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Dedication


FOR JEFF.

Because this is the only way I know to reach for you.





Epigraph


          Help your brother’s boat across,

                                 and your own will reach the shore.

—HINDU PROVERB                       
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5 February


First I’d like to state for the record that the whole notion of writing this down was not my idea. It was Dave’s. My therapist’s. He thinks I’m having trouble expressing my feelings, which is why he suggested I write in a journal—to get it out, he said, like in the old days when physicians used to bleed their patients in order to drain the mysterious poisons. Which almost always ended up killing them in spite of the doctors’ good intentions, I might point out.

Our conversation went something like this:

He wanted me to start taking antidepressants.

I told him to stick it where the sun don’t shine.

So we were at a bit of an impasse.

“Let’s take a new approach,” he said finally, and reached behind him and produced a small black book. He held it out to me. I took it, thumbed it open, then looked up at him, confused.

The book was blank.

“I thought you might try writing, as an alternative,” he said.

“That’s a moleskin notebook,” he elaborated when all I did was stare at him. “Hemingway used to write in those.”

“An alternative to what?” I asked. “To Xanax?”

“I want you to try it for a week,” he said. “Writing, I mean.”

I tried to hand the journal back to him. “I’m not a writer.”

“I’ve found that you can be quite eloquent, Alexis, when you choose to be.”

“Why? What’s the point?”

“You need an outlet,” he said. “You’re keeping everything inside, and it’s not good for you.”

Nice, I thought. Next he’d be telling me to eat my vegetables and take my vitamins and be sure to get 8 uninterrupted hours of sleep every night.

“Right. And you would be reading it?” I asked, because there’s not even a remote possibility that I’m going to be doing that. Talking about my unexpectedly tragic life for an hour every week is bad enough. No way I’m going to pour my thoughts out into a book so that he can take it home and scrutinize my grammar.

“No,” Dave answered. “But hopefully you might feel comfortable enough someday to talk with me about what you’ve written.”

Not likely, I thought, but what I said was, “Okay. But don’t expect Hemingway.”

I don’t know why I agreed to it. I try to be a good little patient, I guess.

Dave looked supremely pleased with himself. “I don’t want you to be Hemingway. Hemingway was an ass. I want you to write whatever strikes you. Your daily life. Your thoughts. Your feelings.”

I don’t have feelings, I wanted to tell him, but instead I nodded, because he seemed so expectant, like the status of my mental health entirely depended on my cooperation with writing in the stupid journal.

But then he said, “And I think for this to be truly effective, you should also write about Tyler.”

Which made all the muscles in my jaw involuntarily tighten.

“I can’t,” I managed to get out from between my teeth.

“Don’t write about the end,” Dave said. “Try to write about a time when he was happy. When you were happy, together.”

I shook my head. “I can’t remember.” And this is true. Even after almost 7 weeks, a mere 47 days of not interacting with my brother every day, not hurling peas at him across the kitchen table, not seeing him in the halls at school and acting, as any dutiful older sister would, for the sake of appearances, like he bugged me, Ty’s image has grown hazy in my mind. I can’t visualize the Ty that isn’t dead. My brain gravitates toward the end. The body. The coffin. The grave.

I can’t even begin to pull up happy.

“Focus on the firsts and the lasts,” Dave instructed. “It will help you remember. For example: About twenty years ago I owned an ’83 Mustang. I put a lot of work into that car, and I loved it more than I should probably admit, but now, all these years later, I can’t fully picture it. But if I think about the firsts and the lasts with the Mustang, I could tell you about the first time I drove it, or the last time I took it on a long road trip, or the first time I spent an hour in the backseat with the woman who would become my wife, and then I see it so clearly.” He cleared his throat. “It’s those key moments that burn bright in our minds.”

This is not a car, I thought. This is my brother.

Plus I thought Dave might have just been telling me about having sex with his wife. Which was the last thing I wanted to picture.

“So that’s your official assignment,” he said, sitting back as if that settled it. “Write about the last time you remember Tyler being happy.”

Which brings me to now.

Writing in a journal about how I don’t want to be writing in a journal.

I’m aware of the irony.

Seriously, though, I’m not a writer. I got a 720 on the writing section of the SAT, which is decent enough, but nobody ever pays any attention to that score next to my perfect 800 in math. I’ve never kept a diary. Dad got me one for my 13th birthday, a pink one with a horse on it. It ended up on the back of my bookshelf with a copy of the NIV Teen Study Bible and the Seventeen Ultimate Guide to Beauty and all the other stuff that was supposed to prepare me for life from ages 13 to 19—as if I could ever be prepared for that. Which is all still there, 5 years later, gathering dust.

That’s not me. I was born with numbers on the brain. I think in equations. What I would do, if I could really put this pen to paper and produce something useful, is take my memories, these fleeting, painful moments of my life, and find some way to add and subtract and divide them, insert variables and move them, try to isolate them, to discover their elusive meanings, to translate them from possibilities to certainties.

I would try to solve myself. Find out where it all went wrong. How I got here, from A to B, A being the Alexis Riggs who was so sure of herself, who was smart and solid and laughed a lot and cried occasionally and didn’t fail at the most important things.

To this.

But instead, the blank page yawns at me. The pen feels unnatural in my hand. It’s so much weightier than pencil. Permanent. There are no erasers, in life.

I would cross out everything and start again.





9 February


This is pointless.

The last time I saw Ty

No.

It wasn’t real.

The last time I saw Ty happy

Okay, so Ty never seemed that unhappy, really, not the kind of unhappy you need to be to

He was getting better

He’d been okay. He’d been—

Sure he was sad sometimes. Aren’t we all sad sometimes?

He had his reasons for what he did:

Dad

Megan

that girl Ashley

his stupid shallow jock friends

Mom

me

the way it must have felt like nobody was ever there for him

the general suckiness of life

But then again, life bites for most of us. And we don’t all exit this world via a bullet to the chest.

I should get this over with.

The last time I saw Ty happy, really and truly happy, was the night of the homecoming dance. October 11th. He’d asked a girl and she’d said yes. He was picking her up at 8. The first part I remember with him being happy was probably around 7:15, when he appeared behind me in the bathroom mirror just as I was finishing up my makeup.

He said I looked nice.

I made a face at him, because I hate makeup. I hate wearing my contacts. I hate the whole high school dance scene, really, the drama of it all, the uncomfortable dresses and the cheesy pictures and the lame punch everybody stands around sipping so they don’t have to talk. I get claustrophobic around large groups of people—it’s something about how stuffy the air becomes with so many bodies pressing in around you. I have to have my own space. I need to breathe.

But Steven made the argument that dances are rites of passage, and even though they are kind of torture, they are a necessary evil.

“We go so we’ll have proof that we were once young,” he said.

Really I think he just wanted to see me in a dress.

Anyway, Ty said I looked nice.

“Uh-huh. What do you want?” I asked, suspicious.

“I need your help,” he said. “It’s important, Lex, and I can’t do it without you. Please.”

Our eyes met in the mirror. We had the same eyes (Dad’s), hazel with a circle of gold around the pupil. We had the same nose (Mom’s), with the same slight bump at the bridge. We had the same brown, curly hair that always looked good on Ty with the help of a lot of product, and wild on me, because I don’t care to mess with it. Whenever I looked at my brother, I was struck by how he was like a slightly improved copy of myself, in the looks department, anyway.

His expression was so serious that I instantly caved.

“Okay, sure,” I said. “What is it?”

He held up a pair of Mom’s tweezers. “I need you to fix my unibrow.”

I pushed him away. “Yuck! No way! I am not responsible for anything hygiene-related.”

“Please!” he begged.

“Do it yourself!”

“I tried. I can’t. I don’t know how!”

“They have salons for that kind of thing, don’t they?”

“It’s too late for that. I have to pick her up in less than an hour. Come on, Lex. I look like Bert from Sesame Street. You have to help me.”

Then he turned on the puppy-dog eyes. I ended up heating the little pot of wax I use to do my own eyebrows—I’d look like Bert, too, if I left it up to nature, and while I might not be super concerned about my appearance most of the time, there was an incident in 9th grade when Jamie Bigelow called me a hairy cavewoman, and thereafter I started to pluck and shave and generally torture myself in the name of femininity.

Ty sat on the bathroom counter while I spread the wax carefully between his eyes. I pressed the cloth down and smoothed it in the direction of the hair growth. Ty gripped the edge of the counter, hard, and took a deep breath.

“I trust you,” I remember he said. “Don’t make me look like a freak.”

“You already look like a freak,” I said, but he knew I was joking. “Okay, I’m going to count to three. . . .”

But I didn’t count. I just ripped off the strip.

Ty fell backward off the counter, howling, clutching at his face.

“Ow!” he screamed. “You crazy bitch!”

I was shocked. Ty didn’t swear. Neither of us did. When we were kids, Mom was always giving us a hard time for the way we instinctively dressed down swear words: heck, crap, dang, a-hole, butt, freaking, and so on. If it means the same thing, Mom used to scold, why say it at all? I guess that lecture affected us, because Ty and I couldn’t seem to swear with the proper conviction. Coming from us, bad words sounded stilted and unnatural.

So, wow. Crazy bitch. I’d never been called a bitch before. I found I didn’t like it.

“A-hole!” I shot back in a kind of knee-jerk reaction. “Imbecilic butthead!”

“Sadistic harpy shrew!”

“Blubbering manchild!” I retorted.

“Gleeful hair snatcher!”

“Dick!” I yelled awkwardly.

Then we were laughing. Hard. We laughed and laughed, the clutch-your-sides type of laughing where you end up almost crying. We laughed until it hurt. Then we both sighed, and Ty rubbed his face, and we went back to the mirror to inspect my work.

Which didn’t look good.

Because the hair was gone—that much was true—but now there was a hot pink stripe of angry skin between Ty’s eyebrows. It looked like he’d been attacked by a neon highlighter.

“Uh-oh,” I snickered.

“Lex . . . ,” he said, “what did you do to me?”

I told him it would be better tomorrow.

He gave me a look.

Then he told me how he really liked this girl he was taking to the dance—Ashley, he said her name was—and he wanted to impress her, and I had just basically ruined his life.

“Hold on, don’t get your undies in a wad.” I got out a cotton ball to apply the soothing oil that comes with the wax.

The soothing oil, unfortunately, did not live up to its name. We waited 10 minutes post-oil, and his face still looked like someone had branded him between the eyes with a hot iron.

We tried icing it. We tried lotion. We tried hemorrhoid cream, which was one of my more ingenious ideas, but at the end of all that his face was, if anything, pinker.

“Lex,” he said. “I think I have to strangle you now.”

He was only half kidding.

“There’s only one thing left to do,” I said gravely.

I held up my bottle of foundation.

He didn’t fight it. He stood still while I painted on a layer of Clinique Stay-Matte Oil-Free foundation carefully between his brows. It was a shade too light for his skin, but better than the pink. I also had to cover a large portion of his forehead, so it would blend in.

“Well, now I feel totally emasculated,” he said when I was finished.

“Shut up or I’ll get out the lipstick,” I teased, and then he ran away, downstairs to apply his cologne and finish getting ready. A few minutes later Mom came home from work, and before we left she made Ty and me stand together by the front door for a picture.

“Look at my two beautiful children,” I remember she said. Ty slung his arm around me, and I leaned my head into his shoulder, and we smiled. The camera flashed. Mom turned away to dig something out of her purse, and Ty suddenly kissed my cheek, the gross, slobbery razz sort of kiss, which made me pull away and punch him in the shoulder.

“Get out of here, brat,” I said, wiping at my cheek.

Mom handed him her car keys.

“Midnight,” she said.

“Aye, aye, Captain,” he answered.

She squinted up into his face. “Are you wearing . . . makeup?”

He shrugged like he had no idea what she was talking about.

“Well, you look nice,” she said after a minute.

He did. His suit fit him perfectly, and he was dashing in it. Of course I didn’t say that, because I was his sister and that would have been weird. But he looked, I thought then, like he was finally comfortable in his own skin. Relaxed. Ready to be himself.

“Be a gentleman,” Mom said.

“Yes, ma’am.” He smiled and saluted her, and then he was gone. She turned to me with parental nostalgia written all over her face.

“My babies are growing up,” she sighed.

I rolled my eyes, and then Steven was knocking at the door, come to whisk me off, to prove that yes, once upon a time, we were young.

I can’t recall a lot of the dance, but I do remember that when we arrived in the commons, which was set up with silver streamers and blue and white helium balloons and strobe lights, Steven took my hand and twirled me in a circle so that he could take in my dress. I was wearing a sleeveless belted A-line that came to my knee, black lace over green satin, that I’d splurged $79 for at Macy’s.

“You look like Euler’s equation,” he murmured as he looked me up and down.

Nerd translation: Euler’s equation is said to be the most perfect formula ever written. Simple but elegant. Beautiful.

“Thank you,” I said, blushing, and I tried to think of a similar compliment, maybe general relativity or Callan-Symanzik, but instead I went with, “You look hot. Seriously.”

Steven smiled. He’s a good-looking guy, with brown eyes and golden-brown hair and straight, orthodontically enhanced white teeth, but the people around us don’t usually see that. They see how excited he gets about physics class. They see the calculator in his back pocket. They see his glasses.

He raised my hand to his lips and kissed it. “Come, my lady,” he said, “let us dance.”

We bobbed awkwardly on the dance floor for a while, and soon Beaker and Eleanor came over with their dates, and we quietly poked fun at the girly girls with their poufy hair in their poufy dresses. Then we hypocritically admired one another’s dresses, and got our pictures taken for the sake of posterity, and danced some more.

And then there’s this part I remember so clearly. I was dancing with Steven to a slow song, and I let my head drop onto his chest, where I could feel his heart beating. The song was Christina Perri’s “A Thousand Years.” We’d laughed at how cheesy it was, how over-the-top sentimental, and made a couple of Twilight jokes, but then we’d fallen right into dancing. It’s a good song for dancing. Steven had his hands at the small of my back, his face in the crook of my shoulder, his breath heating my skin, and I had this moment of sudden euphoria. We’re right together, I thought. We fit.

It felt like Euler’s equation.

I lifted my head, and he lifted his. Our eyes met. Our legs brushed as we swayed slowly back and forth.

“Darling, don’t be afraid, I have loved you for a thousand years,” crooned Christina Perri. “I’ll love you for a thousand more.”

Wait, I thought. Hold on.

I had this whole big life ahead of me, college and a career and adulthood, and this was no time to be “falling in love” with anyone. We were too young for that. Hormones, I could understand. Dating and messing around and finding out what it was to kiss and be kissed, all of that made sense. But this—the way I felt in Steven’s arms right then—it felt like more than hormones.

It felt like so much more.

I tightened my arms around Steven’s neck and lowered my head again. His heart, when I laid my cheek against his chest, was beating fast.

So was mine.

Randomly I glanced over and saw Ty about 10 feet away, dancing with a girl—Ashley, I assumed. I didn’t see her face, just the back of her pale pink gown sweeping the floor and her golden hair tumbling in deliberate waves down her shoulders. But I saw Ty clearly. His eyes were closed, his fingers spread against her hip as he moved with her. He wasn’t smiling, but there was a quiet contentment on his face. A stillness.

He looked as happy as I’d ever seen him.

Then, as if he could sense me watching, he opened his eyes, spotted me. Grinned.

Bitch, he mouthed.

I grinned back, then pointed to the space between my eyebrows. Are you wearing makeup? I mouthed.

He subtly gave me the finger.

I laughed out loud, which made Steven pull back and ask, “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” I said, trying to contain my giggles. “My brother’s a goofball.”

Steven turned and gave Ty the what’s-up-bro nod, which Ty returned.

Guys and their codes.

“I like your brother,” Steven said.

“He likes you.” I smiled because it was true—Ty thoroughly approved of Steven as my boyfriend. “That guy’s all right,” he told me once. “He gets you.” And back then it was true. Steven did get me.

The violins swelled to their final crescendo and then faded. We stopped dancing and looked at each other.

“What now?” Steven asked me.

“Now we drink the lame punch,” I quipped, and away we went.

I don’t remember the rest of the dance. It’s lost along with all the other insignificant passing seconds of my life. Me. Steven. Ty. Ticking away. I didn’t know to savor that moment on the dance floor, to understand how beautiful and rare it was, how fragile, how ephemeral, when Ty was happy. When we were all happy, and we were together, and we were safe.

I didn’t know.

I didn’t know.





12 February


The first time my brother tried to kill himself, almost 2 years ago now, was the day my parents’ divorce was finalized. I don’t know if he meant it as a kind of grand statement or what. I wasn’t there for him that night, either; I was at a movie with Beaker. I can’t even remember which movie. I only know I wasn’t present when he marched up to the kitchen sink with a family-sized bottle of Advil and proceeded to gulp down pill after pill after pill. He did it practically under our mother’s nose as she sat with her back to him at the kitchen table, alternately studying for her nursing board exams, making her slow way through a giant stack of note cards labeled with dosages and parts of the human body and the definitions of different medical terminology, and studying the Bible, trying to come to peace with where it said that divorce was okay so long as there was adultery involved.

At 42, Mom was the oldest student in her class at nursing school, but she was the best. She was focused, driven, determined to make a new life for herself post-Dad. She didn’t even look up when her 14-year-old son took 63 tiny maroon tablets of pain reliever, said good night to her, then went downstairs to his bedroom and went to sleep.

He was disappointed when he woke up the next morning. He emerged from the basement with an expression I’ll never forget: a kind of resigned, puzzled frustration that he hadn’t simply floated away during the night.

“I’m not going to school today,” he announced as we sat down to breakfast. “I don’t feel good.”

My mother, ever the nurse even before she qualified to be one, felt his forehead. It was cool. She asked him some questions: Sore throat? Headache? Stomach pains? He shook his head and looked up at her, shrugged his thin, birdlike shoulders, and told her what he’d done.

At the hospital the most they could really do was put him in a room for observation. It was too late to pump his stomach. I sat in the corner and watched TV with him as the nurses came and went, checking his vitals, changing the saline in the IV. Every now and then Mom burst in, tearful, in agony over the choice she was being forced to make about whether or not to stay with us all day or do her clinical rounds in the hospital, her final week of requirements for her nursing degree. Without which she couldn’t graduate.

“I’m okay,” Ty told her, and even smiled at her to prove his point, his face wan under the fluorescent hospital lights, his lips colorless as he formed the word go.

“I’ll be back,” she promised again and again before dashing off.

I didn’t know what to say to him that day. I slumped in the uncomfortable plastic chair and tried to think of some big-sisterly advice that would draw him back from the edge. But I was 16 then—what did I know? I had my own problems, my own private miseries, and if I’d been honest I would have admitted that the idea of checking out had crossed my mind a few times in the past gruesome year, between my dad leaving us for the cliché he’d met at the office, who was exactly half his age, and my mom going back to school, the house suddenly empty of adults in a way that felt implicitly wrong.

But I never had a real plan to end my life. I was too afraid of dying. Of the blackness. Of ceasing to exist.

“It was stupid,” he ended up saying to me that day when the silence grew thick between us.

I was relieved to hear him say it.

“Yes, it was. Totally moronic,” I agreed, and then we went back to watching World’s Wildest Police Videos on the TV that perched near the ceiling. The nurses came and went. My mother came and went. And we both wondered (but not out loud) whether our father was going to show up at all.

In the end, he did. He was wearing a golf shirt, I remember. He’d come to take us home, since the hospital had decided to release Ty, and Mom still had 3 more hours of her clinicals. Dad also didn’t seem to know what to say as he drove us back to the house. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, checked the rearview mirror, met my eyes, looked away, then cleared his throat.

“Tyler—” he said as we pulled into the driveway.

“Come home,” Ty interrupted. “Please, Dad. Come home. Please.”

My breath lodged itself in my chest. Ty never said things like that. He was angry with Dad; that was how he dealt. He’d always maintained that he hated Dad, that he was glad Dad was gone, that he didn’t miss him.

“Please,” he said again.

And what about me? I thought. Did I want Dad to come home? Could we pretend that this past humiliating year had never happened, that he wasn’t a liar and a cheater and an all-around pathetic excuse for a human being, that everything hadn’t been turned upside down? Could we go back to the way things were before? Did I want to go back?

Dad cleared his throat again.

I waited for him to say, I can’t. Or I’m sorry, son. Or something about how life is hard, but that doesn’t mean we give up.

But he didn’t say anything.

And he didn’t stay. Even though the doctor had said that Ty needed to be under strict surveillance for the next 24 hours, Dad didn’t even get out of the car. He just looked at me and said, “Call me if you need anything,” and I kind of nodded, and my eyes burned with furious tears that I didn’t let fall, and I turned away and walked Ty up the steps into the house.

Later, when Ty was sleeping, I went from room to room gathering anything that might be dangerous. Razor blades. Pills, although we’d already established that this wasn’t an effective method of offing yourself. Rope. Then I unlocked the closet in the back of Dad’s office and stared at the line of 3 hunting rifles in their cases. I checked to make sure none of them was loaded, and then I went to the shelf and swept every single bullet into a box with the rest of the stuff. I sealed the box with duct tape, labeled it ROMANCE NOVELS, and hid it in the back corner of my closet under a pile of half-naked Barbie dolls I still had lying around. After that was done I went to check on Ty, listened to him breathe, and tried to convince myself that he was going to be all right. Then I tiptoed back upstairs and sat at the kitchen table and finally allowed myself to cry.

I could cry back then.

I loved Ty. I loved him and I had almost lost him. So I cried. Tears were still a part of my anatomy.

They called him lucky, that time. His body was able to metabolize the Advil. His liver was damaged, but would probably heal. Lucky, they kept saying at the hospital as they took his statement and ran the tests on him and acted in general like the whole thing was a stunt, like he’d tried some harebrained move on his bicycle. You’re so lucky. Lucky, lucky you.

Lucky was the last word my brother would pick to describe himself. But in the end he nodded and told them they were right. So they would let him go.

The Advil thing was a “cry for help,” they said, so they required him to see a therapist, who got my brother started on antidepressants and tried to get him to talk about his “pain” every week for the next year or so, at 60 bucks a pop, which our insurance didn’t cover but Mom convinced my dad to pay. And for 2 whole years, nothing much happened. Mom became a licensed nurse. Dad married the cliché. I got an 800 on the math section of the SATs and everybody began talking about what college I would go to. Ty joined the basketball team. He started lifting weights, and his body filled out. His arms grew strong and muscled. He wore a letterman’s jacket when he swaggered through the halls at school. Girls liked him. People in general liked him. He was popular in a way that I never could have dreamed of being. And it was easy to forget that he’d ever been sad enough to down a bottle of pills.

We only talked about it once, after that day at the hospital. It was about 2 weeks later, and we were at Denny’s, waiting for Dad to show up for breakfast. Dad was late. I was looking at Ty, really looking at him, and his eyes seemed glazed over, like he was staring out at his life through a pane of glass.

“Are you okay?” I asked him.

He glanced at me, startled. “I’m hungry. I wish Dad would get here already.”

“That’s not what I mean,” I said. “Are you okay?”

His ears went red. “Oh, that. I told you, that was stupid. I’m fine. Really. I won’t do that again.”

“Okay. But I want you to promise me, if you ever feel like that again, like you want to—”

“I won’t—” he said.

“But if you do, you have to tell me. Call me, text me, wake me up at three a.m., I don’t care. I want to know about it. I’m here for you.”

He didn’t meet my eyes, but he nodded. “All right.”

“Promise,” I said.

“I promise.”

“Good,” I said, but I worried that he was just telling me what he knew I wanted to hear.

In the end, I shouldn’t have concerned myself with whether he’d keep his promise.

I should have thought about whether I’d keep mine.





14 February


Sometimes I miss being kissed.

It seems like such a small thing, a trivial thing, my lips meeting his, but sometimes, like tonight, I lie in bed unsleeping and stare up at the ceiling and remember what that felt like, not just the kissing part but that moment right before, when our faces were so close together, when I could feel his breath and see his eyes up close, the curve of each dark eyelash, the tiny crease where his neck met his jaw. The seconds before he kissed me. The anticipation. The rush of his lips on mine.

The average person, or so the internet tells me, spends 20,160 minutes of life kissing.

I wonder what our total was.

God. V-Day has infiltrated my brain.

The first person I ever kissed on the lips was a boy by the name of Nathan Thaddeus Dillinger II. I was 14, and Nate was the kind of guy whose parents bought him a sports car for his 16th birthday, which he would total (but survive to tell the tale) before he got halfway to 17. He was tall, dark, and handsome, wore designer jeans, and had one of those high-wattage smiles that made the female teachers go easy on him.

Yes, he was hot. Yay for me.

But for all his many qualities, Nate Dillinger was not the sharpest knife in the drawer.

He was failing algebra.

You see where this is going.

The first kiss happened in a study room of the Williams Branch public library. I was teaching Nate about the systems of equations. We were doing a story problem:

John buys 3 goldfish and 4 betas for $33.00. Marco buys 5 goldfish and 2 betas for $45.00. How much would Celia spend if she bought 6 goldfish and 4 betas?

Our heads were close together, bent over my notebook, where I had just finished writing out the equations

3g + 4b = 33

5g + 2b = 45

when suddenly, without any kind of warning, Nate Dillinger kissed me.

Hmm, I remember thinking as his lips moved over mine. This is not entirely unpleasant.

Then he tried to stick his tongue in my mouth, and I thought something like, Ew, no, gross, and pulled away.

“Sorry,” Nate said, smiling in a very non-sorry way.

“That’s okay,” I said, stunned. I mean, he had just stolen my first kiss. I was never going to get it back. That was it.

He took my “that’s okay” for permission to do it again, and leaned in. I leaned away.

“Wait, do you even like me?” I asked.

He frowned, confused. “What do you mean?”

“Do you find me, well, I don’t know, attractive?”

He shrugged. “You’re all right.”

Be still my heart.

“Just all right?” I snorted. “Then why did you kiss me?”

Another shrug. “I was bored.”

He was bored. He stole my first kiss because he was bored.

Oh, the horror.

I sighed and resisted the urge to say something hurtful. He was a boy, thus biologically engineered for stupidity of this type. We could get past it, I thought. I could still get through this tutoring session and receive the $50 I’d been promised. “Let’s get back to John and Marco, okay?” I suggested. “Now, the first thing we want to do is multiply the second equation by -2, so then we have a +4b and a -4b, which will cancel each other out, and then we’ll add—”

That’s when he tried to kiss me again.

And that’s how:

Nate Dillinger + bloody nose = me - $50

Yeah, so my first kiss was no big deal.

My second kiss, the one that matters, didn’t happen until last summer.

That day I was supposed to meet the gang at the SouthPointe Pavilions Barnes & Noble to chill for a bit, then go see a movie at the theater next door. As usual, Steven arrived early; he was already there when I showed up. But El had texted that she had one of her headaches (read: Downton Abbey marathon) and Beaker had called to report that she and Antonio were “having car trouble” (as in they were busy in the backseat of her car) and she didn’t think they’d make it out before the film started.

“It looks like it’s just going to be you and me today,” I told Steven when I found him flipping through a Scientific American in the magazine section. “The others are flakes.”

“Good,” I remember he said, with a quiet, knowing kind of smile he gets sometimes. “It’s been too long since I had you all to myself.”

I laughed, but I was suddenly, inexplicably, nervous at the idea of having Steven “all to myself.” Maybe I could sense that something was going to happen. A change in the equation.

I told myself I was being silly. Steven and I were friends. We’d known each other since we were 12, when we decided that the smart-kid types in our middle school were better off sticking together. Safety in numbers, you know. I thought Steven was cute even back then. But his attractiveness wasn’t really about how he looked, because there were periods when he had bad acne and braces and he was skinny as a beanpole. There was just something about him. The way he got excited about stuff like Tolkien and quantum physics and Doctor Who. He still had a sense of wonder that gets shamed out of the majority of the teenage population by the time we turn 18. He still loved things about the world. I found that inherently sexy.

That and I could always tell he liked me. There’d been the paper flower on Valentine’s Day, and sometimes I caught him looking at me in a way that went beyond friendly. Interested.

But Steven was too reasonable for romance, I thought. Like me.

We wandered over to the science fiction and fantasy section and bonded over our adoration of Ender’s Game and discussed how Hollywood hadn’t screwed up the film too badly but it would never come close to the experience one gets reading the book, and I relaxed. Everything felt the same between us as it had always been.

Then Steven pulled out Contact.

“You should read this,” he said.

“Carl Sagan, as in the astrophysicist?” I squinted at the cover, which had a picture of Jodie Foster on it for some mysterious reason. “He wrote fiction?”

“It’s an amazing book,” Steven said. “It shows how the belief in religion and the belief in science are fundamentally alike. We believe, even when we can’t prove it, even when we can’t see.”

“But in science, there’s evidence,” I argued. “There’s proof.”

“Read it. You’ll see what I mean. You’ll like it.”

I put my hand on my hip and smirked up at him. “How do you know what I’d like?”

Looking back, I can see that this could have been construed as a lame attempt at flirting on my part.

And it worked.

“Oh, I think I know you, Lex,” Steven said, the sound of his voice changing from what it had been a minute ago. “I know what you’d like.”

“Okay,” I murmured, and reached for the book, but he didn’t release it.

“While we’re on the subject, you know what else you’d like?” He cleared his throat and glanced around. We were alone, at least in that particular section of the bookstore. “You’d like to go out with me. On a non-friend type of outing. A date, I mean.”

Boom. A date.

I sucked in a breath. “Is that a question?” I asked stupidly.

“Yes. I mean, would you consider . . . would you go out with me?”

I stared at him. A dozen reasons why this definitely would not be a good idea marched through my brain: This kind of thing would only complicate matters, make a mess. I hated messes. My life was enough of a mess as it was. I was just starting to feel like I had the ground under me again after my parents’ divorce. I needed to focus on school, keep up my perfect grades, get into college, figure out my life’s trajectory. I liked Steven—I liked him so much; that was easy to admit; he was one of my favorite people—but if we were together like that, it would make the other members of our group feel awkward. It would ruin our friendship.

We’d end up hurting each other.

“Steven—” I started to brace myself to say all of the hard things.

“Wait,” he said. “Hear me out.” He extracted the book gently out of my hand and returned it to its place on the shelf, then took my other hand in his. “I know a romantic relationship could be considered risky at this stage. We have a year left of high school before we go our presumably separate ways. I know the purpose of romantic engagement, on a biological level, is for procreation, and neither one of us wants that, of course. But . . .” He glanced down at our joined hands. “That’s not all there is to it. There’s the social aspect, of learning to interact with someone, as a partner, which could be useful for our future experience. And it’s been proven that romantic companionship is good for your health: it promotes the release of endorphins, relaxation, a sense of greater security, and . . .”

We were both blushing by this point. We’re so similar, I thought. When we get nervous, we both start talking like idiot savants.

“You’re babbling,” I observed.

“I know.” He sighed and then kept talking. “I think we could be good together, Lex. I promise I wouldn’t pressure you, about . . . anything, and I won’t have any kind of expectations about what’s going to happen a year from now. I just want to find out what we could be like. An experiment, of sorts.”

I bit my lip. He was making it sound reasonable. Logical. Tempting. That and he was gazing at me with those unbelievably warm brown eyes of his, and his expression said:

PLEASE SAY YES.

“So the experiment would be whether or not there’s chemistry between us,” I said.

He let go of one of my hands to push his glasses back up on his nose, and smiled. “Exactly. A simple experiment in chemistry.”

Which made sense. There was nothing Steven loved more in the world than chemistry.

“So this would entail you and me going on dates,” he continued, moving onto the logistics of how it would happen. “Maybe once or twice a week, or more than that, if you want. Whatever you prefer, really . . . We could—”

“Yes.” The word was out of my mouth before I could talk myself out of it. “I’ll go out with you. Yes.”

“Excellent,” he said, looking so thrilled I thought he might start dancing right there in the bookstore. “You won’t regret it.”

And that’s how it started.

He held my hand during the movie. I sat in the flickering dark stunned by the idea that it had happened so easily, after all this time knowing each other. He asked me to think of him romantically, and I said I would. Just like that.

“This isn’t too weird for you, is it?” he whispered after a while.

“No.” I squeezed his hand. “This is good.”

And it was.

After the movie he drove me across Lincoln to the Oven, an Indian restaurant downtown. He opened the door for me, pulled my chair out as we were being seated, and insisted on paying for dinner.

That was a little weird.

Then he drove me home and walked me to the front door. And at the porch, he stopped.

“Can I kiss you?” he asked hoarsely. There was so much in his expression, and I could read it all. He liked me. He really liked me. He didn’t want to mess this up. He thought it might be too soon, but he wanted to kiss me. He wanted to know that I felt what he felt. It was a real part of the experiment, this kiss. It was:

Does me + Steven + dating = chemistry?

That’s what kissing is supposedly for, on a biological level. It’s a taste test, to see if you’d be a good match.

“Yes,” I said, and stepped closer to him. “You can kiss me.”

Slowly he lowered his head until his lips almost touched mine. He smiled, and I felt light-headed with how much I found I wanted this. I dragged my bottom lip between my teeth to wet it and smiled too. Breathless. Waiting.

“Okay,” he whispered, his breath hot against my cheek. “Here we go.”

His mouth came down on mine gently, without pressure, and I don’t have words to describe what it was like outside of warm and wonderful and alive, and none of those words even come close. After a minute our mouths opened and my tongue touched his, and the furthest thing from my mind would have been the words ew or no or gross. He tasted like red curry and sweet tea. Electricity zinged down my body and pooled low in my belly and I thought, Wow. So this is how it feels. All this time, I’d wondered. I was almost 18 years old and I’d never felt so connected with another person.

I curled my hand around the solidness of his shoulder and pulled him closer. He made a small rough noise deep in his chest and changed the angle, and our glasses banged against each other. We broke away from each other, laughing.

“That was . . . ,” he started.

“Spectacular,” I breathed.

“Spectacular,” he repeated, his brown eyes sparkling. Because the results of our experiment were conclusive:

Me + Steven + dating = spontaneous combustion

He tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear, his thumb lingering on my cheek. I shivered. I wanted to kiss him again.

“Good night, Lex,” he said, and then he turned abruptly and jogged back to his car. He sat there for a few minutes without driving off, and I wondered what he was doing until my phone buzzed with a series of rapid-fire texts. Which read:

There are some things I didn’t get to say before.

You are an amazing girl, Lex. You’re smart and funny and kind and beautiful. You’re the whole package.

Thanks for saying yes.

I’ll see you tomorrow?

I texted back that yes, I would love to see him tomorrow. We grinned at each other through the glass of his car window, and he drove away, and I went inside.

It was June 20.

I’d get six months with Steven, six months to the day, 183 days of kisses, before the equation would change again.





16 February


The first time Ty ever liked a girl, at least that I was aware of, he was 8 years old. He came home from school one day and announced that he was going to marry Melissa Meyers, a girl in his second-grade class. Because she was pretty, he said. And because she was “the nicest.” Apparently, he’d proposed at recess, and she’d accepted. So it was a done deal.

My parents, ever the sensitive types, burst out laughing when he told them.

“Did you kiss her yet?” Dad inquired between chuckles.

“Ew, no, gross,” Ty replied. “Girls have germs.”

This answer only made Mom and Dad laugh harder, and Ty caught on that he was the butt of some kind of joke. He reddened and scowled, then skulked off to his room to contemplate his undying love for Melissa in private.

That was the first time that Ty ever volunteered information about his love life to the family. It was also the last.

I remember the incident well, because at the time my 10-year-old self had a crush on one of the McIntyre boys: Seth, who was 2 years older than me and kind of a tough kid, always getting in fights at school, but to me was, as Ty phrased it, “the nicest.” I saw what happened to my brother and took a mental note never to tell my parents about my romantic experiences, either.

Not that there would have been a lot for me to report. I didn’t exactly brag about my little encounter with Nate Dillinger.

I used to tease Ty about girls, not excessively, but enough. It was my sisterly duty, I thought. “Nice cologne,” I might have said occasionally. “Trying to impress a girl?” “Who are you texting?” I’d ask if I caught him checking his phone. “A girl?” “Was that your girlfriend?” I’d prod if he smiled at a girl as we were walking into school together. “What’s her name?”

He typically had a two-part response:


1. No.

2. Shut up.



But I only teased him because I knew there was nothing serious to tease him about, and he knew that. When he said his “No, shut up” line, he always wore a wry smile, because he knew it was a game we were playing, the big-sister-harasses-little-brother game.

It was different with Ashley. That night before homecoming, when he admitted that he liked this girl, he really liked her, I didn’t joke, because I sensed that it was serious. I didn’t push to find out the details: Did she go to our school? Was she a sophomore too? Did they have classes together? What kind of person was she? What was it that he liked about her? Had he kissed her yet?

He would have hated it if I’d asked whether or not he’d kissed her.

He’d tell me about her when he was ready to tell me about her, I thought. In his own time.

I didn’t pressure him, didn’t tease, but I watched him. I noticed things. Like how all through October and November he was on his cell a lot, and his voice when he spoke into the phone was softer and sweeter than I’d ever heard him talk. He started wearing his cologne every day, and shaved even though he didn’t really need to, and spent more time in the mornings styling his hair. He walked with his chest out. He whistled as he came up the driveway. He even seemed more relaxed during our dinners with Dad.

I was glad for him. It was nice to see him smile when he saw her name come up on his phone.

I didn’t think about the fact that he was 16 and so the happy part wouldn’t last.

I didn’t think about the fallout.

I don’t know what day it ended exactly. I became aware of it the first week of December, when Ty got into a fight at school with one of his jock friends. He didn’t give us the specifics, but the way the principal described it to my mom, Ty threw the first punch. He was only suspended for a day, on account of the fact that it was his first offense, but I noticed a subtle shift in the way people were acting around him at school after that. Like he was on suspension from the cool club, too, maybe not permanently, but for now. And Ty was trying his best to act like he couldn’t care less.

He stopped talking except in the barest possible terms: please pass the salt, I’m going out, etc. . . . He stayed in his room, mostly, and played his music too loud, the bass throbbing up through my bedroom floor.

Happy was over.

This kind of behavior went on until December 10th, when a huge snowstorm passed through town. It dumped three feet of snow in a matter of hours, and the district called off school. Ty and I spent an afternoon watching TV in the den. He was sullen. He’d hardly strung 3 words together at breakfast, he’d rolled his eyes when Mom suggested that it was his turn to do the dishes, and, by the smell of it, he hadn’t showered in a couple of days.

Something needed to be done.

I decided to see if I could make it better.

“So,” I said as he flipped through channels. “What happened with that Ashley girl?”

I never was much for subtlety.

He made his face into a mask of careful indifference, but there were a few seconds there, before he composed himself, when pure pain flashed in his eyes.

“Nothing happened,” he said.

“Weren’t you going out or something?”

He looked at the television, considering what to tell me. “We went out for a while. But not anymore. It’s fine.”

It was not fine. Clearly.

“Uh-oh, am I going to have to beat her up?” I asked. “Because I will, you know.”

He smiled faintly. “No.”

“Who is this chick, anyway? Ashley who? What’s her last name? Because I am totally going to kick her butt,” I said, and the word butt came out so sharp and unnatural that Ty gave this tiny laugh, but he kept saying no, he wasn’t going to tell me her last name, it wasn’t necessary for me to beat her up, he could handle himself, thanks.

I had no real intention of confronting Ashley. I was just trying to cheer Ty up with the ridiculous notion that I, with my glasses and my twig-skinny arms, was capable of beating anyone up. So I kept going on about it, kept asking, and he kept telling me everything was fine. Then I dragged him out into the backyard to build a snowman effigy of Ashley and pelt it with snowballs, which he did reluctantly but then shifted to chucking snowballs at me, which evolved into an outright war. Then, when we were both snow-plastered and worn out, I suggested that we go in and do the girly thing and eat a whole lot of chocolate.

Operation Cheer Up Ty worked. Ty smiled. For the rest of the day he seemed lighter. He even cracked a joke at dinner.

He was going to snap out of it, I thought. He was going to get over this Ashley girl. He was going to
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