn’t trying to be bold by showing her what I’d been up to; I was trying to be a little bit forthcoming. I always made it back to the steps in front of the studio by 5:45 for my ride. Momma made sure that if Bampas was coming to get me instead of her, I knew it. She had small ways of going to bat for me; she’d won me the right to wear mascara. “Three swipes and you’re out the door,” she’d said. Of course I’d add a few layers once I was on the bus.

My coffee cups were also a diversion. Julia and I did not sit still in iron-backed bistro chairs drinking lattes after dance class. We wandered. I smoked my first cigarette behind that coffee shop. My first French kiss happened in the city cemetery just across the street—and so did my second and third. I think Julia might have had another first with her back up against a granite monument; she never really confessed.

I did some parent-free shopping on that block. I netted a leather jacket at the Goodwill store, and an armful of sweaters that zipped up the chest (or down the chest) and a few T-shirts to slash up. One of the free-range girls sold me a pair of vintage combat boots for fifty bucks. I was so psyched to get them I threw in a pair of earrings I had made from vintage beads and glove buttons. I snuck my treasures home in my ballet bag and revealed my purchases slowly. Often, I came out of my room late for breakfast on school mornings so there would be no time to change. I thought my look was funky; Momma and Bampas called it “filthy.” There was yelling. There was drama. I learned to leave the house looking “respectable.” Then I’d fix that either on my way to school or in a stall in the girls’ bathroom.

Julia also met the fringy friends at night. I only made it out a handful of times—snuck out through my bedroom window at the back of the house. (You have to love a sprawling Mediterranean-style ranch.) Then I hiked it through the garden, past our little horseshoe of rabbit hutches, and along my father’s property all the way down to River Road to catch whatever ride Jules had arranged. Little did my father know that the very swath his mowing crew kept cut so that he could walk to the river and “do his thinking” had become my escape hatch. Never mind my inappropriate clothes; for this, Momma and Bampas would have grounded me for a year. I tried to be courteous. I even left them notes to say that I had not been kidnapped just in case they discovered that the punched-up pillows under my covers were not really me. I also had my younger brothers, Favian and Avel, in my pocket. They had caught me the first time. Scared the snot out of me.

I’d heard the sucking sound as the window of the bedroom next to mine slid open. Both boy-heads had appeared. “Bettina! Hey! Where are you going?” The strains and giggles of one ten-year-old and a seven-year-old can fill the air like a damn chorus.

“Hey! Shush! Shush!” I’d pointed a finger at them to shut them up. It was only because Momma and Bampas had music playing in the living room that my cover was not instantly blown. “Don’t tell! I’ll owe you one. Think of something you want,” I’d strained in my loudest whisper.

“You have to let us stay up way late next time you babysit!” Avel had returned.

“Double dishes of ice cream, with the works—”

“Fine! Now close the window, you dorks!” My mistake—they both loved being called names—don’t ask me why—and they’d howled with laughter that night. I’d wasted a beat wondering if I should turn back. But I’d wanted to be out so badly. I’d turned to go up the garden steps. I’d slipped and touched one hand down and kicked one leg up behind me.

“Underpants!” Favian had taunted.

“Shh! You bad little boys!” I had hissed at them. I’d thumped my finger off my lip. “Shut the window!” The window had sucked closed and I’d faced it just long enough to see two plaid pajama butts pressed up against the glass. I’d marched away, snorting with laughter.

My parents never caught me, not that night, not any other—I was that good. I probably should have tried to get out more often because by January of my sophomore year, my free run was over. Julia’s family moved away as suddenly as a door bangs shut. There went the bolder half of the advanced dance class. I got crammed into the new “advanced” dance class, which seemed not very advanced at all. It had more bodies in it, but they were twelve- and thirteen-year-old bodies. I felt big and bored. The coffee shop scene didn’t have the same draw for me, not without Julia to lead. I wasn’t even sure how to hang with those kids now that she wasn’t there.

With Favian and Avel getting older and going to activities of their own, Bampas soon started complaining that my dance studio hours were disruptive to the family. He also began to grumble that he wasn’t getting enough for his dollar anymore. So, before he could insist on it, I quit.

Bampas, and even Momma, seemed to forget that Julia had been my only real friend, and the dance studio, my only place away from home. For weeks, I stood in my combat boots, lonely as hell. That’s about the time Brady Cullen started flashing grins at me. Then damned, if one day, he hadn’t somehow learned my name.





Two

BRADY HAD A SIGNATURE WAY OF SAYING “BETTINA.” The B sounded more like a P and the rest was clipped. “Y-you’re P’teen-uh, right?” I looked up from my locker to see him standing beside me. He was blushing like a stoplight. 

“P’teen-uh.” It took me a second to hear my own name inside that pronunciation. Then I hid a smirk, and instead of saying, “Uh, not really,” I nodded and said, “Yeah.” Yeah, okay. I’ll be “P’teen-uh.” It was hardly worse than Bettina, which I had always thought was a prissy mouthful of a name—not to mention I’d heard myself called “Bettina Ballerina” way too many times.

Anyway, a few more “Hey, P’teen-uhs” and a few weeks later, Brady introduced me to an upperclassman, also draped in a basketball jersey.

Brady said, “Hey, Spooner, this is P’teen-uh Vasilis. She’s a friend of mine.”

A friend. Was I? Already? Spooner took me in—full ride up with the eyes—but he seemed more curious than lust filled. I gave him the warmest hello I had in me. I suddenly liked being Brady Cullen’s friend.

Meanwhile, Spooner smiled and tilted his head at me and I knew he was going to tease me. “Huh. So what is your deal?” he said. “Got a little ‘girl-from-the-dark-side’ thing going?” He did a little bobbing and nodding. “You’ve got your mean boots on. . . .” Then he flicked his own earlobe. “You like spiders and snakes, huh?”

I reached to hold one earring. “Serpents and tarantulas,” I said. A blush bloomed from my insides to my cheeks. Then I broke into a grin.

“Oh! Oh! She’s dark . . . but she smiles,” he said.

I laughed and stamped a foot down. He sort of had me; I was always self-conscious about letting myself be cracked open that way. I had a giant mouth, full lips—like, take-up-your-whole-face full—and big teeth. I’d gotten all of that from Momma. Her smile was warm and appealing. I wasn’t so sure I had Momma’s grace.

Spooner was nice enough to gauge my embarrassment. He knocked me gently on the shoulder. “I’m messing with you,” he said.

Brady Cullen was encouraged. He obviously looked up to Spooner, who had, in his own way, given me his endorsement. After that, Brady kept turning up at the art room door and beside my locker, which were one and the same place, really. I started to look for him to be there. Then one afternoon after the last bell, he caught me lightly by the arm in the hallway. He stammered, “H-hey, what are you doing now?”

“Um . . . getting on the bus,” I said.

“Could you miss it? ’Cause I never get to really talk to you for long.”

“I could miss it if I walked slowly,” I said.

“Well then, come on. Slow down.” Another shy smile spread across his face.

So, I did miss the bus that day. Brady and I went to the upstairs hall where it was quiet. We leaned on the glass-block wall. He led with jock talk. He seemed surprised when I didn’t know that he’d been top scorer on the JV basketball team.

“Well, I don’t get to the games,” I told him.

“How come?”

“Hmm. It’s my parents,” I said, and I rolled my eyes. “I don’t get out unless I sneak out.”

“What about after school? What do you do?”

“I go home to a tiny, turreted room,” I said, and we both laughed. “I’m kidding. I used to take dance lessons right after school but they kind of ran out of classes for me.”

“I go to dances,” he said. “I don’t dance. But I go.” Again we were laughing. “So, you sort of don’t look like you have strict parents. I saw you with a spider tattoo one time.” He opened his hand wide and pressed it into the thigh of his khakis, indicating exactly where he’d seen the tattoo on me. “I get that it was a temp. But still, that doesn’t seem like strict parents.” He shook his head.

“Yeah, like I said, I sneak around.” I ducked my chin just a little. I didn’t know what he’d think of me if I started confessing my deceptions. But it wasn’t like Bampas was going to let me date this boy—or any other boy. Having nothing to lose is a pretty cool headspace. I looked right into Brady’s pale blue eyes. “I get into school on an early bus and I . . . do stuff. In the girls’ room before the bell.”

“You do stuff?” He opened his eyes wide as if to tease. I shrugged in return. Nothing to lose, I reminded myself.

“Yeah.” I cocked my head a little. “I put that spider tat on in there one morning. Sometimes I change my clothes in a stall. Whatever.” I tried to sound dismissive.

Brady Cullen smiled. Then in a voice just above a whisper he asked, “Will you go out with me?”

Suddenly, I flashed on all my kisses in the graveyard, how fleeting all of it had seemed. I was pretty sure that Brady was asking me to be his girlfriend. Had he ever had a girlfriend? I wondered. More than one? It didn’t seem like it. He was a little bit awkward and innocent, I thought. But man, his eyes were bright and his lips were full and perfect. I could so try kissing those. . . . 

“Oh, God,” I said, and his eyebrows bumped up just the littlest bit. I shook my head. “Sorry, but no. I cannot go out with you. My father is so old-fashioned. Prehistoric. I’m basically not allowed to date. We’d have to sneak around. It wouldn’t be much fun for you.”

“Oh. Wuh-well . . . uh, okay then.” I watched the air go out of the boy.

“I’m sorry. Really. Look, I should go down to the office and use the phone,” I said, though I didn’t really want to leave him. “They’ll wonder at home why I’m not off the bus yet. I’m supposed to call for a ride if I miss it.”

“You don’t have a phone?” He twisted up his face as he dug into his pocket. “Here.” He held his phone out. I took it carefully. I loved phones. They were sleek and shiny and responsive—all in a package like a chocolate bar. And this one was warm from being next to Brady Cullen.

I dialed home. I got my father and, aware that Brady was listening, I tried to keep it simple.

“Bampas? Yes. Sorry, I missed the bus. I was slow getting out of the art room,” I lied. “Yep, okay. See you down in the circle—” I looked at Brady while Bampas scolded me. I was sure that he could hear everything.

“I do not understand it, Bettina! What keeps you in that art room too late for a bus? You will explain at supper tonight. When you take the time of others, you disregard them. And when you are late, you make them worry—”

I mouthed the word sorry at Brady and rolled my eyes while I continued to use his beautiful phone. “Yes, Bampas. I will. I will. Yes. Bye.” When the call was over, I held the phone to my chest for a beat and sighed. “And there is a little sample of my life for you,” I told Brady.

“So, are you in trouble now? He sounds kinda mad. Will you be grounded?”

“No,” I said. “Well, not any more than I usually am. I’m kind of grounded as a way of life.” Again, Brady and I were laughing together. “And sometimes, there just has to be a lecture and then it’s over.”

“So, wait . . . is Bampas your father or your grandfather?”

In truth, Bampas was old enough to be my grandfather. But Brady didn’t need to know that. “‘Bampas’ is Greek for father, or dad,” I told him. “Like Papa.”

Brady reached for my hand and didn’t so much take it as give it a timid sort of tug. “Is it okay if I walk you out to the circle? Or is that a bad idea?”

“Even Bampas doesn’t get to say who goes out to the circle,” I said. 

On our way through the lobby, Brady and I leaned together. I gave him our home number and watched as his long fingers quickly tapped it into his phone. I should not be encouraging this boy, I thought. But it’d be so nice if he really did call.

For the next few weeks, I missed the bus about every other day. Bampas would pull up and see me standing with Brady. Finally, he dug down for the monotone and asked me, “Who is the boy, Bettina?”

“His name is Brady Cullen, Bampas.”

Without taking his eyes off the road, my father said, “Do I need to tell you—”

“That there is no dating until you tell me there will be dating? And not to ask before I am at least sixteen? No, you don’t.”

“And do you know why?”

Oh. This part had not come up before. I looked at Bampas and tried to read his profile—stern as ever—as he stared forward.

“It is because you are not mature enough for a relationship, Bettina.”

I suppose I could have said what I was thinking—that I wouldn’t mind practicing a little bit before anyone called it a “relationship.” But that wasn’t a good way to deal with Bampas; he’d ground me for being fresh. So, I dropped it.

Then one day around the end of May, after I had missed the bus some more, Brady walked up to the car with me. He leaned in to the window and introduced himself to my father, all the while holding my hand on the outside of the car where Bampas could not see.

“Oh, yes. You are the boy who has called the house?” Bampas said.

“Yes, sir. That one time, it was during your dinner. I apologize for that.”

Bampas progressed from a shrug to a nod, saying, “No, no. This is okay.”

“Mr. Vasilis, I was hoping Bettina could come to Shoot for a Cause with me on Friday night. It’s a cookout and basketball free throw contest, down in the park. We have sponsors and the money goes to disaster relief.”

I stood outside the car, linking pinkies with Brady, and thought about what a nice try that had been. Then damned if I didn’t hear Bampas say yes. And damned if Brady didn’t stand up, smile, and brush me a little kiss for the first time, there above the roof of the car where Bampas would not see it happen.

Brady Cullen became my beacon. He was the boy my father would let me go out with. Brady picked me. Bampas picked Brady. I flew free—a couple of times a week.





Three

IN THE BEGINNING, BRADY WAS WHAT ANYONE WOULD call a good boyfriend. He waited for me between classes, and he sat with me at lunch on the days our schedules allowed. He bought me little books of cartoony tattoos and left funny cards in my locker. Once, he brought me a lemon-poppy cupcake in a box from the best bakery in the city. He’d gotten up early just to have it at my locker when I arrived in the morning.

I made Brady ugly little clay creatures with big ears, snouts, and toothpick horns on their heads. I pinched them together toward the end of art class and handed them to him while they were still wet. He’d take them from me knowing he’d end up with mud on his fingers, which I found hilariously sweet, and put them on the top shelf of his locker to dry. He gave me discreet kisses in the hall. I had told him no tongues in school. Couples that did that grossed me out. He honored that.

He seemed oblivious to the fact that other than Spooner, who was about to graduate and be gone, his friends hadn’t exactly warmed to me—especially the girls. They eyeballed the clothes I wore, my henna inkings, heavy-metal jewelry. I didn’t think of myself as an outrageous dresser. But I definitely clashed with their designer labels. No one was outright mean but they nudged each other in my presence and made faces they thought I couldn’t see. No one ever said more than a perfunctory “hey” to me. I wasn’t good at striking up conversations with them either. I couldn’t shake the feeling that Brady’s friends didn’t get me. But Brady was steadfast, if shy, in his affection for me. That melted me over and over again and it made me want to be with him no matter who else was around.

Then, just before school let out for summer, he talked me into something I had never even thought of doing. “Be a cheerleader,” he said. I stared at him. If the mere suggestion wasn’t enough to make my eyeballs squirt out of my head, he gave my arm an encouraging pump too. “You could make it,” he said.

I managed a shrug for his sake, but a resounding no bounced all around the inside of my head. “I don’t think that’s really my thing . . .” I tried to tell him.

“Aw, come on. Sure it is. All that dance stuff you did?”

“But they’ll make me take my boots off. . . .” I whined. “I need my boots.” I knocked my heels together and Brady laughed.

He pushed at me. “Come on, come on, come on. . . .”

“I don’t know. . . . I guess I could try—”

“Hell, yeah!” he said. He popped his fist off his chest and did a big sidestep in celebration. He jumped up, shot a pretend ball at a pretend hoop. I had to smile as his cap of hair landed back on his head. “If you make it, you get into every game free. You can watch me play. . . .” He tried to begin a list but it seemed to end there.

I wanted to go to Brady’s games and if I made that cheerleading squad, Momma and Bampas would pretty much have to allow that—sometimes even on school nights. Oh. My. Gosh.

“Colleges like to see that too—the extra stuff—besides the grades,” Brady added.

Colleges. A stone sank through me. Bampas wouldn’t talk about college—not for me. I was all about art, and Bampas had always said, “You don’t need to be at an expensive university for what you do.” That would always catch me a sympathetic and pensive look from Momma. She wouldn’t say it, but I think she felt we should at least talk about college. But when I opened my mouth to mention the possibility of scholarships, Bampas raised a finger and said, “Siopi.” He was telling me to be silent.

I did try out for cheerleading. I wasn’t as loud as the teacher-judges wanted me to be. But I learned routines in a snap because I was used to impatient choreographers. As for what little actual dancing the cheerleaders did—well, piece of cake. I could leap. Or jump. I could lift and be lifted—no fears about that. If anything set me apart from the others, it was that I arrived and left the tryout alone.

A day after tryouts, they posted the names on a list in the girls’ locker room. Bad timing: I met a cluster of girls ushering out a slump-shouldered friend who was weeping her way along the tiled wall. “Who is Bettina Vasilis, anyway?” she choked between sobs. “She took my spot!”

“Oh, so sad for you, Jenna . . .” came a consoling voice. “I think she’s that art room girl—the one with the long, long braid. She wears metal. . . . She’s into grunge. . . .”

Then a redhead locked eyes on me and hushed her friends with a few nudges and the words, “Hey, you guys . . .”

I was Bettina Vasilis. Right smack there. I couldn’t do much but give them all a “sorry” look. The group went on by, moving like a single organism, I couldn’t help noticing. The redhead doubled back to whisper to me. “This is just hard for Jenna. It’ll be her senior year. She really wanted a spot on the squad. But, hey, no mean stuff intended, okay?”

“Same,” I said, but I felt like I should apologize and hand over a pom-pom.

I’d made the winter squad, which, I learned, was more competitive than the fall squad in our all-about-basketball town. Who knew? With the posted roster was a message saying we would start practicing in September. That was months before basketball season began and that seemed excessive to me. But, hey, there it was: my legit reason not to get on the bus for home right after the bell and, if the team made the play-offs, we’d be hollering and jumping through spring vacation. So, except for poor, crying Jenna Somebody, I started to like the idea.

Brady was thrilled.

“It’s going to go like this,” he said, and he drilled an imaginary ball toward the floor. “Every time I take a foul shot, you watch ’cause I’m going to bounce it seven times for the letters in your name. B-E-T-T-I-N-A. It’s for good luck,” he said.

Of course, between making the squad in spring and starting practices in the fall, summer happened. Brady and I had our two nights a week together: the two that Bampas allowed, and I snuck out a handful of times. Brady didn’t want me to use up my nights on his crowded summer league games in the park. “I want to really be with you on those nights,” he insisted. My heart worked overtime, doing all the things a heart will do when it is letting someone close—the flutters, the swells. Nothing had ever felt so good as bursting out of the house and into Brady’s arms—all summer long.

By then, I was sixteen. But since Bampas had not even thought of letting me learn to drive, he didn’t know the rules. He didn’t know that even though Brady was older than most rising high school juniors I wasn’t supposed to be riding in a car with him, and Brady’s parents didn’t seem to care. So he’d pick me up and take me to his house in the village. From there, we’d walk under miles of twilight together, through village streets and around the town parks. Maintenance guys locked up gates behind us and we pretended to leave. But really, we lurked, and we squeezed past posts or climbed fences after they’d gone. One night when the orange trucks had bobbed away for the night, I sat across Brady’s lap while we kissed by the base of an oak tree. Gently, he slid his hands under my shirt, touched my belly skin with his fingertips. A long time later, he’d gone no higher—and no lower—than my first rib. His tentativeness melted me. No more one-shot graveyard kissing for me. No jawing on each other like there was no tomorrow. I had a nice boyfriend. I had him before anyone else had him—I was fairly certain of that—and I liked it that we were taking our time. Every so often I remembered what Bampas had said and I felt like I was proving him wrong; this was a relationship.

On a starry night in July, Brady and I stood in a fort of rhododendrons not far from a darkened baseball field. Loose buttonholes made it easy and my shirt fell back over my shoulders. The skinny straps of a cami slid easily down my arms. He touched me so lightly. His breath went crazy and he told me, “Sweet Jesus, I’m gonna pass out.”

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I giggled, and his forehead met my shoulder and together, we knelt safely down.

“This is so . . . embarrassing. How out of my league am I?” He lay back in the grass, hands over his eyes, and laughed at himself. I wedged up against him, felt his heart pounding through his chest. We lay nestled together, looking up through the leaves at the shining pinholes of light in the sky until he felt a little brave again. “I—I don’t even know how to say it,” he stammered. “I guess being with you like this . . . just blows me away, is all.” I leaned closer and kissed his summery neck.

So summer went. Little step by little step, I was falling in love.





Four

COME SEPTEMBER, BRADY AND I WALKED INTO THE FIRST day of school together, me solidly on his arm. I felt his slight backward tug the second we hit the lobby and heard him swear under his breath. He scanned the hall like he was looking for something more to attach to than just me.

Brady was not in love with the “school” part of school; he had confided this to me. So on that September morning, I tried to console him. But he pulled forward and led me to a cluster of his basketball buddies. I stood outside the huddle, my hand still tucked in the fold of Brady’s elbow. I still hadn’t gotten to know his friends and now I wondered what my absence at all those summer games had cost me. The girls seemed familiar with Brady in a way I did not remember from the spring. They’d look at me sideways and barely say hello. I felt like I had something that was supposed to be someone else’s. I heard one of the guys say to another, “Guess that’s still going on. . . .” while he cocked his head toward Brady and me. I was the girl he’d brought in from the outside. I shifted in the school lobby, turning myself a few more degrees away from the circle.

I wanted to move on to my locker and peek into the art room and see what Mr. Terrazzi had done with the art budget over the summer. But Brady kept on talking to his pack and I didn’t have the heart to pry him away. This was the good thing about school for him, his morning pep rally. If he could have skipped straight to basketball season he would have. I had half an ear on them as they talked about the state trophy they were going to bring home at the end of the winter. How they could focus on something that was still such a long way off, I had no clue. 

Under my feet, there was the large mosaic of our school mascot—the White Tiger. I traced an arc across it with the toe of my boot. It had been designed by a group of senior art students some years before. This wasn’t the first time I’d studied it. The White Tiger wasn’t just white. There were dozens of shades of pale blues and pearly grays in that pelt. How had they done it? I wondered. How did they plan for such a large-scale piece of art?

“Hey, Bettina!” I looked up—way up—almost to the top of the stairs. There was Tony Colletti breaking into a grin. I had the thought that from where he stood, I must look like the tail on a big letter Q, standing outside of the jock circle like I was. I suddenly felt like a Brady Cullen accessory—like his backpack or gym bag. I waved to Tony with my free arm. He descended quickly and came to stand beside me.

“Hey! How was your summer? I can’t believe it—I never saw you,” he complained. “And now it’s over!”

“Oh, I know,” I said. “The families just don’t get together anymore.” I flashed on old times—the block parties down in the little ethnic neighborhoods where we’d lived before Bampas built the house out near the river. Seeing Tony made me nostalgic for fat trees growing out of the sidewalks, for brick houses with white iron railings, and steamy bowls of pasta fagioli. I remembered the dozens of Virgin Marys watching over that neighborhood from turquoise-blue grottos in the narrow backyards. I cocked my head at Tony. “Actually, maybe all of you do still get together,” I said. I gave him an embarrassed smile. “We’re the ones that moved.”

“Eh, we don’t do that so much. You and me, we’ll have to light a fire under everyone again, huh? We’ll do something this fall. Bring your little brothers down for trick or treat.”

“Sure,” I said, but I doubted it’d happen. “How is everyone? Your family?” I asked. He gave me a nod but his grin dropped in a dark sort of way.

“We should catch up,” he said. “Soon. I’ll look for you.” The first bell rang while I was watching him walk down the hall. Tony Colletti had had that same bouncy walk all his life, I realized, and it made me smile.

Suddenly, Brady was in my ear. “That guy—he always has to talk to you, doesn’t he?” The huddle of basketballers was dispersing. I stepped out of their way.

“Who? Tony?” I thought for just a second. Always? More like he’s the only guy who ever talks to me. “Yeah,” I said, “our families know each other from wa-a-ay back. We used to live two doors down fr—” 

“Yeah?” Brady interrupted me, and looked down the hall after Tony for a beat. Then he gave me an intense stare. He thrust his jaw at me a hitch. “Come on, let’s go,” he said. I was afraid I had somehow hurt his feelings but I let it go since I also knew that Brady was in a mixed mood about being back at school.

Walking so close to him in the halls I noticed how incredibly “eyes up” Brady was—meeting gazes and giving and receiving little nods and hellos every step of the way. This was new since last spring when we had both been pretty much invisible. People knew Brady now—about twice as much as they didn’t know me.

When we reached my locker, he kissed my forehead. “Maybe see you at lunch if our schedules work out, huh?”

“I hope so,” I said. Then I added, “Hey, hang in there. Have a good morning.”

“What?” he said, spreading his arms wide. “Are we some old farts getting up from the breakfast table, here?”

I tipped my head back and laughed.

Truth was, I liked that we weren’t a new couple anymore. We had lasted the summer, and that was always a big question with couples that met up in the spring. If anyone had asked, I might have said our relationship had been cemented by equal parts freedom and longing. It would have been nice to have more nights together. But I had warned Brady that it was best to push gently against the force that was my father.

“You’ve already performed a miracle where Dinos Vasilis is concerned,” I had said, and it was true. Bampas had noted offhandedly that he was surprised we’d lasted. He must have been solid in his belief that Brady was the right boy for me to date. After the first several weeks, he hadn’t even checked up on us the way I thought he would. Sure, I had curfew. But usually it was Momma who met me when I came in at night. I was freer than I ever dreamed I could be.





Five

SO, BAMPAS GAVE ME SOME GRIEF ABOUT GOING OUT that first Friday night after school began again. It was as if he had to. He rumbled about my homework and how the lazy days of summer were past and how I needed a schedule again. But I bargained hard to have that Friday night with Brady. He was so low about being in classes; I took it upon myself to try and keep him bolstered up.

I won out with Bampas, and Brady came to get me that night. We had to drop the car back at his house in the village so his mother could use it. Mrs. Cullen waved from the kitchen window. Brady held the keys up over his head, jangled them for her to see, then threw them onto the seat of the car. She acknowledged, and Brady took my hand.

“Let’s walk to the park,” he said. “Then maybe we’ll come back here.” He was giving me a potent sort of look, and I felt like I was missing something—was it about the car? His mother? Or more stuff about the start of school? “I was just thinking we could hang a while,” he added.

“Yeah. Sure,” I agreed. “Let’s just have a kick-back night.”

We ended up making a quick loop that evening, rushed along by a metallic scent in the air and a sky full of rain clouds and then trees shaking in the wind. Half a block away from Brady’s house, he paused to point to a brick school building.

“See, Alcott Elementary,” Brady said. “My first and favorite place ever to shoot hoops,” he said.

“Really?” I asked. “Even now?”

“Yep. That’s where it all began. That’s where I found out I could sink six, then eight, then thirty in a row.”

I started to tell him how curious I was about Alcott—the school I had not gone to. But the rain began to come down so Brady took my hand and we started to jog.

That run in the rain was exactly what I would have planned if I could have, to keep Brady feeling light. He took us shortcutting across the last few lawns. We jumped little fences and avoided flower beds.

“This way, this way.” He hustled me along the narrow side yard at his house. He stopped us at the cellar door—the kind that looks like a slide for little kids. He pulled it open and said, “Go ahead down. Careful.”

“Okay . . . but why? What’s down here?” I said. Was this the way in from the rain at the Cullen household? I two-footed my way down the cement stairs. Brady came in behind me, tucking himself below the door. He eased it down so it wouldn’t slam.

“Why are we here?” I whispered. The rain pattered on the metal door. I waited for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. I had that excited, “safe inside” feeling. I grabbed Brady’s shirt and pressed my nose to his chest, giggling.

“Come on,” he said. He guided me along the cinder-block wall to a place where just a little more light came in through a ground-level window.

My toe bumped over something. I looked down and saw the raw edge of a big carpet scrap, then an old futon mattress covered in a worn Sesame Street sheet.

“I set us up a little spot,” Brady said. I sighed. It was rare that we had a private place to be together. He wrapped me in his arms.

Holding me close and kissing me, he pulled me down and laid me on my back. Quickly, he peeled off his T-shirt. He slid my sweater up, undid the catch on my bra with a flick of his fingers. Our skin was damp from the rain and I shivered. He hovered over me, as if to warm me for a moment. But then he sat back just enough so he could slide his hands up under my skirt. I felt his fingertips curl around the thin elastic at my hipbones. “Brady . . .” I whispered. He eased me out of my panties. “Hey, Brady . . .” I whispered again.

I guess I wanted to say that I thought we were skipping a few steps. But he didn’t want to talk, and now I seemed not able to. A few seconds later, a condom wrapper with the corner torn back lay curled near my
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