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PART ONE




















1.

SHEETS



The canyons were hot at night, even with the desert winds whipping through the hills. Everything was dry. Branches were matchsticks waiting to be lit; the leaves just brushfires that hadn’t happened yet. I wished the rocks were ice cubes in a glass. Everything looked thirsty.

Through the main store window I watched a man slink sheepishly out of his car toward our video slot to return his probably overdue rental.

Sitting on the countertop with my legs dangling, I peered down into the drawer where the drop box emptied. Soft-core. Sigh. I had zero work to do, but I wasn’t going to file it. I’d leave it there in the box to grow legs and walk itself back to the rack.

Out on the floor a woman my mother’s age was staring at the Action shelf, puzzled. She’d been in here at least an hour, maybe more. Morgan sat next to me, silently reading the Weekly. The overhead TV was playing a bad eighties movie with James Spader that I didn’t remember picking, though I knew tonight was Wednesday, lady’s choice. I looked from Spader to Morgan to our only customer to my hands. My pinkie was getting its last coat.

“Your fingernails look pretty…stupid,” Morgan said suddenly, without moving his eyes from the paper.

I held out a hand and stared at it, tilting my head. I’d painted each nail a different color—Electric Blue, Flamingo, Vixen, Shamrock—and was seeing them now as I’d never meant them to be: sort of raver-ish. I rested them on my dirty Doc Martens to dry, noticing then that my laces were all wrong, a hole had been skipped, and the crossing pattern was a mess. I looked down at my ripped tights and baggy work shirt with the crooked Video Journeys stencil, and straightened my dad’s suit vest, covered in the daily flair of band buttons and rhinestone pins. I wasn’t wearing any pants, or shorts, or a skirt, just a shirt long enough to keep me decent. Underwear as outerwear, whatever. My hair was in knots, and I fingered the few strands I’d braided a week ago and considered the insult. It was accurate but hardly biting.

“Stupid,” I said, my eyes flashing across my rainbow fingernails again, “compared to what?”

It was the first week of summer vacation, and I felt compelled to be a cool slob. It was effortless, really.

“Good point,” Morgan said without looking up.

The chemical stench of a counter full of Wet N Wild nail polish was starting to get to me. The heat plus the fumes plus the drone of the TV were making me feel so dazed that waving my rainbow nails back and forth in front of my eyes left color trails. I took some deep breaths, then put my elbows on the counter, held my head in my hands, and waited for more nothing to happen. Morgan started reading me a review of some new Drew Barrymore thing while I played with the nail polish bottles, stacking them, rolling them, switching their tops. When Morgan finished the review, I thought he’d turn the page and read something else, but he just closed the Weekly and zoned out. I peeked through my bangs to watch him watching the Spader movie. I tried to gauge his mood.

Then I said, “Hey, go help that lady. She’s been here for-ev-er.” I dragged the word across its three full, excruciating syllables. “I think she’s lost. Or something.”

He looked away from the screen but not at the paper and not at her and not at me. No one else was in the store.

“My nails are wet,” I said. I blew on my fingertips and could see the paint was already smudged on every nail but the thumbs. I touched the thumbs and smudged them too, then started to seriously pick at them, chipping the polish, screwing everything up.

“Morgan,” I said.

Then the action woman sighed and left without renting anything. We were alone again.

It was ten to eleven, almost closing time, and we’d rented maybe fifteen movies all night. I got up and walked aimlessly around the store, reading cop movie taglines, idly dusting shelves, rifling through the customer suggestion box. Yr imployees are way rude, read one. I read it out loud for Morgan. He let out a small, amused sound, but it wasn’t a laugh. We didn’t share jokes as much these days. I hated when he acted moody, but I still couldn’t give Morgan everything he wanted, because there was just no way.

I used the pencil dangling from a string above the box to cross out and retouch a few letters. Yr imployees are way rad. Total improvement.

I glanced over at the counter where Morgan was still staring up into the TV screen with a tired but frustrated look in his eyes. I knew that look better than I wanted to—and I knew better to ignore it. Which was no biggie at school. There we were friends. Not friends-friends, not study buddies or lunch dates, just generic friends. But at work he was my only friend, and that disparity was what led us into so many poorly written romantic sitcom subplots.

In the past year this shared boredom and solitude and isolation had sometimes prompted me to hang on Morgan even though I had no real reason to; in most ways he barely stood out to me. I realized it was almost strange how common and unspecific I found him: blond, semi-handsome, typically Californian. It was easy to imagine Morgan on the beach, but he wasn’t a beachy guy. He was serious, took himself seriously, and had once projected that onto me, unsuccessfully. So now he mainly treated me like some cute, messy pet who drank too much soda too late at night, forgot to brush her hair in the shower, and lost her keys in the laundry. When she did laundry.

Closing time was always the worst, when we’d start to shut the store down and turn off all the lights. Morgan would stand close and watch me count the money, his eyes fixed on my lips as they mouthed the amounts. But nothing ever happened, and so things were fine, better than fine even, and that was it. People talked about us like we were a secret couple, trysting around the video store after hours, and Morgan never denied the rumors, so I pretended to ignore them. I guess it made me seem unavailable, which I liked, or cool and experienced, which would help later when I was interested in seeming available again. I was at various times in our non-courtship flattered, worried, irritated, bored.

And right now I was bored. I waved my hand in front of his eyes to break his stare. “James Spader is a total jerk.”

“Quinlan”—and it was kind of sexy when he called me by my full name—“do you need some attention?”

“No.” I put my hands on my hips. I rolled my eyes. “Maybe.”

Morgan huffed a short exhale through his nostrils.

“Who’s cooler, Drew or me?” It was shameless and random, but I couldn’t help it. We were alone, and the humpday hump was starting to feel like a mountain. I reconsidered; maybe he was my pet.

I tried to take it back and started to say, “Drew’s a babe,” but then instead, “Who cares?”

But this time he looked at me—not out into the store—and got a little too sincere. “You’re, like, the coolest. You know that.”

Damn. I sucked. The summer stretched out ahead of me, long and winding, and I already barely had enough deflective responses for Morgan to carry me until September. Then I’d have none left for senior year.

“Spader’s the coolest, man,” I said, trying to be normal. I picked up the remote and clicked off the movie. We stared at the blank screen, waiting for eleven to come and rescue us from each other.


 

Twenty minutes later the register was securely in the safe, the outer gates were locked, and Morgan was helping me into my holey flannel.

“Kurt’s dead, dude. Surrender the fantasy,” he said.

“Never fade away. Never fade away…” I reeled back and fell to the carpet, pretending to be badly wounded. I faked my own death, Morgan laughed.

But as I laughed with him, his expression changed. He grabbed me by the shoulder, lifted me up. “Oh my God, you gotta see this,” he said, spinning me around to look out the big front window.

Naomi Sheets was crying, hysterical, out in the darkness by the side of the road.

“What is she doing?”

I squinted my eyes to see. I had no idea.

“What a freak,” he said.

It wasn’t the word I’d have chosen, but it wasn’t far off. She looked crazy.

Naomi Sheets had never been my friend. I would almost say she’d never been anyone’s friend, but that seemed too dismissive and cruel. She was rich, blandly rich, in a way that kept her safely distant and constantly busy. Naomi took horseback-riding lessons, ballet, acting classes, yoga. She crocheted, spoke three languages, played the drums, and enjoyed all her successes alone. I’d known her since our freshman year, when she transferred in from some posh Valley private school, where she was no doubt admired for her impressively golden all-over tan and eclectic skill set. That’s how I thought of her and how I treated her, too: with a strange mix of reverence and confusion. Naomi was special, clearly, but she wasn’t interested in being accessible. I wondered occasionally if she had hip college friends somewhere who laughed with her at the dull, forgettable high schoolers she wasted her days around.

But I knew she didn’t. Naomi Sheets didn’t have anyone; it was plain on her face. At school, strolling mutely through the hallways by herself, she acted like a damaged foreign exchange student, permanently lost. Some kids called her Cotton Sheets, but the nickname never fit. She was pretty and wore baby-doll dresses, Mary Jane shoes, and barrettes in her hair in a not-unstylish way. And she had these cool crooked teeth—some pointed almost like fangs and some so small they didn’t touch the others—kind of like Patricia Arquette in that one movie. I imagined in an alternate universe Cotton Sheets could’ve been the most popular girl in school: rich, talented, skinny. But in this universe she was just a weirdo with too many teeth, too much money, too many hobbies, and too few friends. I almost liked her but hardly had a motive to. And watching her now, crying bizarrely in the shadows, I felt myself wishing we’d been friends all along.

Morgan looked at me. “What should we do?”

Suddenly it annoyed me that Naomi couldn’t just pretend to hold it together so we didn’t have any extra reason to gossip about her. Being a loner was one thing, but pulling a total schizo, talking-to-yourself meltdown in public was another.

“I don’t know,” I said. “But I’m going to go deal with it.”

“Quinn, she’s like possessed.”

“Whatever,” I said. “I’m going.”

“She might get spooky on you,” he said, jabbing my sides and making ghost sounds in my ear. I didn’t want to laugh but did anyway, because the jabs were tickling me. Then I grabbed his wrists to stop him, and he stared into my eyes, moved one hand down to my chest, and buttoned the second button on my flannel.

“Will you let me drive you home tonight?”

“Morgan,” I said, and didn’t sigh.

“What?”

“Nothing.” I removed his hand, unbuttoned the button, and walked toward the door.

“Fine,” he said, following me.

We locked the gates, and Morgan got in his Dodge Shadow and pulled out of the Video Journeys parking lot without saying good-bye. I looked across the road and Naomi was still there, sitting on a rock, motionless.

I approached her cautiously, wondering what to say and coming up with nothing. She was facing away from the store, one hand over her face and the other by her side, balled into a fist.

“Hey, Naomi,” I said, and it came out like I wanted it to—as casual as possible. “Are you, like, having a thing?”

She acted startled but stayed still. She didn’t say anything for a full minute, just sat there, while I just stood there and waited for an answer. When Naomi finally said, “It’s you,” she didn’t sound angry. “What are you doing here?”

“I work here.”

“Did you see anything?”

“I saw you crying.”

I don’t know why, but I reached out and touched the tips of her hair. Then, I don’t know why, she stood and turned and threw herself on me. But we weren’t hugging, I was holding her up. If she was relieved, if she’d softened, I couldn’t tell. So I just kept saying, “Hey, hey,” quietly and quieter.

After a minute Naomi stepped back, and what I noticed first was that in the darkness her face didn’t look sun-kissed at all, but intensely bleach-white, stern and striking, like a girl in a period piece. What I noticed second was the blood on her hands.

But there was also an eyelash on her cheek, so I focused on that instead.

“I’m okay,” Naomi said.

“I know,” I said back. “You’ve got an eyelash on your cheek.”

“Where? Where?” she said frantically, and started wiping at her face.

I said, “You’re supposed to make a wish, dude,” but before I could finish she’d brushed the lash off and left a smear of blood beneath her right eye.

“Did I get it?”

“Yeah, but now you’ve got a little…,” I said, gesturing under my own eye.

“What?”

“Blood. I think.”

Her face froze, went blank. “You better go.”

“Did you fall or something?”

“I said get out of here,” she said coldly. And then, emptier, “Stay away from me.”

It was obvious now: Naomi Sheets didn’t want friends. She didn’t have any and she didn’t want to make any.

I stepped back, freaked, regretting everything. I said, “Okay, it’s cool, I’m leaving,” realizing I should’ve left her alone in the first place. By now I would’ve been uncomfortably trapped in Morgan’s passenger seat, his hand on the headrest, sneaking his fingers into my hair. Definitely preferable to this weirdness.

But Naomi was already losing it, scanning the darkness, panicked. Then she yelled out, beyond me, “Are you still here, James? Are you watching this?”

I wanted to beat it, badly, but couldn’t help myself. “Who’s James?”

Naomi nodded her head to indicate someone behind me. “My brother.”

“I didn’t know you had a brother,” I said, turning around. And there he was, across the street, leaning against the wall of the video store. I thought about raising a hand to wave but didn’t.

“Clean yourself up,” he said to Naomi, more forcefully than I was expecting. He stepped away from the wall and took a few steps toward us, stopping in the middle of the street. Then he tilted his head in my direction, and even though it was just his profile, backlit and in shadow, I could tell he was staring at me, like we knew each other. I didn’t recognize him. But I wanted to.

“Hi,” I said, but he ignored it and started walking down the road, away from the video store’s lights. Naomi and I didn’t move until he half turned and called out over his shoulder, “Let’s go.” And since he meant her and him, not all of us, I still didn’t move.

She seemed to have collected herself somewhat, and most of the blood was wiped off, so she looked at me and mumbled, “Sorry,” then walked away, following James down the black canyon road.

“Bye,” I said, but like it was a question.

 

The whole walk home I tried to make sense of not only what had just happened, but of Naomi as a side character in the entire context of my life. I couldn’t do it, though. There were no specific memories of her at school, in the halls, in the junior/senior parking lot, during lame assemblies, gym—which we’d had together two years in a row—not so much as a single roll call stood out. She wasn’t invisible; I always knew she was there. But she was like so much other background high school scenery once the summer hit—a palm tree in the library quad, teachers’ notes on the dry-erase board, stickers on a locker—foggy, distant, unreal somehow.

Naomi Sheets had this whole life locked away, and however it was in actuality—full of lessons and lavishes, or strangeness and solitude—I envied her those secrets. She was thoroughly unteenage, unrevealed, and unlike me.

I thought for a second about Morgan and felt bummed, then normal. Probably just stress mixed with too many Diet Cokes and Triscuits. My parents’ cars were lined up in the driveway. The cactus garden was too manicured, the tea lights leading up the walkway to our front door an illuminated set of parallel lines. I sighed, let my shoulders slump, kicked a rock.

But the rock didn’t roll.

James. He’d stopped the rock with his foot. “Nice house,” he said, and bent down, tossed the rock lightly in the air, caught it, then tossed it to me. I let it fall at my feet, never lifting a hand.

“What are you doing?” I said.

“What do you mean?” He ran a hand through his hair. “Hanging out.”

“Hanging out,” I repeated. “Where’s Naomi?”

James said nothing. He did nothing.

“Your sister’s hell of weird. She never even told anyone she had a brother.”

He shrugged. “Well, she does.”

“Are you, like, at Cresby?” I said. Then, “Are you, like, in high school?”

“Something like that.”

I nodded slowly. “Okay. Well, I’m Quinn, I live here, this is my rock.” I lifted the rock. “But you know that, so…”

“I know who you are.”

“Have we met or something?”


“No.”

Then silence. Lots of silence.

“I don’t get it,” I said.

“I just wanted to make sure you got back safe.”

“It’s not the Valley, dude, it’s supersafe.”

“Right.”

“So what happens now?”

“You go inside and I go home.”

“Well, this has been a ton of fun,” I said, and pulled my flannel closed, held it at the neck, then folded my arms.

“Are you cold?”

“It’s eighty degrees. I’m sweating over here.”

He laughed. “But you’re not wearing any pants.”

“Whatever,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“It looks good. Your legs are…”

But then he stopped. And when I realized there was no adjective coming, I also realized I was holding my breath. It was like “good” meant more than “good,” which it didn’t. It was like “good” meant “beautiful” or “stunning” and had a capital G and was spoken in a low, smoky voice. He could have finished, Your legs are…unevenly proportioned for your height and weight, and it wouldn’t have muted the chiming bells of “good.”

“Cool,” I said.

He shrugged. Again.


He said he was going to go but he didn’t go, then he didn’t say anything else, and so we just stood there. For a second I wondered if I should invite him in. We could sit on the white leather couch in the white living room that my mother had pretty much declared “off-limits” to me and my friends. We could sink our toes into the perfect white plush carpet and clink around the clear Venetian glass candies on the untouched coffee table. And under the bleached-out nouveau riche paintings with titles like Endless Malibu Morning and Abstractions in Milk, James could say “good” a hundred more times, or nothing at all.

Then I said, “You can come in if you want,” but when I stretched out my arm to gesture toward the front door, the automatic porch light suddenly flashed on, and for the first time all night I saw James for real.

His hair was dirty blond and stringy, and half in his eyes. He looked like he’d been in bed all day; or else never made it to bed last night. His eyebrows were darker than the rest of his hair, and his eyelashes were too long, making his face seem almost feminine. Like a greasy pretty boy. Like a Calvin Klein model. His left ear had a diamond stud. His eyes were colorless, maybe gray, but I couldn’t really tell. James was wearing an old, ripped, plain white V-neck T-shirt, a little too baggy. The collar was stretched, there was a tear on the top of the shoulder seam, and a simple gold cross on a gold chain hung around his neck. He wore jeans with the knees frayed, ringed with slight white strands of shredded thread, and he tucked them into a pair of beat-up high-top black Converses. He was not a boy like Morgan. No way he was seventeen.

“I’m not coming in,” he said, putting his hands in his pockets. “It’s cool, though.” Then he turned, walked away, and was gone.

I lifted my arm to wave good-bye. It hung limply in space.

 

I dropped my keys on the counter, because it was something normal I would’ve done. I stomped upstairs for the benefit of my parents, and when they heard me, the amber light from under their door turned off.

I lay like a starfish on my bed, fully dressed, my Docs unlaced. First I ran through the early, normal parts of the day—breakfast, TV, the pool—but lost perspective as my night came into view: new releases, Wet N Wild, James Spader, Naomi Sheets with bloody hands and baby barrettes in her hair, some secret brother with a look collaged from my actual dreams, album covers, better than Keanu, weirder. Then a fast-forward, to future days: listless shifts at Video Journeys, new exhibits at the LACMA, double features at the New Beverly, frozen yogurt at Penguin’s, in Malibu, in the canyons, wherever. The endless summer.

But beneath my lashes, beneath the translucent lids, were silver veins and James’s face. And into sleep he walked alone down the road, in silence, looking good.








2.

ICE CUBE



Through the blinds the afternoon sun burned horizontal slits onto my face. I opened one eye to spy the contents of my trashed bedroom, and it was worse than my parents ever accused, but whatever. My stuff, my mess, my problem. The edges of a Björk poster were peeling up. Some Snapple bottles were knocked over, and their paper labels—which I’d scratched off while watching MTV—were scattered on the floor in a crooked peace sign. I had a big thrift-store chair once. Like, I knew it was still there, but all I could see in its place was a mountain of clothes. Precarious stacks of V. C. Andrews and Baby-Sitter’s Club books threatened to fall off my desk. Empty Starbucks to-go cups, pictures from Libby’s birthday, old Sassy magazines, drawings I’d done of a long-haired Anthony Kiedis as a winged angel, a half-eaten box of Girl Scout cookies, all laid out and forgotten. Seriously gross. I wanted all that junk cleaned up, but the actual ass-moving involved wasn’t worth it. So instead I just cleared a path of open carpet from my bed to the door. No prob.

It was one o’clock when I made it downstairs in my Video Journeys shirt-turned-nightgown. Everyone was gone, so I ate the strawberries in the fridge right out of the carton without washing them. Then I talked to myself in a British accent, jumped on the couch, flipped through some channels, drank a Diet Coke. I grabbed a phone book and started thumbing through the Ss. There were two Sheets residences, but I didn’t have the guts.

At three Morgan called on my private line.

“If this is Matt Damon, leave a message. If it’s Ben Affleck, lose my number,” my recorded voice said.

“Hey it’s Morgan, I’m with Matt, he says hi. Did you and Naomi make out last night? Yeah, right. Let’s drive to work together tomorrow. Matt says bye. Bye, Quinn.”

I stuck out my tongue.

Later, by the pool, I soaked up the last hot rays of the day. I had a few conversations with James in my head, playing both of our parts with equal intensity. I was careful not to say too much when I was acting his role, in order to keep things realistic. Weirdly, I was worse at playing myself.


I sank into the shallow end, dunked my head back, and let my hair fan out on the top of the water. I turned up Ice Cube, “It Was a Good Day,” on my stereo, floated like a corpse, hit play again, listened again. Underwater, I told James he could have a free rental every night I worked. And the nights I didn’t work I’d figure something out. The promise rose in bubbles to the surface. Then the song faded out. I let the CD play into the next track, and dripped dry on the concrete while swaying to the beats.

At six the sky turned purplish magenta. I’d hardly sweated and barely browned. The chlorine made my hair look like my mother’s did in the seventies, so I snuck into her giant walk-in to try on some clothes. In the hidden box marked SKINNY I found kimonos, an Eagles concert T-shirt, leather Wilson’s shorts, and other impossible reminders of her earlier coolness. I grabbed the silkiest thing I could find and, as an afterthought, one of my father’s big cardigans.

When I was still alone at seven I noticed a note Scotch-taped to the microwave:


Quinlan: We’re at the thing for Dad until midnight. Don’t nuke something. Eat fresh food, please. And leave those strawberries next to the champagne. Both are off-limits. Love, Mom



But the strawberries were the only fresh food in the fridge, so I couldn’t really be blamed for eating them. For dinner I settled on tomato soup, saltines, and Diet Coke. Salt plus salt plus rat cancer. Whatever.

Nothing good was on TV, and I’d run dry on imaginary stories about Naomi and James. I hadn’t crossed the pathetic line yet, but I was hovering close above it. I went from room to room, just picking up things and putting them down. I tried on a big Lakers jersey, French braided my hair, unbraided it, then collapsed on the bed, exhausted.

It was only ten, but I drifted into a light sleep anyway. An hour later I resurfaced, hazy and starving. I rolled over and grabbed the phone and laid it on my ear while I punched the number two speed dial. Morgan picked up instantly.

I said, “Hey, it’s me. Got your message.”

“Where were you?”

“Poolside.”

“Want a ride to work tomorrow?”

“I’m gonna walk.”

“Come on.”

“Fine. Pick me up.”

“Cool. Why didn’t you call? My parents are in Maui. I called you,” he said.

“I was busy doing awesome stuff. Today was a good day,” I sang, not at all like Ice Cube.

“I called you,” he said again.


“Morgan, what are you doing…right…now?”

“Trying to fix my cousin’s old Nintendo. It sucks.”

“You have to, like, blow on it, dude.”

“What?”

“Like, blow on it. The cartridge.”

“Why?”

“It fixes it.”

The conversation died for a few seconds, and there was just breathing. Then I heard the Tetris theme song playing faintly on his end. I was starting to feel drowsy again when he said my name into the receiver.

“Mmmm?” I half asked.

“I can hold the phone up to my radio, they’re playing that Cure song you like,” Morgan said.

“Okay. Just, like, turn it up.”

“Don’t drool when you dream of me.”

“What…ever…”

Then three things happened at once: Morgan said, “I love you,” Robert Smith began to serenade me, and my mother spoke to my father loudly enough to wake me even if I had been asleep.

“She’s in here, Elliott. Passed out in this nasty mess.”

 

Friday at two in the afternoon, was it even possible? This time my mother had taped her note to my cheek:


Quinlan: You are un-be-lieveable. Dad’s thing went great, should have seen him. Have a good shift, and let Morgan take you home tonight. No walking alone. Love you, Mom



The lingering smell of chlorine on my body was nice, so I skipped the shower. Black eyeliner, mascara, a chug of mouthwash, watermelon Lip Smacker, and I was out of the bathroom in two minutes easy. My boss, Jerry, was gone for three weeks attending some pyramid scheme seminar, so tonight I could ditch my Video Journeys shirt and go civilian. I piled my mess of long hair under a black bowler hat and put on cutoff shorts, a black bikini top, ratty Vans, a mood ring, six chain necklaces—dangling peace signs, a quartz crystal, a vintage car key—and big hoop earrings. I tied my dad’s cardigan around my waist for the walk home. When I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror on the way out the door, my eyes widened. The words “casual Friday” were a staggering understatement.

Outside it was a total scorcher, so I sat in some shade on the front lawn and listened to my Discman, waiting for Morgan and his budget Dodge Shadow. I tried to draw some band logos on the sides of my sneakers. I wrote “MADE YOU LOOK” on the back of my left hand in purple marker. On my right ankle I drew a fake rose tattoo, then licked my finger and tried to rub it off just as I noticed Morgan pulling to a stop in front of my house.


“You can’t wear that to work,” he said as I jumped into the front seat next to him.

I gave him a fake frown.

“And don’t pretend to listen to music,” he said, pulling my headphones off my ears.

“Morgan, I’ll do anything you want if you just…chill.”

“Really? Okay, then tell me everything that happened the other night with Naomi.”

I slipped down in the seat and picked at my nails, imitating boredom. “Done, dude. Nothing to tell. She kind of spazzed out on me for a minute and then walked home.” I shrugged.

“Right.” He paused. “And there’s one more thing,” Morgan said, glancing over at me, “that I want you to do.”

I squinted at the sun, bracing myself. “What?”

“Will you just please wear a name tag?”

“Sure. Anything you want.” I turned away and watched as the palm trees, dry brush, and scattered mailboxes became the video store parking lot, too quickly.

 

We’d been watching What’s Eating Gilbert Grape for what felt like two and a half hours when it finally struck me to ask, “Where…is…everybody?” I swept my arm from left to right and back again across the store, illustrating the total absence of customers, of kids, of anybody. “It’s Friday night. I’m, like, beyond confused at the lack of interest in our entertainment emporium.”

Morgan was eating Apple Jacks out of the box, numbly, and it all reeked of bad work ethic.

“Um, Earth to Morgan Crandall.” I tapped the back of his head. “Aliens have landed, taken over the bodies of our customers, directed those bodies to who knows what Blockbusters in the city, and left us here to die of boredom.”

“I’m not bored,” he said. “Maybe everyone driving by saw your outfit through the window and figured we were closed for an employee beach trip.” Though he’d landed a zinger, Morgan didn’t gloat. He stayed glued to the TV screen.

“Ha. Ha,” I said.

I slumped down to the floor and stared at the untouched racks of new releases. It was only halfway into our shift, but I already felt an overwhelming sense of déjà vu starting to wash over me. That sense that one day soon I’d have to give up and give in to the current, to the Morgan-and-me undertow. I mean, he wasn’t without certain…attributes. But he was shameless, and he’d spent the better part of the night trying to position himself at eye level with my bikini top.

It must have been another two hours of Gilbert dragging his feet before the store’s doorbell finally rang. Usually on weekend nights I had to hole up in the break room for half my shift in order to avoid every high school weirdo, eighth-grade crush, and ex-best friend in Topanga Canyon. But the visitor was Libby, so I ran to greet her with the glee of an unleashed pug.

“Quinn, this is a really strong look for you,” Libby said. She pulled on one of my bikini strings. “You’re wearing a name tag on a bathing suit. Crandall must’ve wigged out.”

“You are both just so scared of fashion.”

“Whatever. He loves it. He’s kind of a blond Depp, you know?” Her eyes went from the TV to Morgan and back to the actor on the screen. “Just date him already, he’d die from happiness.”

“Yeah, brilliant idea, Libby.”

Libbits Block had been my closest friend since the fourth grade, when she invited me to watch her dad’s famous rock band play from the backstage wings at the Palladium. We ran around the greenroom stealing all the Cranberry Juice Cocktail the band had requested on their rider and then chugged until our lips were swollen and ringed with red. At midnight, once the sugar crash hit, we were in each other’s arms taking best friend forever oaths, spitting into each other’s palms, braiding our hair together in alliance. We learned to skateboard while holding hands, got into New Wave before anyone else, and went to the movies as each other’s dates. By junior year we weren’t quite as inseparable, just more realistic about the word “forever” and the significance of fluid exchange. Whereas other people followed Libby around, I just was around, and that made it easy for us to keep hanging out. Plus, neither of us was very good at making new friends. And we had history.

So I loved Libby, but in a vintage way. Like a childhood blanket, or my dad’s mac and cheese. A deep love, but not one you tap into on a daily basis.

Libby lived a “charmed life”—as my mother would put it—being the daughter of a not exactly aging rock drummer and his not exactly un-hot costume-designer wife. The Blocks were totally understanding when she dyed a Manic Panic hot pink streak into her perfectly layered hair and cut her entire sneaker collection into flip-flops, or shandals, as Libby called them: half shoe, half sandal. Her parents totally bought it because they were royally hip, and Libby was their unassuming princess.

And no matter what she did to try to screw up her natural beauty—the aforementioned pink streak, ripped clothes from Barneys, occasional goth makeup—nothing ever worked. Libby was runway ready, tall and stick thin with a doe-eyed expression of world-weariness. She got more catcalls and “hey, babys” than even she cared for, leaving Libby with way too many male admirers but only one real female friend. So she hung out with her family mostly, making her seem entirely untouchable to everyone except her boyfriends. Regardless, she was still into me, and I wasn’t ungrateful for it.

“Where is everybody?” Libby said, walking up and pirouetting a graceful 360 by the front register.

“That’s what I said,” I said.

“My mom’s in the car having a cow about something, I totally can’t hang.”

Through the window I saw Stella Block calmly reading a Danielle Steel novel by the small car light. Libby was reading descriptions on the backs of movie boxes in no visible hurry.

“I heard from someone that you hung with Naomi Sheets the other night.” Libby didn’t look up from the videos. Morgan shoved more Apple Jacks into his mouth. A customer I hadn’t noticed two aisles over loudly dropped a stack of video games.

“How is that even possible? Isn’t there usually, like, a one-week delay period before the rumor mill kicks in?”

“God,” Libby said. “Is it that big a secret?”

I rolled my eyes.

“Hey, I don’t even care. Just thought it sounded weird. No pressure to spill.”

For the second time today I dodged the same bullet.


“Whoever told you,” I said, pinching Morgan’s arm since Libby had gone back to reading, “was making a big deal out of nothing. Naomi was freaked about something, but it didn’t even matter because her brother was there to take her home.”

“Her brother who?”

“Just her brother.”

“Sure,” she said, holding her gaze on me for a second. Then she remembered something. “I’m actually having this party tomorrow night to celebrate. You know, a summer solstice thing. The twins are coming, and Dewey and Cooper, and Nathan, and some girls too, I think.”

Of course there wouldn’t be any girls but Libby. And me.

“Stiles and Sanders are coming?” I asked.

The Donnelley twins and their two best friends had graduated when we were sophomores, leaving behind a legacy of sexy sketchiness. None of them went to college—none of them went anywhere—preferring instead to continually lurk around the high school scene. The twins were both into Libby—which wasn’t surprising because they were always into the same things, they were basically the same person—but in order to keep the peace, Sanders had backed out of the running last year. Stiles and Libby were on and off, sleeping together casually and then pretending not to care when they ran into each other accidentally at concerts or parties—which they did more and more often these days. She was tight-lipped about their time alone together, even to me, and I knew some house party crowded with other possible suitors and cling-ons wasn’t a likely place for her to dish new heartfelt confessions. Still, it seemed unfair to make Sanders a witness. But whatever. Libby didn’t approve of my holdout from Morgan, and I was in no position to challenge her motives with the twins.

“How’s that going to work?” I said.

“Like butter, dude. It’s cool beans.”

“I’m sure.”

“So you’ll be there?”

“Yeah, I’m there.” Party on.

“What about you, Morgan?” Libby asked.

“I’ve got that shift off,” he said.

“Sweet. It’s, like, hat themed. You have to wear a hat; it’s mandatory. Crucial to your entrance.”

“That’s pretty weak on the theme tip,” I said.

“Last minute. Live with it.” She shrugged. “Just wear that thing you got that one time for my Last of the Mohicans party. And Morgan, you’ll figure something out, right?”

“I think I can handle it.”

“Cool beans,” she said again, making it stick. “Well, I totally can’t stay, my mom’s still out there freaking.”


Stella Block looked asleep, her head lolled back on the driver’s-seat neck rest. I walked with Libby to the door and seized her by the elbow. She winced at my grip.

“Way to go. Now Morgan’s going to take me and I’ll have to be his date all night. He’ll be bragging till graduation.”

She tried to jerk her arm away, but I held steady. “Invite Naomi then, chill out.”

I loosened in surprise at the name.

“Invite her brother too, I don’t care.”

I let her go.

“God, Quinn.”

Then I noticed as Libby glared at me and rubbed her forearm that her wrist was covered in a stack of silver bangle bracelets, thirty, maybe forty of them. Underneath the bracelets her skin was blotched and purplish-blue, the hue of a bad bruise. She saw me staring at the jewelry and raised her arm closer.

“Stiles gave them to me. They’re, like, antiques. Stella says they’re Mexican silver or something. Totally eighties, but still…” Libby pulled her hand away as her voice trailed off.

After a pause Libby flipped her hair, smiled weakly, and said, “Well, I better go, you’re at work.” Then she leaned in and kissed my cheek.

I watched her through the glass as she model-walked away. Then, remembering something, she turned around and mimed a big halo around her head and mouthed the words Wear a hat, slowly and deliberately. She threw up a peace sign, jumped in the car, and was gone.

Morgan was crouched over in the game aisle, reorganizing the section. I walked straight past, pretending not to hear him ask, “Need a ride to the party…or what?”

 

By ten the store was banging. I probably walked past her six times without realizing she was waiting for me to notice her. Finally, by the Disney section, I spotted the sunflower dress and my eyes focused.

“Naomi, hi.”

“Which Hayley Mills movie should I get? Pollyanna or The Parent Trap?” she asked, without making eye contact. She wore lacy cream-colored socks rolled down over peach ballet slippers, and her thin, dirty-blond hair was swept to one side with a crocheted clip. She clutched a small Coach bag that looked expensive and adult-y.

“You…are…Pollyanna,” I joked.

She looked up at me blankly, then back to the videos.

“Never mind,” I said.

“Look,” she said, “I just want to explain myself for what happened Wednesday night. James and I got in a dumb fight, and he left in the middle of it, so I ran after him and fell on some rocks and scraped my hands up. That’s it. I was just being an idiot. He felt bad about the whole thing. He didn’t want you to be upset or think he’d pushed me or hurt me or anything.”

“I didn’t think—,” I started to say, but she held up her hand, so I shut my mouth.

“Anyway. He’s visiting for the summer. He’s doing his own thing, he won’t be around, so don’t worry about it.”

I was beginning to worry about it.

“And he’s, like, not into dating or having friends or going out, he just sleeps late and does his own thing.” She paused, fiddled with the Coach bag. “But since my parents are gonna be in Cairo for, like, two months, he’s taking care of the house and watching over me. Not like watching over me, just like, watching out for me. You know.” She exhaled and looked at me.

“So,” she began again, “sorry he creeped you out and that I creeped you out. Mystery solved, whatever.”

“Why did he care if I was upset about it?”

“Right…,” Naomi said, squinting.

“It’s not like I’ve even thought about it really. I mean, it was sorta weird, but I don’t know, maybe it wasn’t.” I stopped rambling, said, “It’s fine.”

“Cool.”

“Yeah, cool. You know, everyone’s wrong, I don’t think you’re plain at all.”

“Who said I was plain?” she said sharply.


“Well, I just…thought that’s why they called you Cotton Sheets.”

She tensed her shoulders and started rummaging through the Coach purse. “They call me Cotton Sheets because they think I’m a prude.” She glanced at the ceiling, irritated, like she’d had to explain this a thousand times. “Frigid,” she said. The word just hung there for a minute. She zipped up the purse and it hung at her side.

“Sorry, Naomi. Seriously. I just thought it was because—”

“Yeah, I know. Stiles Donnelley made it up.”

“Stiles and Sanders and those guys are jerks.”

“Yep,” she said.

She brushed it off, but I could tell there was more to it: a bad date, a bad kiss, worse maybe, but I could only guess. I definitely couldn’t ask. I tried to think of a segue back to James, but we were too far away from him now.

All of a sudden I felt hyperaware of being half-naked in a store full of strangers. I wanted to turn off the lights and hide in the dark. I thought about walking straight past Naomi, through the front door, out into the night, down the street, home. But I didn’t move.

I tried harder to think of something to say, and only one thing came to mind. “Hey, I’m actually going to this party thing tomorrow night, at Libby Block’s house. It’s on Mulholland. Anyway. You have to wear a lame hat, but I could totally lend you one.”

She looked over at me, mystified. “What?”

“I said if you don’t have a hat, then you can borrow one from me.”

She laughed coldly, actually at me, and said, “Maybe.”

I had about as much chance of getting Naomi Sheets to come to this party as Morgan had of getting me to go as his date.

“Well, it’s totally open. You could even bring James or something if you wanted. We could all go together.”

This only made her laugh more. “Not likely. Zero likeliness.”

“Sure, no prob.”

“If it helps”—she pointed over at Morgan behind the counter, who was staring at us shamelessly—“you can tell him I like girls and I just hit on you.” She smiled, gave a small wave, and left.

 

During count-out, Morgan didn’t ask for details. He somehow knew I wouldn’t be taking his free ride either. Before we split up in the parking lot, I let him touch the bare skin on my upper back as he said good-bye. And when he left his hand there a little
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