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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR A LOVE STORY STARRING MY DEAD BEST FRIEND

“As poignant as it is life-affirming and as tender as it is vibrant. A must-read for adults as well as teens.”

—Steve Kluger, author of My Most Excellent Year

 

“Emily Horner has written a book that could well be called Much More than a Love Story. It’s about friends, and hope, and letting go, and learning to love again. The story will make you want to grab a bike, take a spin, and remember how good it feels to be alive!”

—Alex Sanchez, author of  Rainbow Boys and The God Box

 

“A story so compelling, so moving, so satisfying, so honest that it kept me up way past my bedtime!”

—Nancy Garden, author of Annie on My Mind
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To Beth,
 who has taught me
 much about writing,
 and friendship




Dear Julia,

 

I’m writing this because I still turn around whenever I hear your name, and I just turned around.

This Julia is eight years old. She’s in the booth behind me with her mother and father and older brother. She has just visited the orthodontist, and there is nothing in this world that could console her. Certainly not the promise of being able to chew gum again someday. I want to tell her that it’s going to be okay, except that for the last two months people have been telling me it’s going to be okay, and they are all wrong and I want to bite their heads off.

I’m writing this on a napkin at a hot dog place outside a town called Dwight, Illinois. As long as days last in the middle of June, I was still surprised when the sun started to go down and I looked at my watch and it was eight o’clock already. Fifty-some miles on my bike today, and I’d better start looking for somewhere to spend the night.

I am going to California, just like we planned. I’m riding my bicycle there, and I know it’s an impossible distance—the rest of Illinois, Missouri, Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, California. I’ve been doing the math, on napkins or in notebooks, to make it look like less of an impossible distance. I’ve got 2,391 miles left now, and that’s not a number that means anything, but the precision is comforting.  Seventy-nine days between today and the last day of August, when I’d better get on a bus back home before school starts. Divide it out, you get a little more than thirty miles a day, and there’s something reassuring about the calculations. Like how we always did it when one of us was freaking out that we would never have time to write that fifteen-page paper, or never be able to save up enough for decent seats at the theater. It makes it look possible. It makes me forget that I can’t do this and I don’t expect to.

 

But somehow, it’s real. My mother gave me a cell phone and a credit card and sunscreen, and I am prepared for anything that could conceivably happen. And condoms, also. I can see the theoretical value in being prepared for anything, but—I just wish that you were here so I could laugh it off and make some bad joke about that being about as necessary as a zombie contingency plan. Instead of thinking about what I can’t bring myself to say.

Of course I do have a zombie contingency plan. You know how Jon wants everybody to have zombie contingency plans.

I don’t know whether I should call Oliver back. I pick up the phone and I can’t do it.

I don’t even know what I should do with this letter, because I’m writing as if there was somebody I could send it to, and there’s not.

There’s just this Tupperware box in the pannier  of my bike, and it’s so light. So terribly light, with nothing in it but your ashes, but it’s not light at all. Whenever I think about it, I can barely move.

And yet somehow I keep moving, because it’s just me perched on twenty pounds of steel in motion, with infinite possibilities stretching out in front of me, a vastness that gives me vertigo. The heat on my forearms, and the wind in my hair sweeping in through the helmet vents, and the resistance against my legs as I shift the gears down to muscle myself up the hill. It turns my whole existence into my legs pedaling, my body leaning into the turns, my fingers on the brakes, my eyes on the street. It is so fast and beautiful and all-consuming that my brain doesn’t have room for anything else, and I like it that way. It means I don’t have to think about you.

 

But I do anyway.

What I am thinking, when this all looks pointless and hopeless and dumb, is that you haven’t seen the ocean yet.

I’m going to shove myself up these hills. I’m going to sleep on hard ground in my little tent. I’m going to show you the ocean.

You’ll be waiting for me there, yeah?




NOW

I spent the summer with the smells of rain and grass and sky, and the horizon stretching out for ten miles in front of me. The basement workshop was a foreign country now, with blood and rust and sawdust in the air, and fluorescent lights that popped and flickered, and air-conditioning that made me shiver and rub my shoulders even though it was the middle of August. But I was alone with my thoughts, like I’d been all summer, and that was fine by me.

In front of me I had the sketches that Lissa drew, and an entire book of Japanese architecture marked up with  Amy’s sticky notes to show how the castle and the shrine were supposed to look. But I started with something simple, marking the contours of the wood cut-outs that were supposed to stand in for bushes. Ruler, protractor, French curves.

I fell into concentration and wasn’t sure how much time had passed when I heard a voice say “Hey” from the stairs.

“Hey,” I said. I glanced up, but I couldn’t see anything more than a pair of feet from where I was.

“I was going to do some sewing down here, is that cool?”

“It’s cool.”

“Got some music, if you want. No show tunes.”

“Thank God.”

She came into view little by little—white and pink sneakers. Tights striped in rainbows. A black skirt that puffed out at the sides. A tiny girl, barely five feet, her hair tied back with a lime green scrunchie—she looked as if she’d come right out of the halls of middle school. And it was too late to say no, it was not cool, please go away.

“Heather.” I said it like I was expecting her to say,  No, I’m Heather’s good twin.

“Guilty as charged.” With barely a nod, she sat down over in the empty seat by the stereo and handed me the CD wallet. “Choose something.”

She’d hardly said a sentence to me and already I was  freezing up and wishing I could throw the CDs at her. I would’ve been ashamed to pick a fight over it. She hadn’t done anything wrong except waltz in pretending not to know me, as if there wasn’t any history between us. But I wasn’t going to go pawing through her CD collection so that we could have a secret musical soulmates thing just because we both liked Arcade Fire. So I handed it back to her.

The first song sounded of suicidally depressed fine gravel. She started sewing; I went back to my pencils and plywood. All we had to do was be civil to each other. We only had to hang out in the same room for a while, hang out with the same friends for a while, and when the play was over we’d be able to get lost from each other in the high school crowds. In the middle of two thousand students, you should be able to avoid the one you can’t stand, even if you are both rabid overachievers. Oliver told me as much, more than I wanted to hear, and when she was sitting across from me, small and harmless with needle and thread, I could almost believe it.

She stopped the disc to put in a different one. “Maybe something just a teeny bit more cheerful.” Some bouncy jangling guitars came on, but I only heard about half a verse before she stopped that too.

Quiet again. She looked me in the eye. “We’d better talk.”

The folding chair where I was sitting creaked as I  swiveled around. “Can we just ignore each other like we were supposed to?”

“I want a truce.”

“A truce.” I repeated it back to her, not really believing it.

“We have got to be civil to each other for Oliver and Jon and Lissa and Amy and everybody. You probably know that better than I do. I’m not going to quit working on this play, because I make a damn fine ninja princess, and you’re not going to quit, so. As far as I can see, we don’t have much choice.”

“Does this look like open warfare to you?”

“Well, no.” She chewed on her lip. “But look at the Cold War. Everything’s all frosty and sort of polite, but the minute you make three wrong steps—poof, you’ve got nuclear winter. You can already hear everyone trying to walk on glass, you know? Like everyone’s going to start yelling at everyone if someone says the wrong thing. I mean, Ollie is—” She shook her head. “Well, you know.”

Yeah. He’d lost his girlfriend. He was barely holding it together.

Three years since the last time I saw her, and you’d think that time would heal things. Maybe it should have; maybe it would have, if only Julia were here, if only I didn’t have to handle it by myself. Julia should have been in the basement with me right now, rehearsing her ninja princess lines. That’s why I left in the first place.

I’d agreed to be here, though. I’d tried to run away from it and I was done running now. Heather didn’t know how much I owed to Oliver. She didn’t know that I wouldn’t quit now even if she turned on the viciousness I remembered. I was doing this for him—and for Julia, of course. Heather had nothing to do with it.

“You get yourself cast as the lead in my dead best friend’s play, fine. You take the closest thing to friends I’ve got, fine. But you expect us to be all chummy to each other, when I haven’t even heard you say you’re sorry?”

“I’m not saying it now,” she said. “It’s too cheap to apologize and not be able to give you an explanation. And it’s even worse if I do give you an explanation. Oh, feel my pain! I am entitled to get away with all the stupid stuff I pulled because no one understood me!” She put her hand over her chest and struck a dramatic pose.

“Yeah, it’s cheap. But you’ve given me nothing so far, and I still wouldn’t trust you as far as I could throw you.”

“Bet you could throw me pretty far, though.”

She sat down in front of me, legs crossed, elbows on her knees, tugging at her skirt to keep it modest. From up close, I could see the Hello Kitty designs on her sneakers. “So I’m not going to apologize. Yet. I’m just going to say, a lot can change in three years. Go on that for now. I’ve seen your glitter-painted anti-war signs. Aren’t you supposed to be the kind of person who’d make peace with Satan himself?”

Don’t even try that if-you-were-really-a-Quaker thing.

“Satan didn’t call me a dyke in front of the whole school.”

“I bet he would have. He’s mean like that.” She smirked a little, the kind of smile that has begging and pleading hidden underneath it, and an apology too: mean like that. It was probably as much as I could hope for.

“Look, Cassandra . . . I’m not asking you to be my friend, or even pretend to be my friend. Actually, please don’t pretend to be my friend. I had enough of that last year. I’m sick of it. You’ll be doing the backstage stuff, I’ll be rehearsing, so we’ll barely even have to look at each other.”

“So basically we can ignore each other. Like we were going to do anyway.”

“Exactly. But I wanted to formalize this whole process of ignoring each other.”

“You’ve been thinking about this for a while.”

“I figured you were going to come back eventually.”

She was right, and I knew it, and she knew it, but it still stuck in my throat. “Can I ask you something?”

“What?”

“How come you’re transferring back to public school?” Which is to say, my turf, the place where I was safe from you. Heather had transferred to St. Joseph’s after middle school. You don’t just switch schools when you’re about to start your senior year. It’s too many people, too many memories, to leave behind.

“Later,” she said, at the sound of stomping on the stairs. “I gotta go rehearse. You wouldn’t want to come up and watch, would you?”

I shook my head. I hadn’t even worked up the courage to read the play yet—to see everything that was Julia’s in her words. And her ninja bloodshed too. I’d never been good with violence, which is why Amy thought it was hilarious to show me all the disgusting stuff she found on underground YouTube knockoffs, but it was unbearable when I was still getting used to the idea that death was something that could happen to real people. “Too much work to do down here. We’ve only got a month to get everything finished, and after school starts I’m not going to have any time.”

“Suit yourself,” she said with a shrug. “I think you’d like it, though.”

As if she knew anything about me and what I’d like.

 

 

And then, not half an hour later, Lissa yelled down the stairs, “You’ve gotta come up and watch this. No is not an optional answer. Later is not an optional answer. Understand?”

So I dragged myself up the stairs and into the theater. It was just Amy, Lissa, and Jon on stage, no costumes, nothing resembling a set, no instruments to back them up, but Lissa started off singing: I bet you think you’re smart  
And you think you’ve got skills





Amy next:You might be going to Harvard,  
But I bet I’ve got more kills





And Jon:If you think there’s no ninjas in our midst  
It’s just because we vanish into mist . . .





Then, three-part harmony in soprano, alto, and tenor as they launched into the chorus:Ninjas can divide by zero  
We never break a bone  
And we never cry for home  
And our awesome stealth is known across the  
world—

 

(It’s not stealth if you’re famous for it), Lissa said.  
(Oh, whatever), Amy said.

 

Ninjas can divide by zero  
And I just want to remind  
There’s a ninja right behind  
Your seat—no don’t look! There he went!  
Ninjas can divide by zero  
So if you didn’t know  
You better stay and watch the show  
Or else we’ll all flip out and chop you into numerous  
small bloody pieces because that’s what ninjas do.





Wow.

In March I’d missed a problem on a math test because I’d gotten careless and divided by zero. Not a big deal, to get a 95, but it was such a stupid mistake, and Julia had tried to console me. “Ninjas can divide by zero,” she said.

“No they can’t.”

“And why not? Ninjas can do lots of stuff.”

“Because it’s not a matter of having lots of skills. It’s mathematically impossible. There would have to be some number that you could multiply by zero to get a non-zero number, and there isn’t. It doesn’t work.”

“Maybe there is such a number and it’s just being stealthy,” Julia had said, and it was dumb but it gave me a mental image of numbers dressed in black hiding in the woods, and that made things better.

And now that little inconsequential moment, that moment that I barely even remembered, was in this song, in this play.

I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. With Heather a couple rows behind me, all I could do was bite my cheek and look the other way. I wasn’t going to make myself a target again.
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Heather and I spent two more days in the basement workshop, not talking and hardly even glancing at each other, and then Ollie called everybody up for a meeting in one of the theater’s little classrooms—hardly more than an ancient scratched coffee table surrounded by a few seats. We looked at each other like we were both waiting for the other one to sit down first, still not quite ready to declare peace. Finally I couldn’t take it anymore and slouched down on the scarred magenta beanbag chair, and Heather perched on the arm of the old couch where Ollie, Lissa, and Jon were already sitting. Amy glanced from Heather to me and back again, blinking sharply. And then, when the silence threatened to stretch out unbearably, she said, “So, I know I said I wasn’t going to see The Ossuary 2 because the original was just a lame rip-off of a decent Korean gorefest, but I was really bored last night, and of course they had to cut out all the weird dark humor. And they put in this dumb plotline about the hero’s dysfunctional family, and how his alcoholic mother walked out on him and he had to raise his little brother himself, and the little brother got in with a bad crowd and ended up in a gang and then he got shot and that’s why he’s a creepy dead guy. Which is much less interesting than the war dead in the original.”

Sometimes people had to remind Amy of the difference between inside thoughts and outside thoughts, but that was the exact right thing to say. Jon started to argue with her about exactly how bad the movie was, and I  just leaned back and ran my hands over the bookshelves of beat poets and Stephen King and V. C. Andrews that had been left by another generation of theater geeks. But then Ollie stood up, and we all settled down and waited for the meeting part of the meeting to start. He rubbed the back of his neck and looked down as if he didn’t want to be in charge, didn’t want to be six feet tall and practically a senior.

“Lissa, costume status?”

“The sewing machine is off limits to all the freshninjas, as of now,” she said. “One of them who will remain nameless just wrecked three yards of the cheap satin, which, I will admit, is a royal pain to sew. And that goes for you too, Heather, freshninja or not.”

I raised a hand, embarrassed at always being four steps behind on their inside jokes, embarrassed at having been away so long that I didn’t know what was going on anymore.

“We had way too many volunteers,” Lissa explained. “Mostly freshmen who didn’t have anything better to do with their summers, hence freshninjas. So we picked the ones who promised to pull their weight with the technical stuff. We’d be even more behind schedule than we are, otherwise.”

“Not really,” Amy said. “It’s all I can do trying to herd a pack of fourteen-year-olds who were raised by wolves, and who think that the proper use of a bucket of paint is to pour it over someone’s head.”

“Like you’ve never poured a bucket of paint over someone’s head,” Oliver said.

“You were there. You knew he had it coming.”

Oliver started to smile, but covered his mouth, shaking his head in resignation. “So we have tons of problems, and nothing that’s news. Right?”

Nods all around.

“And I guess everybody knows what they’re supposed to be doing except for Cass.”

“I do know what I’m supposed to be doing,” I said. “Right?” The kind of grunt work I’d always volunteered myself for. Or gotten myself volunteered for. Building sets, painting them, maybe helping with the lights if they didn’t have anyone better. Unless they didn’t need me because they had enough freshninjas for the technical parts.

“Did you read the play yet?”

“No,” I admitted. “I know, you gave it to me ages ago, I’m getting to it, really, but it’s not like I have a part—”

“But you do—in act three. The whole castle has to be booby-trapped. It’s like the Temple of Doom on a lunch-money budget. And you are in charge of it. It’s in the script that way.”

“Me.”

“Who else is going to do it?”

“Well, I—”

“Why do you think Julia wrote it in? Look, she wrote a part for the flamboyant gay guy, she wrote a part for  the good-looking tenor, and she wrote a part for the girl who can do calculus in her head. This is all math and physics, and no one else could get it right.”

“Come on. Nobody can do calculus in their head.” Okay, so I was a mathlete. So I had joked to Julia sometimes during physics class that the point of physics was to calculate trajectories for catapults—catapults would make cafeteria food fights so much more sophisticated, after all.

“I don’t know if I should be building weapons,” I said, not so much because it was true as because I was a little overwhelmed. “Lissa—you know what I mean, right?”

She shrugged. “I may not believe in killing animals, but you have to admit, sometimes human beings have it coming. Especially fictional ones. It’s not as if anyone’s actually going to get hurt.”

I thought about this. I was just this girl who hung around the theater geeks and pretended to know what they were talking about, and didn’t even care except that if Julia was around I’d be happy to paint some sets or figure out the lights. It made me feel good, wanted. How much had she known about that?

“You don’t have to do it,” Ollie said.

But I was already gnawing on things in my mind—how am I going to make this? Wouldn’t it be cool if I could put in some crossbows? Did they have crossbows in feudal Japan? Could I maybe hide some shurikens inside the walls? Did we care about historical accuracy,  considering that we were making a musical about ninjas?

All I said was, “I can handle it.”

Even Heather had stopped mattering to me, for a minute or two. I was too busy chasing one thought after another, grinning inside at the thought of unleashing my special effects upon the school auditorium. And grinning because Julia planned things out this way.

Administrative odds and ends kept the meeting going, conversations I couldn’t understand. They’d been doing this all summer while I’d been away; they had their own shorthand. But after a while we started putting away our sketches and papers, and people started drifting to their separate tasks or their weekend plans. Heather left, and then I looked around and she was there again.

“Cassandra? I saw your bike outside.”

“Yes, I’m riding the same bike I had in middle school. Very funny.”

“Listen,” she said, “if you need a ride to the home improvement store, I’ve got plenty of cargo space.”

I started to say that I was fine, I didn’t need it, but the home improvement store was way on the edge of town, never an easy ride—and not now, with the pink bike that I’d outgrown a couple inches ago, that lacked the rack trunk and panniers that would have made hauling cargo a lot easier. Not when I’d have to figure out how to balance with lumber strapped to the seat with a bungee cord. And I was sparking with the energy of having a fun and interesting job to do, the kind of energy that makes you  want to pounce on a job right away without making a plan or waiting for everything to line up perfectly.

“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, actually, I kind of do.”

I looked at her, trying to find something on the surface that would tell me who she was and why she did anything she did, and I couldn’t even begin to guess at her motives, or figure out whether or not I could put even a thread of trust in her. But she just shrugged and started to walk to her car, waving me forward over her shoulder.

I took the front wheel off my bike and loaded it into the trunk of her little black SUV, and we were off. For a while we didn’t talk, and Heather spun between the radio stations so that we would have something to break the silence.

“So, are you ever going to explain why you’re not going back to St. Joseph’s next year?”

“Oh, you know Catholic schools. The gangs, the drugs, the violence.”

“No, really.”

Quiet. “Aw, hell,” she said in the end. “I guess I have to start somewhere. Have you ever had one of those breakups that is so boiling-in-oil painful that you can’t even stand to go to the same school anymore, lest you catch a glimpse of their face in the hallway and start crying all over your math test?”

“No,” I said honestly. “But I get the running away from your problems part. It’s stupid, though, right? They always end up following us around anyway.”

I looked over at Heather, her head silhouetted in the driver’s-side window, resting just for a moment on her outstretched fingertips. “It doesn’t work?”

“Well,” I said ruefully, “maybe next time I’ll try something faster than a bike.”




End of sample
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