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Chapter One

 


The night I kissed a boy
who wasn’t my boyfriend was the night I also learned the train
tracks through Fairfax Junction don’t lead anywhere.

At least not anywhere that
matters. They twist around the mainland Maritime provinces,
pockmarking them with strands of steel, screeching and sparking as
graffitied locomotives careen over the rails on their way out of
Nova Scotia. Ever since I was a kid, I’ve always wondered where
they’re going when the long, mechanical arm extends to block off
the railway crossings. The alarm bells ding and flash red as the
trains exit town, trundling into New Brunswick for central Canada
or maybe somewhere beyond and measured in miles. I’m never sure.
I’ve lived here my whole life and I’ve never figured it
out.

One thing’s certain,
though: at 4:48 p.m. every Tuesday, Wednesday, and Friday the train
comes through and ruins my drive home from Windrun Stables. Well,
it used to. I haven’t been to Windrun in two months. Instead,
today, I’m watching the 4:48 p.m. Friday train with VIA written on
the side make a clickity-clack
past my bedroom window, holding up cars on rush
hour trying to get home to make their dinners or pick up kids or
whatever it is adults do. I’m waiting for Ezra to pick me up so we
can go to Wendy’s down on Fairfax Drive and get a couple of bacon
cheeseburgers before driving out to the airport to watch the planes
take off, so it’s not like I have anywhere important to
be.

It’s possible to still
hear the train whistles from the airport when we visit to watch the
planes. While it’s quiet on the side street, the sounds of the jet
engines flying overhead eventually drown out our screams and the
music of the local rock station on the radio.

The smoke from my peach
cigarillo floats tendrils of grey out the screened bedroom window,
the fall colors starting to show through on the trees while the
wind pushes a chill in the air back into the house. The door is
shut so Mom and Dad don’t know what I’m doing in here alone, though
I suspect they wonder why my bedroom always smells like fruit and
I’m in here talking to myself. I’ve tried to explain my podcast to
them, but I think recording my own show for strangers to listen to
might be beyond comprehension at this point.

My phone plays a double
beat jingle.

Ezra: I picked up the
burgers and yes, I got yours with extra pickles. I’ll be there in
five.

Normally, I’d respond.
Today, I’m too busy thinking about the fact I’ve made the worst
mistake in the world of mistakes. I kissed my best friend. He’s
gone away now, and I’ve never told my boyfriend. Some parts of me
think I kissed Dawson because I knew I’d miss him and might never
get a chance again. Other parts can’t help but wonder if my whole
life with him by my side through thick and thin and mud puddles had
been leading up to that moment.

When I think about the way
I feel, lately it revolves around not wanting to leave my bedroom.
Between recording snippets for my podcast on my new recording
application, PodcastUp, I’ve been watching Kitsune, my fighting
fish, swim circles around his plant while he blows bubbles at the
top of the warm water. I don’t know why I agreed to this, but I
promised Ezra—my boyfriend—that I’d actually leave the house this
weekend and we’d go do something.

There’s a pain in my chest
as I consider the implications of leaving the house. One, I’ll have
to actually interact with another human being. Two, I’ll have to
pretend I’m fine. I won’t be able to sit here anymore and watch
this fish that is currently my source of amusement. Those thoughts
occupy my mind for longer than I should let them, taking up the
moments between the text message and Ezra’s arrival.

He pulls into the driveway
exactly six minutes after his text comes through, which has led to
one minute of me panicking. Maybe something’s happened to him and
he isn’t coming. What if he got in an accident? What if he finally
decided I’m a freak and he turned around and went back home?
However, no, nothing of the sort. I butt out the cigarillo and
shove my phone into my back pocket before peeking upstairs to say a
quick goodbye to Mom, who is sitting in the living room and
watching the early news. Her curly brown hair reflects the sunlight
coming through the window.

“Hey, Mom. I’m going to
Ezra’s.”

“Okay, Wynrie. Is his
father home tonight? You know I don’t like you going there alone. I
think it leads to trouble.”

I don’t know why I bother
lying. Maybe I think if I make it sound as if I’m doing something
normal, I’ll actually feel normal after all. “Yeah, he’s
home.”

Mom nods as her gaze flickers back to
the television set. “All right, have a good night. Don’t be home
too late.”

Scampering back down the
steps, I hesitate before throwing myself out the front door, like
force itself is the thing I need in order to make me want to leave
my home and my bed and that spot in the window where I smoke
cigarillos and think about my podcast.

“Hey, Wyn.”

Ezra’s dark hair is messy
from driving with the window open. He’s cute, and he’s smart, and
he’s nice to me, which are all things I should be appreciating. But
these last few months, I don’t know. Fairfax Junction feels too
big, and the inside of my head is too small to be a part of the
town any longer.

“Hi.” I pull open the door
to the blue Saturn I’m pretty sure the company stopped making ten
years ago, the smell of warm burgers cascading into my face as I
take the passenger’s seat. The radio is playing some kind of
alternative rock song I don’t know the name of but recognize the
beat for.

“You didn’t text me back.”
His mouth is a thin line, like he’s wondering if he should be upset
with me or not. It’s pretty clear to me he isn’t annoyed, so the
poker face isn’t worth much of anything.

“I figured I didn’t need
to.”

Ezra opens his mouth to
say something, then clearly thinks better of it and shifts the car
into reverse down the gravel drive in silence. Seconds later, we
turn onto Rosley Road and bump over the empty train tracks before
either of us says anything again, the song on the radio switching
to something else I can’t pinpoint.

“Did you do any recording
today?” He asks the question gently, as if the words are going to
bite me.

“A little. I haven’t been
up to it lately.” I shrug, reaching down into the Wendy’s bag for
the one marked with the tag for extra pickles. There are enough
burgers in the sack to feed a crowd, but Ezra and I can put away
enough for three or four people. Plus, I like to save one to eat
cold once we get back to his house and share with his
cat.

“Just like you haven’t
been up to riding or playing the violin?” Ezra flicks on his
blinker to turn onto the main road even though we haven’t passed
another car yet. I don’t think he intends for the question to be
mean. He’s probably trying his best to understand. He’s been
obsessed with planes since he was a kid; I don’t think he knows
what it’s like to fall out of love with something. Everything I’ve
read on the Internet says it’s normal for your interests and
desires to change as you get older. Just none of them say anything
about it happening all at once.

“Maybe I’m growing out of
the whole little-girl-and-her-horse phase.”

“And the
little-girl-and-her-violin phase?”

“Maybe that
too.”

He hums, tapping his
fingers on the steering wheel as he switches up gears. He’s
thinking something he isn’t saying, I’m sure.

“Up until a few months ago
you were obsessed with Windrun. Then, the whole summer I
practically had to drag you to your riding lessons. I bet Bonnie
misses you.”

Bonnie’s a pretty bay mare
I leased for two years before something in me started getting
tired. That something now takes me to the occasional concert at the
recreational center in Fairfax, where I drink Canadian Cooler and
hope everything will fall away. It’s a frustrating feeling, and I
know something’s wrong, but I can’t put my finger on it. Neither
can Ezra, even though I ask him over and over.

Sometimes I wish we’d go
to the symphony instead of to see the planes, so I can sense the
violin music how I used to. It’s like riding. I used to enjoy doing
it. I used to play fiddle songs and church music and everything in
between on the four strings of my auburn violin, but now it doesn’t
seem the same. The music is empty, like all of my
insides.

I don’t want to fight with
Ezra, but then again, we’re not really fighting. We’re talking.
It’s so easy for me to get my back up lately that when Windrun
comes into the conversation it’s like we’re having an argument.
It’s best to leave the topic alone, and so I abandon it where
Ezra’s placed it—in thin air—and unwrap the paper surrounding the
Wendy’s burger. I use my finger to shove a strip of bacon back into
place as we wind down the road, Ezra switching gears again and
driving a bit too fast because nobody drives the speed limit on
these roads anyway. The music keeps us company in our
quiet.

A burger and a half later,
we’re on the back stretch behind the international airport, the
sunlight fading into cotton candy pinks and blues that paint the
evening with flossy clouds. It’s pretty, the cerulean color
reflecting the shade of Ezra’s eyes. My eyes don’t have a nice hue
as his do; they’re grey, like a storm.

“First one, coming over
the side field.” Ezra nods his head toward the right, and I twist
around in my seat to see a big 747 flying low overhead. The
aircraft rumbles as it flies toward the landing strip, the sound of
the engines cutting out whatever’s playing on the radio, rumbling
the car as we park facing the facility and the blinking airport
lights.

When I look back over at
Ezra, he’s got half a burger in his mouth, and the traffic report
that repeats on the tens—one, eleven, twenty-one, thirty-one,
forty-one, and fifty-one—has replaced the music of the rock
station.

“...backed up all the way
to Glendale Avenue, with the One-Oh-Two slow to Exit Three. If
you’re going into the city, you’re in luck because traffic that way
is moving smoothly through this rush hour.”

I open the glove
compartment where Ezra stashes a box of smokes and tap one out of
the cardboard container while scooping up a Montreal Canadians
lighter from the cup holder.

“Not in the car,” he
reminds me, as he does every time. I remind him when he wants to
smoke that he has to take it outside as well. It’s become a game
between the two of us.

“Not in the car.” I quirk
up the corner of my lip, the familiarity of it all making me smile.
It’s nice to have something stay the same, even if it’s not
something that really means anything.

Pushing open the door of
the Saturn, I step out onto the gravel of the side of the road,
sticking the smoke in my mouth and lighting it before hopping up on
the trunk of the car to watch down the lane for the next aircraft.
There’s usually five or ten minutes between their arrival, and I
might get to hear the traffic report one more time if the sound of
the engines from whatever’s coming doesn’t block it out.

Ezra’s door slams, but
he’s left the window down. The guitar riff of the next song on the
radio’s playlist starts to serenade us in the oncoming dark. He
wraps his arms around my hips as I puff grey ribbons out into the
dusk, the air smelling like a combination of jet fuel, citronella,
and wildflowers.

His hands don’t feel how
they used to: warm, inviting, safe. Instead they’re more like the
nothingness I’ve been enduring for the past several months, through
the summer, twisting a divide between me and Bonnie and Windrun and
my past life. All the things I used to do before everything
changed, the summer heat burning up my desire to be anything more
than a blob of a person who smokes cigarillos and hides under the
cotton comfort of her bed.

“Remember this song?” Ezra
murmurs in my ear, his voice low and rocky as the gravel path we’re
parked on. He’s holding a bouquet of yellow gerbera daisies, and I
have no idea where he pulled them from in the car. It’s as if he’s
done a magic trick I didn’t even know he was performing.

No, I don’t remember. I
barely remember what day it is.

“I think so.”

“That night, down by
Junction Lake? It was playing on my playlist on a loop because you
loved the bass line so much. Said it made you want to—”

“I remember, Ez,” I
interrupt with a blush creeping up my cheeks as I take the flowers
from his hands, the petals soft on my fingertips. I say a lot of
things when I’ve been drinking that I wouldn’t normally say sober.
“July fourteenth, after that Trews concert.”

“Fifteenth,” he corrects.
For some reason he remembers the date and I can’t.

“Close enough.”

Ezra mumbles something
into my neck as Matt Mays comes over the radio, the local stations
playing music we’ll hopefully recognize as being people from our
own country. Sometimes I’m good at picking them out, but sometimes
Ezra has to help me. My memory isn’t as good as it used to be, and
I wonder if it’s got something to do with the booze and cigarillos
and what WebMD describes as random bouts of depression.

I set the bouquet down on
the car. We stay there like that through the rest of the song, me
finishing up the cigarette from the dashboard and Ezra sighing into
my hair as if he can still smell yesterday’s apple shampoo. It
seems like he’s trying to breathe in the old essence of me, the way
the orchard used to be fresh on my auburn hair instead of going
unwashed for days at a time. Maybe he’s trying to get in that scent
of the summer before everything changed, when we used to scream at
the planes flying overhead. This was back with Harper—before she
moved to the city and I found out she was a liar—and with Dawson
before he joined the military and left for Ontario this year when
the rest of us started grade twelve. Harper, Dawson, and I were all
friends since we were kids, but Ezra fit right in once he moved to
the neighborhood around three years ago. However, as Nanny has told
me so many times before, nothing ever stays the same. She was
talking about how technology has changed since she was my age, but
I always supposed it could apply to friends as well.

“...now bring you the news
on the tens. There’s been a railcar accident down in Fairfax
Junction, leaving one woman in life-threatening condition.
Investigators are on the scene at the intersection between
Community Center Drive and the tracks, trying to ascertain exactly
what it is that happened. At this time—”

The rumbling starts from
down the field, like an electric guitar that’s playing a single
note forever. It cuts through the news broadcast, and I stamp out
the butt of the cigarette on the ground as the two of us look up
into the blinking lights, waiting for the plane to make a slow
descent over our heads. As it gets closer, I remember the way I
used to yell, the release of our voices into the evening air a
memory to be cherished.

As the jumbo jet swoops low, the
engines thrumming, Ezra lets me go and whoops at the aircraft,
waving his arms high into the night like someone’s going to see
us.

We’re too in-the-dark, too
small and too much nothing to be spotted, the radio flipping back
over from the voice in the night a piano playing a sad minor
chord.

Once it passes overhead, along with a
couple of other small crafts, Ezra turns to me.

“What do you want to do
for the rest of the night?” he asks, standing tall against the wind
that comes out over the field.

“More of this?”

“I meant later, when it
gets dark.”

I shrug, since sitting in
the dark and screaming at the planes passing overhead seems to be
the perfect thing right now to forget everything that happened That
Weekend. The weekend I drowned in a boy I wasn’t supposed to. The
weekend everything turned into a mess.

Or perhaps, possibly,
everything was a mess before that weekend. I had dumped riding
Bonnie, quit my violin lessons, picked up the podcast and smoking
and drinking. My mind has been worthy of an earthquake, and the
tornado of feelings I’ve been experiencing never end or truly
reveal their depth.

“We could, you
know.”

I do know. Ezra means we
could crawl into the back seat of the Saturn and kiss until our
lips are chapped and raw and red, hands roaming over bodies that
are now empty vessels. Maybe that would transport me from my
current state of mind, so I slip my hand in his while picking up
the gerberas. The plastic covering crinkles in my palm before I
open the back door of the Saturn.

Ezra squeezes in on the
other side, gently taking the flowers from me and reaching through
to the front seat to set them down on the passenger’s
side.

“Do you like them?” he
asks. “I know yellow’s your favorite.”

He isn’t wrong. I do love
the color, but I don’t think I’ve done anything to be worthy of
flowers, so instead I nod and close the back seat door so I can
lean uncomfortably on it. There’s a sudden sensation that
overwhelms me—awkwardness, possibly—and as I look over at Ezra, who
is expectantly waiting for me to fall all over him, I find myself
holding back the same crushing feeling in my chest I felt earlier
in the night before he picked me up. I don’t know what it’s
supposed to mean.

“Everything okay,
Wynrie?”

I’ve been staring at the floor for the
past few moments, and it’s only then I realize it.

“Sure, Ez, everything’s
fine. I’m just— I’m not feeling great. I think I had too many
burgers.” The lie comes out of my mouth so smoothly you’d swear it
was the truth.

Ezra’s face falls as he rocks
backward, shifting his weight to lean away from me. “Oh, um, should
I take you home? Are you going to be sick?”

I shake my head. “No, no.
I don’t think so. I’m not going to throw up or anything, but I
don’t feel good. Maybe home is the best place for me to
be.”

He offers me a soft smile,
understanding something I don’t. “It’s okay. Hop in front and we’ll
go back. It’s getting cold out here anyway.”

The statement about the
weather isn’t directed at my receptiveness to us making out in the
back seat of the Saturn in the dark, but something in my head takes
it that way. I bite my lip as the overhead dome light comes on,
Ezra pushing himself from the car in order to hop in the driver’s
side. The rush of cool summer air wafts into my face with that same
wildflower smell as earlier in the evening, and I breathe it in
slowly, three times, to help keep the unexpected tears away. I’m
stupid. I shouldn’t lie. I should tell Ezra the truth about That
Weekend.

“Ezra?”

“Yeah?” He pops his head
into the back seat, hand on the door. His eyes tell me he’s hoping
I’ve changed my mind and miraculously recovered from my mystery
illness, but my watery eyes start to give things away. “Are you
sure you’re okay, Wyn?”

“I…” The words are right
there on the tip of my tongue as if we’re conjugating verbs in
French class. I kissed Dawson. He kissed me. We kissed. “I love
you.”

I almost smack my hand to
my forehead, but catch myself at the last second.

Ezra smiles, and I’ve
betrayed him. “I love you, too, Wyn. Now, let’s get you home so you
can get in bed. Hopefully you’ll be all better in the
morning.”

Throwing myself out of the
car into the darkness of the moon and the stars, for a moment I
allow myself to look up at the blinking lights of the airport and
wish I could avoid ever coming back here again.


Chapter Two

 


We’re halfway back home to
Rosley Road, the gerberas on my lap, when I start to feel worse
about my lie of needing to go home. It might be mainly because Mom
will have ten thousand questions to ask me about why I’m back so
early. Or I might feel guilty because I wasn’t able to associate
the sentence “I kissed Dawson” with actual words. Either way, I
swear up and down to Ezra I’m better by the time we hit the corner
to his house. I suggest that I need to lie down for a while and
watch a movie or something. Without too many more questions, Ezra
takes my nugget of truth and runs with it. He quickly does a U-turn
in the middle of the empty street to drive back to his place, where
his father definitely isn’t home. He’s never home on the weekends;
he’s always gone fishing.

As we walk through the
front door into the darkened house, it strikes me I’ve contemplated
a million times whether or not I love Ezra anymore, but that
doesn’t appear to be the problem.

Picturing my life without
him has been basically impossible since the day we met at the
Mullins’ summer barbecue, back when the Parks family was new in
town and had moved in from their old place outside of Calgary. We
hit it off immediately, one of those trope-based instant-love kind
of scenarios, the ones you read about in cliché teen fiction novels
and don’t believe actually ever happen.

They do.

I’m hesitant to say I’m
the issue here, but I am. It’s nothing to do with Ezra. He hasn’t
changed—he’s a constant, a constellation that is identical every
night except for their position in the sky.

“I guess you don’t want
anything to eat?” Ezra offers, kicking off his shoes on the front
mat. “Especially not a warmed-up burger?”

The smile on his face is
meant to be playful, but I guess the expression on my own doesn’t
quite match up with what he was hoping for. I shake my head,
looking around for the cat who is nowhere to be found. She’s
probably asleep in the linen closet, on the clean towels, which is
where I often find her in the middle of the night when I pad off to
the washroom. Instead, I slip off my shoes and head upstairs to
Ezra’s bedroom while he puts the burgers in the fridge and fetches
himself a glass of root beer. He only drinks soda when he’s
stressed out about something, saying the sugar gives him the energy
to deal with his problems, and I immediately know I’m the problem
here and he needs root beer to deal with me.

“What do you want to
watch?” he asks, easing himself into the computer chair where he
clicks open a selection of downloads.

“Something
funny.”

“That’s always your
answer. You need to be more specific.”

A bubble of frustration
rises in my throat. I don’t want to be more specific. I barely even
want to be here, but my guilt made me try because I’m madly in love
with Ezra and he totally deserves someone better than
me.

“What about that comedian
you were telling me about? Jeff Jimmeries?”

Ezra beams. “I didn’t
think you were listening when I was talking about him. He’s
brilliant. You’ll love him, you’ll see.”

It’s two in the morning
when Ezra drops me off at home, having fallen asleep during the
Jeff Jimmeries Show. Usually we’d have gotten up to something more
romantic, Ezra loving to plan special evenings when his father’s
out of town fishing. However, despite the yellow gerberas Ezra
reminded me not to leave in the car, I don’t feel like doing
anything. Instead I just crawl under his soft, green blanket and
hope I’ll feel different when I wake up later.

Maybe if I sleep long
enough, I’ll want to go back out and see Bonnie and the other girls
at the barn, and I’ll be able to say I wasn’t well. For two months.
I can’t help it if I’m falling asleep all the time, but then again
I do have these moments—days—where everything truly does seem to be
all right.

The gerberas
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