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         Phobophobia 

         
         
         
         
         fear of phobias 



         
         
         
         
         
         Everybody has fears, right?

         
         
         
         
         I’m into that.

         
         
         
         
         I collect fears like other people collect stamps, which makes me sound like more of a freak than I actually am. But I’m into
            it. The fears thing. Phobias.

         
         
         
         
         There are all the typical, common phobias. Lots of people are afraid of heights and elevators and spiders. Those are boring.
            I’m a fan of the good phobias. Stuff like nelophobia, the fear of glass. Or arachibutyrophobia, the fear that you will have
            peanut butter sticking to the roof of your mouth.

         
         
         
         
         I do not have the fear of peanut butter, of course, but how cool is it that it’s named?

         
         
         
         
         It’s a lot easier to understand things once you name them. It’s the unknown that mostly freaks me out.

         
         
         
         
         I don’t know the name of that fear, but I know I’ve got it, the fear of the unknown.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Mnemophobia 

         
         
         
         
         fear of memories 



         
         
         
         
         
         Planes stink because you’re stuck staring out at the sky and that makes you think about things—things you might not want to
            think about, I mean.

         
         
         
         
         Mnemophobia is a real fear. I did not make it up. I swear. You can be afraid of your memories. There’s no easy off button
            for your brain. It would be really, really nice if there were.

         
         
         
         
         So I crush my fingers into my eyelids, trying to make myself stop remembering things. I focus on the present, the now. That’s
            what talk-show people always tell you to do: live for today.

         
         
         
         
         I wrapped a white thread around my finger when my dad died. I keep it there to remind me that I once felt stuff, once had
            a dad, a life. It’s twisted so the knot is against my pinkie. I move it around just as the guy next to me crosses his legs
            and bumps my thigh with his monster-big shoe.

         
         
         
         
         “Sorry,” he says.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s okay.” My fingers decide to put away all my Amnesty International Urgent Action papers, which plead with me to write
            more letters on behalf of tortured monks, missing students.

         
         
         
         
         “No offense, but you okay? You look a little like a zombie.”

         
         
         
         
         I manage to turn my head to look at him. He has a beefy nose, jowls, a corporate white man look. My mouth moves. “What?” 

         
         
         
         
         He smiles. Coffee breath leaks out of his mouth. “This whole flight you’ve been on autopilot; writing those letters, saving
            the world, but you’re like a zombie.”

         
         
         
         
         Something inside of me tweaks. “My dad just died. My step-dad, really. I call him my dad. He was my dad. He raised me.”

         
         
         
         
         The man loses his hearty old-boy smile. “Oh. Sorry.”

         
         
         
         
         I feel badly for his awkwardness. “It’s okay. I’m just . . .”

         
         
         
         
         There are no words for it. Dead inside. Zombie-esque? That’s not even a word. Zombified?

         
         
         
         
         He keeps at me. “So, you going back to school or something? You go to school in Maine?”

         
         
         
         
         I shake my head no, but I can’t explain it all to him. I can’t explain it all to myself. My mom sent me up here because for
            four months I haven’t been able to smile. For four months I haven’t been able to cry or feel or do anything.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m going to my grandmother’s to stay,” I finally manage.

         
         
         
         
         He nods, coughs, and says, “Oh. That’s good. Bad time of year for Maine, though. Winter. Cold as hell.”

         
         
         
         
         My grandmother, stepgrandmother officially, is picking me up at the Bangor Airport in Maine, which is probably the smallest
            airport with the longest runway in the world. Our plane lands and I see sunless skies, which figures. You know things aren’t
            going to be good when even the sky is gray and cold.

         
         
         
         
         I eye my parka, but don’t slug it on. It’s like giving in too soon.

         
         
         
         
         It’s late October, right?

         
         
         
         
         How bad can it be?

         
         
         
         
         Bad.

         
         
         
         
         Cold air rushes in as soon as the flight attendant opens the plane door. I shiver.

         
         
         
         
         “Toto, we aren’t in the tropics anymore,” the guy next to me says. He hauls a parka out of his carry-on bag. He’s a much
            smarter guy than I gave him credit for. My dad used to say that we should expect the best in people.

         
         
         
         
         People say my dad’s heart attacked him, but the truth is his heart failed him. It decided not to beat anymore, not to move
            the precious blood around in his veins. It seized up and failed.

         
         
         
         
         He died on our kitchen floor next to a water bottle I dropped. That doesn’t seem like it should be real, but it is.

         
         
         
         
         Anyway, I slip on the stairs leading out of the plane and onto the tarmac. The man behind me (aka my seat mate) catches me
            by the arm.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s hard to save the world when you can’t save yourself,” he says, all smartass.

         
         
         
         
         I stumble some more and a knot starts forming in my stomach. 

         
         
         
         
         “What?” I ask, even though I got what he said, I just can’t believe he said it. It’s so mean. He doesn’t repeat it.

         
         
         
         
         The wind gusts and my hair smashes against my cheek. I duck low, like it’s going to protect me from the wind.

         
         
         
         
         “Got to love Maine,” the flight attendant at the bottom of the stairs says.

         
         
         
         
         She’s not smiling.

         
         
         
         
         What I’m afraid of, right now, in this very moment, is being helpless as I watch my dad die of a heart attack on our kitchen
            floor.

         
         
         
         
         But that has already happened, right?

         
         
         
         
         So I will go with my second-biggest fear, fear of the cold. This is cheimaphobia, also known as cheimatophobia or frigophobia
            or psychophobia. There are lots of words for that one.

         
         
         
         
         I’m not used to the cold. But I will be soon. You have to face your fears. That’s what my dad always said. You just have to
            face them.

         
         
         
         
         So, to face them, I chant them. Each slippery footstep on the tarmac heading to the terminal I whisper another one.

         
         
         
         
         Cheimatophobia.

         
         
         
         
         Frigophobia.

         
         
         
         
         Psychophobia.

         
         
         
         
         Cheimaphobia.

         
         
         
         
         Why is it that naming the fear doesn’t make it any better?



         
         
         
         
         
         My grandmother, Betty, is waiting in the terminal. The moment she sees me, she strides over like a lumberjack and folds me
            into a big hug with those long arms of hers. She’s built just like my dad and I kind of lean into her, happy to be with someone
            but at the same time wishing she were him.

         
         
         
         
         “Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes. Hard trip?” she asks, then steers me out into the parking lot and up into her huge
            black pickup truck. She stashes my suitcase and backpack in the back. We’ve already shipped up the rest of my Charleston stuff,
            not that all those T-shirts and camis are going to do me much good in Maine. She comes back around and smiles at me as I struggle
            to get inside the cab.

         
         
         
         
         “This is a monster, Betty,” I say, hauling myself in. I start shivering. I can’t help it. All my bones feel broken from the
            cold. “Your truck is massive.”

         
         
         
         
         She smacks the dashboard and laughs. “You better believe it. All the better to haul butt in.”

         
         
         
         
         “Haul butt?”

         
         
         
         
         “You want me to say ass? I don’t want to affect your tender sensibilities.”

         
         
         
         
         Tender sensibilities? I almost laugh, but I can’t quite do it. “Is it new?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yep. Your mom see you off?” she asks.

         
         
         
         
         “She cried.” My finger runs along the edge of where the window meets the door and stops. “I felt awful when she cried.”

         
         
         
         
         I dare to look up into her eyes. They are light amber brown like my dad’s. They tilt at the ends, by her temples, slanting
            up, just the tiniest of bits. They soften a little as I stare into them. Since I don’t know my biological father, Grandma
            Betty is the only grandparent I have. My mom’s parents died when she was a teenager. She actually lived here with Betty and
            her husband, Ben, and my dad, while she finished up high school. Betty was amazing, just taking her in like that, kind of
            like how she’s taken me in.

         
         
         
         
         Betty nods and turns on the car. “She would. It’s hard on her, letting you go.”

         
         
         
         
         “Then she probably shouldn’t have gotten rid of me.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s what you think she’s doing?”

         
         
         
         
         I shrug and put my hands back in my lap.

         
         
         
         
         “She’s just trying to keep you . . .”

         
         
         
         
         “What? Sane?” I laugh but it’s hard and bitter and it doesn’t sound like something that should come out of me. It sort of
            echoes in my chest. “She’s shoving me off to the land of zero population growth to keep me sane?”

         
         
         
         
         “Little bitter there, sweetheart?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah. I know. I’m sorry.”

         
         
         
         
         Betty smiles. “Bitter is better than nothing. From what your mom says you’ve been awful depressed, nothing like your normal
            stubborn, save-the-world self.”

         
         
         
         
         “He died, Betty.”

         
         
         
         
         “I know, sweetie. But he would want us to keep living. God, that’s a cliché, but it’s true.”

         
         
         
         
         Betty’s pretty decent as far as grandmothers go. She used to head up a life insurance company, but then my grandfather died
            and she retired. She didn’t have anything to do other than play golf or go fishing, so she decided to start some new ventures.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m going to improve myself and then the community,” she told my dad. So she started running, and trained until she could
            compete in the Boston Marathon at the age of sixty-five. That goal achieved, she got a black belt. Then, she decided to become
            an Emergency Medical Technician. So that’s what she does now. She’s the head EMT for Downeast Ambulance in Bedford, Maine.
            She doesn’t let them pay her, though.

         
         
         
         
         “I have retirement money. I want them to give it to the young guys with families,” she explained to my dad back when she first
            started riding ambulances. “It’s only fair.”

         
         
         
         
         Grandma Betty is big on fair.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not sure how fair it is you being stuck with an old coot like me,” she says as we drive down Route 1A toward Bedford.

         
         
         
         
         I shrug because I don’t want to talk about it.

         
         
         
         
         Grandma Betty notices. “The leaves are beautiful, aren’t they?”

         
         
         
         
         That’s her way of letting me not talk about it.

         
         
         
         
         “They sure are,” I say. We drive past all the trees turning colors. It is a last stand, I know. Soon they’ll be naked and
            dead  looking. They’re beautiful, but they’re barely hanging on to the branches. They’ll plunge off soon. Lots already have.
            They’ll rot on the ground, get raked up, burned, trampled on. It’s not easy being a leaf in New England.

         
         
         
         
         I shiver again.

         
         
         
         
         “You know we’re all just worried about you?”

         
         
         
         
         I shrug; it’s all I can bring myself to do.

         
         
         
         
         Betty turns up the heat and it blasts in my face. She laughs. “You look like a model with the fan blowing your hair so you
            look suitably sexy.”

         
         
         
         
         “I wish,” I mumble.

         
         
         
         
         “You’ll adjust to the cold.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s just so different from Charleston, so cold and bleak . . .” I put my head in my hands and then realize how melodramatic
            that is. “I’m sorry. I’m so whiny.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re allowed to whine.”

         
         
         
         
         “No, I’m not. I hate whining. I have nothing to whine about, especially not to you. It’s just the land in Maine isn’t half
            as lush or alive. It looks like the whole state is getting ready to be buried under snow for winter—a season of death. Even
            the grass looks likes it’s given up.”

         
         
         
         
         She laughs and makes a creepy voice, “And the trees. They crowd in on you so that you can’t see off in the distance and you
            can’t see what is on the ground, hiding in the ferns or behind the tree trunks, in the bushes.”

         
         
         
         
         My hand presses against the cold glass window. I make a hand print.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s not a horror movie, Zara.” She smiles at me so I know she’s kind of sympathetic, but also teasing. This is how Betty
            is.

         
         
         
         
         “I know.”

         
         
         
         
         “Maine is cold compared to Charleston, though. You’re going to have to bundle up here.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yep.”

         
         
         
         
         Cheimaphobia.

         
         
         
         
         “You still chanting phobias?”

         
         
         
         
         “Did I say it out loud?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yep.” Her hand leaves the steering wheel and she pats my leg for a second before adjusting the heat again. “I’ve got a theory
            about that.”

         
         
         
         
         “You do?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, I think you are one of those people who believe that if you can name something, then you can overcome it, conquer it,
            which is what you’re going to have to do about your dad dying. And I know that it hurts, Zara, but—”

         
         
         
         
         “Betty!” There’s a tall guy standing on the side of the road, not moving, just staring.

         
         
         
         
         Betty jerks the truck across the double yellow line and then puts us back where we belong.

         
         
         
         
         “Crap!” she yells. “Idiot!”

         
         
         
         
         She’s almost panting. My hands clutch my seat belt. She pulls in a couple of big breaths and says, “Don’t start talking like
            me or your mom will kill me.”

         
         
         
         
         I finally manage to speak. “You saw him?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course I did. Damn fool standing on the side of the road. It’s a good thing I saw him too, or else I’d have run him over.”

         
         
         
         
         I stare at her, trying to figure it out. Then I look behind us, but we’ve gone around a curve, and even if the tall man was
            still there I wouldn’t be able to see him anymore.

         
         
         
         
         “You really saw him?” I say.

         
         
         
         
         “Of course I did. Why did you ask?”

         
         
         
         
         “You’ll think I’m stupid.”

         
         
         
         
         “Who says I don’t already?” She laughs so I know she’s joking. 

         
         
         
         
         “You are one mean grandmother.”

         
         
         
         
         “I know. So, why did you ask?”

         
         
         
         
         She’s not the type to give up, so I try to make it sound like no big deal. “I just keep thinking I see this same guy everywhere,
            this tall, dark-haired, pale guy. That couldn’t be him, though.”

         
         
         
         
         “You saw this guy in Charleston?”

         
         
         
         
         I nod. I wish my feet could touch the floor so I wouldn’t feel so stupid and little.

         
         
         
         
         She thinks for a split second. “And now you’re seeing him here?”

         
         
         
         
         “I know. It’s silly and weird.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s not silly, honey, but it is most definitely weird.” She honks at another truck heading the other way. “John Weaver.
            He builds houses. Volunteer firefighter, good guy. Zara, honey, I don’t mean to scare you, but I want you to stay in the house
            at night, okay? No fooling around, no going out.”

         
         
         
         
         “What?”

         
         
         
         
         “Just humor an old woman.”

         
         
         
         
         “Tell me why.”

         
         
         
         
         “A boy went missing last week. People are worried that something happened to him.”

         
         
         
         
         “He could’ve just run away.”

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe. Maybe not. That’s not the whole reason, though. Look, my job is all about saving people, right? And I know you are
            used to training at night in Charleston, but there aren’t that many streetlamps here. I don’t want to be scraping my own granddaughter
            off the Beechland Road, got it?”

         
         
         
         
         “Sure.” I stare at the trees and then I start laughing because it’s all so ridiculous. “I’m not running much anymore.”

         
         
         
         
         “You aren’t doing anything much anymore is what I hear.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah.” I pick at the string around my finger. It’s part of a rug my dad bought. It used to be white but now it’s sort of
            a dull gray. 

         
         
         
         
         I shudder. Grandma Betty and I toss back some tidbits for the rest of the ride, and I try to lecture her about the War on
            Terror’s impact on worldwide human rights issues. My heart’s not in it though, so most of the time we’re pretty quiet.

         
         
         
         
         I don’t mind.



         
         
         
         
         “Almost home,” she says. “I bet you’re tired.”

         
         
         
         
         “A little.”

         
         
         
         
         “You look tired. You’re pale.”

         
         
         
         
         Betty’s house is a big Cape with cedar shingles and a front porch. It looks cozy and warm, like a hidden burrow in the cold
            woods. I know from what my mom told me that there are three bedrooms upstairs and one down. The inside is made of wood and
            brick with a high ceiling in the kitchen, a woodstove in the living room.

         
         
         
         
         The first thing Betty does when we pull into the driveway is wave her hand at the Subaru parked there.

         
         
         
         
         My mouth drops open. I manage to say, “It still has the sticker in the window.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s brand new. The driving’s tough in Maine. I wanted you to be safe. And I can’t be driving you around everywhere like
            some sort of damn chauffeur.”

         
         
         
         
         “You swore.”

         
         
         
         
         “Like a fisherman. Better get used to it,” She eyes me. “Like the car?”

         
         
         
         
         I fling my arms around her and she chuckles, patting my back. “Not a big deal, sweetie. It’s still in my name, you know. Nothing
            big.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, it is.” I jump out of the truck and run over to the car, hugging the cold, snow-covered metal until my fingers freeze
            stiff and Betty hustles me inside.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t deserve this,” I say.

         
         
         
         
         “Of course you do.”

         
         
         
         
         “No, I don’t.”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t make me swear at you. Just say thank you and be done with it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you and be done with it.”

         
         
         
         
         She snorts. “Punk.”

         
         
         
         
         “I just . . . I love it, Betty.” I throw my arms around her again. The car is the first good thing that’s happened in Maine.
            It is the first good thing that has happened in a long time.

         
         
         
         
         Of course, people in third world countries have to save their entire lives for a car, and here is mine, right there in the
            driveway, waiting for me. My head whirls.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t deserve this, Betty,” I say again, once we’re back in her cozy living room. She bends over and starts up a fire in
            the woodstove, crumpling up paper, stacking kindling.

         
         
         
         
         “Enough with that sort of talk, Zara,” she says. Her back cracks when she stands up. It reminds me that she’s old. It’s hard
            to remember that. “You deserve lots of things.”

         
         
         
         
         “But there are people starving in the world. People who don’t have homes. People who—”

         
         
         
         
         She holds up a finger. “You’re right. I’m not going to say you aren’t right, but just because they go without doesn’t mean
            you have to go without too.”

         
         
         
         
         “But . . .”

         
         
         
         
         “And it doesn’t mean you can’t use what you have to make other people’s lives better.” She pulls off her hat and runs her
            hands through her crazy-curly, grayish/orangish hair. “How are you going to do any volunteer work without a car? Or get to
            school? Huh?”

         
         
         
         
         I shrug.

         
         
         
         
         “’Cause I’m a busy woman, Zara,” she continues. “Although I’ve changed my schedule so I’m not going on any night calls. We’ll
            have dinner together, be all domestic.” She smiles a little and her voice softens. “You’re just like him.”

         
         
         
         
         She means my dad. My throat closes up but I manage to whisper, “How?”

         
         
         
         
         “Always trying to save the world. Always worried that you have too much when other people have too little,” she says. “And
            always trying to get out of going to school.”

         
         
         
         
         She stomps over and gives me a quick hug, followed by a smack on the butt. She’s so football coach sometimes.

         
         
         
         
         I call my mom even though I don’t really want to.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m here,” I say.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, sweetie. I’m glad you made it safe. How is it?”

         
         
         
         
         “Cold.”

         
         
         
         
         “Sounds just like the Maine I remember.” She laughs and then pauses. I listen to silence and then she asks, “You still mad
            at me?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yep.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s for your own good.”

         
         
         
         
         “Right. Did you know a boy up here went missing last week?” 

         
         
         
         
         “What? Put your grandmother on the phone, okay? Zara . . . I love you.”

         
         
         
         
         I point at Betty. “She wants to talk to you.”

         
         
         
         
         Then I say into the phone. “Love you too.”

         
         
         
         
         Betty grabs it from me, covers it with her hand, and says, “Now,  go on up to your room and get settled in. It’s the second
            door on the left. You have to get that car registered tomorrow at town hall. And start school. First thing. No sulking around
            the house.”

         
         
         
         
         I nod and trot up toward my bedroom. Pausing on the stairs, I just make out Betty’s hushed voice saying, “She sure doesn’t
            look like herself. You were right.”

         
         
         
         
         She plods across the room and stares at me eavesdropping. “Are you listening to my conversation with your mother?”

         
         
         
         
         My throat closes up. I manage to nod.

         
         
         
         
         “Up to bed, missy!”

         
         
         
         
         I run up the rest of the stairs and head into my bedroom. With its lace curtains and cozy quilt-covered bed my bedroom doesn’t
            seem so bad either. The walls are pale and not wood. Boxes of my clothes hunker against the wall. I yank off my jeans and
            hoodie and grab the bathrobe hanging from the back hook of the door. There’s a Z embroidered into the puffy baby blue cloth. I wrap it around me and for a second I feel almost happy. The warm shower to get
            off all that airport grime feels amazing, even if there are rubber ducky decals all over the tiles. I towel off and head back
            to my room. Grandma Betty lets me settle in by myself. I even put up my Amnesty International poster. It’s a candle with barbed
            wire around it, the symbol of the organization. I stare at the flame on it and feel almost—but not quite—cozy. I’m pulling
            out my International Rights reports when she sticks her head in my bedroom doorway.

         
         
         
         
         “You settling in okay?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah. Thanks for having me.” I leave the reports in a pile, stand up, and smile at her.

         
         
         
         
         She smiles back and closes one of the shades. “I’m honored to spend time with my only granddaughter.”

         
         
         
         
         I walk away to the other window to close the shade, but I want to look out first. I have to wipe away the cold to see out.
            It’s just trees and darkness, darkness and trees. I pull the shade down. “I really don’t want to go to school tomorrow.”

         
         
         
         
         She comes and stands next to me. “Of course you don’t.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t really want to do much of anything.”

         
         
         
         
         “I know, but it’ll get better.” She bumps her hip into me and then drapes an arm around my shoulders, giving me a sideways
            hug. “You could always pray for a snow day.”

         
         
         
         
         I hug her back. “That is an excellent idea. Maybe I could do the snow dance.”

         
         
         
         
         She laughs. “Your dad taught you that?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yep. You drop an ice cube into the toilet and dance around chanting ‘Snow. Snow. Snow.’”

         
         
         
         
         “Until it melts. That son of mine. I sure do miss him.” She settles against me for a second, pats her strong hands on my back.
            “But I’m glad you’re here to keep me company, selfish or not. Now, no worries. You’ll be okay, Zara. I’ll make sure of that.”

         
         
         
         
         “I just don’t know if I’m up for the whole school thing.” I pull away, cross my arms over my chest.

         
         
         
         
         She kisses the top of my head. “You will be just fine, princess. And if anyone gives you any crap, I’ll go jack ’em for you,
            okay?” 

         
         
         
         
         The thought of my ancient life-saving grandmother pummeling someone makes me laugh, even though I know I shouldn’t laugh
            at violence.

         
         
         
         
         “I mean it, Zara. Anyone hassles you, you let me know. Anything scares you or bothers you, you tell me. That’s my grand-motherly
            duty. You let me do it. Okay?”

         
         
         
         
         Outside, the snow keeps trucking down. Shivering, I look up  into her eyes, amber like a wild cat’s. The pupils seem to expand
            a little because she means it. She really means it.

         
         
         
         
         I grab her hand. “Okay.”



         
         
         
         
         
         The howling wakes me up in the middle of the night.

         
         
         
         
         It is a long noise, full of grief.

         
         
         
         
         I shudder and sit up in bed.

         
         
         
         
         Something outside howls again. It’s not too far away.

         
         
         
         
         Coyotes?

         
         
         
         
         There’s a series of excited yips and another howl. I remember this movie we watched in wildlife biology class about how coyotes
            act when they have a kill. This sounds sort of like that, but not exactly like coyotes, deeper maybe, like big dogs or wolves.

         
         
         
         
         I pad over to my window, move the curtains back, and look out. Whiteness covers the lawn and my car. The moon glistens off
            it, making the snow seem as if it’s made of crystals or diamonds, gleaming, shining. It’s beautiful.

         
         
         
         
         I breathe out. Have I been holding my breath? Why would I hold my breath?

         
         
         
         
         Because I’m thinking of my dad.

         
         
         
         
         My dad grew up here. And he’ll never see this snow or this house or the forest or me again. He’s locked away from it, locked
            away from me, from life, a prisoner. I would do anything to set him free.

         
         
         
         
         My hand presses against the cold window frame. Something moves at the edge of the woods, just a shadow really, a darkness
            that seemed a little darker than the tree trunks and limbs.

         
         
         
         
         I tilt my head and squint. Nothing.

         
         
         
         
         Then it comes, the feeling. Imaginary spiders scurry against my skin.

         
         
         
         
         My hand leaves the window. The curtain swings closed. I tiptoe back to bed, closing the distance between window and bed as
            quickly as I can without actually running.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s nothing.”

         
         
         
         
         That’s what stinks about lying. It’s hard to do it to yourself and actually believe it. It’s much better to just chant your
            phobias, face the truth, and be on your way, but I can’t do that. Not yet.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Didaskaleinophobia 

         
         
         
         
         fear of going to school 



         
         
         
         
         
         The best thing about crying is that it always knocks me out. I slept really well last night, even with the stupid dogs howling
            around midnight or so. It’s a good thing I’m not cynophobic because I would have freaked all night.

         
         
         
         
         It’s quiet now.

         
         
         
         
         The snow muffles the outside world and when my alarm goes off there is no way I want to get up and face it. Grandma Betty’s
            house is just too safe and cozy, especially my bed. Still, I haul my tired butt up to look out the window. Snow covers everything
            and it’s . . . what? The middle of October.

         
         
         
         
         “This is just wrong,” I announce and pull the lace curtains all the way open. The strange white light that snow reflects drifts
            into my room.

         
         
         
         
         It’s breakfast and I’m by my lonesome. Grandma Betty left me a huge note in the middle of the table, right by a water mark
            that looks just like South Carolina. I swallow and touch where Charleston would be. Then I check out the note:

         
         
         
         
         Zara . . . I’m off to the station. A logging truck jackknifed on Route 9. Minor injuries. There is still school. You didn’t
            pray hard enough. Better luck next time. Ha-ha. All juniors have PE so make sure you take clothes. Drive careful. It’s slippery
            out. Here’s a map. It’s a pretty straight shot. Do not drive after dark. I’ll be home by nightfall. Knock them dead. The keys
            are right here.

         
         
         
         
         [image: 1114115627]

         
         
         She drew an arrow pointing at the keys, next to the note on the table, like I’d miss them.

         
         
         
         
         I scoop them up and dangle them in the air. One catches at the string around my finger. It’s getting loose.



         
         
         
         
         
         The disaster that is my morning begins when I dash down the front steps and skid into the tree. A thin layer of ice is hiding
            beneath the snow. I don’t see it. I wobble and skid, windmilling my arms until I run right into a big pine tree. I hard-hug
            it to keep from smashing my face into the bark.

         
         
         
         
         “Damn.”

         
         
         
         
         Slowly, carefully I edge away. If you don’t pick up your feet, you can sort of glide across it like ice skaters do; of course,
            it’s hard to do that in heels.

         
         
         
         
         “One foot in front of the other,” I tell myself. “One foot in front of . . . Ack!”

         
         
         
         
         Another wobble, another arm windmill, and I lunge toward the car, slamming my hands down on the hood. I puff out my breath.
            It makes a cloud in the air. My pretty shoes I’d bought in Charleston? Totally covered with snow. Near my footprints are 
            work-boot prints and tiny specks of gold glitter, like the kind you use in an art project in first grade. Betty must have
            checked out the car at some point last night. That’s right; the sticker on the side is peeled off.

         
         
         
         
         I stop thinking for a second because it’s not the boot prints that are interesting.

         
         
         
         
         Not at all.

         
         
         
         
         Near Betty’s footprints are huge dog prints. I mean, I think they’re dog prints. Cats don’t get that big. I tilt my head.
            I didn’t know she had a dog. Maybe that’s what I heard howling at midnight. Maybe that’s what I saw at the edge of the woods.
            Or maybe it was some big Cujo rabid dog thing, waiting to pounce on me, with its red, red eyes and shiny jowls, and its monster
            evil teeth. Total cynophobia.

         
         
         
         
         I smack my hand against my head to stop myself.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve been reading too much Stephen King.”

         
         
         
         
         But the truth is that I haven’t read those Maine horror stories since seventh grade, when my dad forbade me.

         
         
         
         
         What had he said?

         
         
         
         
         “Love Stephen, but he gives Maine a bad rap.”

         
         
         
         
         Thinking about my dad makes every breath I take seem like a gulp. I yank my purse up on my shoulder and clamber inside my
            car. Grandma Betty also left a note on the dashboard.

         
         
         
         
         Turn on defrost. That’s the button with the squiggly lines.

         
         
         
         
         I find the button, but my shaking fingers have a hard time turning it on. Cold air cranks out full blast. It’s like being
            kissed by the Abominable Snowman or a Stephen King horror monster  from hell that sucks out your soul. Or is that from the
            Harry Potter books? I don’t remember.

         
         
         
         
         The air smashes against my lips. I swear I can feel them chapping.

         
         
         
         
         “Great.”

         
         
         
         
         It takes five minutes for the windshields to clear. I use that time to slide back into the house and get my hat, keeping an
            eye out for rabid dogs. Then I get back in the car, pull out of the driveway, and learn something else about ice. It isn’t
            easy to drive on. You can’t go above thirty if you don’t want to fishtail into the other lane.

         
         
         
         
         Ice stinks.



         
         
         
         
         
         By the time I get to school, my knuckles are white from fear and frostbite and my heart’s beating a million thumps a minute, so I’m not too happy when some jerk in a beautiful red MINI Cooper
            cuts me off and speeds into the parking lot in front of me. He has chains on his tires. They don’t spin. I love MINIs.

         
         
         
         
         “Hey!” I yell as my brakes lock up again.

         
         
         
         
         I inch into a parking space, rest my head on the steering wheel, and let myself exhale. I’d like to pummel that guy in the
            MINI, which is not a very nonviolent thought. But instead I will be peaceful and good and make my dad proud. I touch the string
            on my finger, loose, frayed, still there.

         
         
         
         
         “I will not be violent,” I chant-mutter. “I will not be violent. I am peaceful and good. I am peaceful and good. I do not
            want to give anyone the finger.”

         
         
         
         
         I switch off the car, thrust myself out the door, and wait.

         
         
         
         
         The MINI Cooper guy jumps out of the car with the grace that only really good jocks have and lands on an ice patch without
            slipping at all. He has boots on. God, the guys up here wear boots; tan, I’m-a-carpenter boots. It’s like I’ve completely
            abandoned civilization.

         
         
         
         
         He slams the door, turns around, and finally notices that I exist. How kind of him.

         
         
         
         
         My heart stops. It starts again, but it beats a lot harder when I meet his eyes. I’m frozen there and he strides across the
            ice like he’s moving across gravel or grass. He doesn’t slip once. Each step he takes brings him closer to me, and he only
            stops when I make out the deep brown irises around his pupils, the tiny bit of stubble on his cheeks and chin (not too much
            but enough that you know he has to shave a lot). I can actually smell his muskiness. He’s so close it’s like he’s invading
            my territory—no, my personal space. I take a step backward and slip. His hand reaches out and grabs my elbow, balancing me.

         
         
         
         
         “Be careful. It’s wicked slippery here,” he says, a smile leaking across his face.

         
         
         
         
         I would smile back, but I’m too busy feeling all wiggly inside. I tough up my voice. “Oh. Yeah.”

         
         
         
         
         His thick chestnut hair lifts with the wind. He sniffs the air. “You sure you’re okay?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah.” I pull my elbow away but I don’t want to. I want his hand to stay there steadying me for hours, basically.

         
         
         
         
         This guy is huge, super tall, and well muscled, but not professional television wrestler muscles, just a lot of nice long
            ones. I can tell just from his hands and his neck. I don’t know how he fits in the MINI.

         
         
         
         
         He flashes another smile at me. “You’re new. Zara, right?”

         
         
         
         
         I grab the hood of the Subaru. “How’d you know that?”

         
         
         
         
         “I know Betty. Your grandmother.”

         
         
         
         
         “You know Betty?” I let go of the hood, try to take some steps toward the school, and slip.

         
         
         
         
         “She taught a wilderness first-responder class. She’s great.” He grabs my arm. “I can’t believe she didn’t make you wear
            boots.”

         
         
         
         
         “She’d already left.”

         
         
         
         
         “You should wear boots.”

         
         
         
         
         He walks slowly even though we can hear the bell ringing.

         
         
         
         
         “You don’t have to help me,” I say. “It’s okay. You’re going to be late.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not going to let you fall.”

         
         
         
         
         I swallow and look up at him. “Thanks.”

         
         
         
         
         He holds open the door. “Any time.”

         
         
         
         
         The school is a much happier place than I expected. The hallways smell like pancake syrup and they are bright and filled with
            student artwork, a total contrast to the outside world, where everything is stark, white and gray, sort of magical. Walking
            into the school makes me feel like I’ve entered the real world again. They even have a diversity mural, just like at my school,
            only in my school it was in the library.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank God,” I mutter, and stomp the storm off my shoes, hoping that maybe my toes will warm up to twenty degrees soon. They
            might fall off, one toe at a time, just leave me until I’m deformed and hobbling. That’s happened before.

         
         
         
         
         Not to me, obviously.

         
         
         
         
         “The office is that way,” he says, pointing to a room on the right separated by a big window. “You going to be okay?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah. Thanks.”

         
         
         
         
         He nods and gives a little half smile and waves before he walks away. He strides, really. He’s beautiful, even from the back.
            I shake my head to stop staring, bustle off to the school’s front office, and push open the door. It’s a lot lighter than
            I expect. It slams into the wall with a big thud. My cheeks get all hot and I say, “Sorry.”

         
         
         
         
         The good-looking pale girl doing the announcements gives me one of those “Who the hell are you?” looks.

         
         
         
         
         I smile at her and try to channel total sweetness while I say it again. “Sorry.”

         
         
         
         
         It doesn’t work. She flings her long strawberry blond hair behind her shoulder and lifts her lip in a little snarl. I raise
            my eyebrows in some sort of movie move. Touché.

         
         
         
         
         My apology works on the school secretary, though. She perks right up and bustles over to the counter. She reminds me of Mrs.
            Santa Claus, only without the red jumpsuit and the sugar cookies.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh! You must be Zara White! Betty’s granddaughter.” She pushes her long, thinning hair behind her ears like a little girl.
            “You look so much like your mother. It’s really remarkable. I would have known you anywhere. It’s like twins . . . only different
            hair. You must have your father’s hair.”

         
         
         
         
         She takes a breath in the middle of her gushing and I take advantage.

         
         
         
         
         I nod, all awkward. “Yep, that’s me. Hi. I need to register for classes. Sorry if that makes extra work for you.”

         
         
         
         
         Evil Announcement Girl huffs and her nose actually twitches but the secretary smiles and says, “How sweet. She’s sorry. Your
            mother raised you well. I’m so sorry about your stepfather, dear.” 

         
         
         
         
         A gulp sticks in my throat but the word manages to get out. “Thanks.”

         
         
         
         
         “I knew them, you know, your parents . . .”

         
         
         
         
         The secretary pulls off her glasses and squints at me with smiling pity eyes, then she pulls the edge of her shirt sleeves
            down closer to her wrists and hauls out a folder, plopping it on the counter. Evil Announcement Girl rolls her eyes and turns
            her back. The secretary lady doesn’t even notice. She yanks out a class schedule. “Here you go, sweetie. All your classes.
            I’m Mrs. Nix.”

         
         
         
         
         I take the computer printout with my shaking hand. The whole paper shakes with it. God.

         
         
         
         
         “It’ll be okay, dear. First day’s the hardest!” She turns to Evil Announcement Girl. “Megan, you want to show Zara to her
            first class?”

         
         
         
         
         Megan. What an absolutely perfect name for Evil Announcement Girl. Megans always hate me.

         
         
         
         
         This Megan isn’t about to break my record.

         
         
         
         
         She turns and glares at me. “I have announcements.”

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Nix smacks her head. “Oh, that’s right.”

         
         
         
         
         She calls behind her shoulder. “Ian. How about you bring Zara to her homeroom?”

         
         
         
         
         Megan smirks and points at my jeans. “Nice peace signs, hippie freak.”

         
         
         
         
         I smile at her and mutter in my head, “Nice shoes made by child slaves in Asia, materialistic Barbie.”

         
         
         
         
         After she turns her back on me, I cover my mouth to make sure I don’t actually say my come-back out loud. Mrs. Nix bounces
            on her heels, watching for Ian.

         
         
         
         
         “Here he is,” she sings. “Show Zara to her class, dear?”

         
         
         
         
         The boy in the back of the office unfolds his long legs from behind a computer and smiles at me appraisingly. “Sure thing.”

         
         
         
         
         He saunters over and stands so close that I have to crane my  neck to look up at his long, pale face crowned with out-of-
            control reddish blond waves. Are all the boys in this town tall? My step-dad wasn’t that tall, although I’d always thought
            he was, especially compared to me.

         
         
         
         
         “Pullman. Easy. Mine too.” Ian slings a pack behind his shoulder, smiles at me, and grabs my paper. “You have her locker number,
            Mrs. Nix?”

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Nix smacks herself in the head again. If she keeps that up, she’ll bruise. “Sure, right here. How could I forget?”

         
         
         
         
         She shakes her head at herself and smiles at me. “Sorry. Age.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s okay,” I say. “Thanks.”

         
         
         
         
         I shoot a look at Megan, amazed by how much she hates me already, and scurry out of the office with the loping Ian picking
            up speed ahead of me. He notices and slows down.

         
         
         
         
         “Sorry.” He blushes. “Long legs.”

         
         
         
         
         I smirk. He blushes harder and starts stumbling over his words. “I didn’t mean that you were short or anything. I just meant
            that my legs are . . . well . . . they’re long, you know, and . . .”

         
         
         
         
         I touch his arm. “It’s okay.”

         
         
         
         
         “Really?”

         
         
         
         
         He smiles at me, one of those little boy smiles, like he’s just been offered a chocolate chip cookie even though he spilled
            coffee grounds all over the Persian carpet.

         
         
         
         
         “Really.” I take in a deep breath. “You a runner?”

         
         
         
         
         “You could say that.” He grabs my elbow. “I won All-State in the 1600 last spring and I was All–New England in the—” “Bragging competition,” someone grumbles as they bump me, jolting me away from Ian, whose hand tightens on my elbow  in a
            way that is way too protective to be normal. MINI Cooper guy waves and says, “Excuse me.”

         
         
         
         
         I stare after massive MINI Cooper guy. His shoulders are huge inside his sweater, not that I’m looking or anything. And the
            sweater looks cashmere, which is pretty hoity-toity for Maine. They must have Big and Tall stores around here, or maybe he
            ordered it off the Net.

         
         
         
         
         Ian makes a little growling noise. I pretend like I don’t hear it but I touch his arm again, trying to calm him down.

         
         
         
         
         “Who is that?”

         
         
         
         
         He shudders and leans down so I can hear him. “That is Nick Colt, otherwise known as bad news.”

         
         
         
         
         I laugh. “Otherwise known as bad news?”

         
         
         
         
         “What?” Ian’s big eyes turn sad in his banana-long face.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s just everyone around here sounds like they’re fifty years old: otherwise known as bad news.”

         
         
         
         
         He puts his hand on my shoulder and steers me through the hall. “Don’t people say that where you’re from?”

         
         
         
         
         “In Charleston?” I’ve come across a lot of interesting ways of speaking while traveling with my parents outside the U.S.,
            but Maine still is in the United States, last time I checked.

         
         
         
         
         “You’re from Charleston.” He nods. “No wonder.”

         
         
         
         
         “No wonder what?”

         
         
         
         
         He stops outside a door. “Nothing.”

         
         
         
         
         “No, really.” I hope he doesn’t think I’m a hick or a bigot, which is what some people think about anyone who lives south
            of New York City.

         
         
         
         
         “You just seem different.”

         
         
         
         
         “Hollow?”

         
         
         
         
         “What?”

         
         
         
         
         I drag my feet for a second, horrified that I said that out loud. “Nothing. Sorry.”

         
         
         
         
         He doesn’t seem phased. “So if you need any info about anything, just ask me. I’m on cross-country and basketball, and I’m
            in key club and I’m the junior class president, and some other clubs too, so if you want to join anything, just let me know.
            I’ll get you in like that.” He snaps his fingers. “Sorry. Corny.”

         
         
         
         
         “No. It’s . . . good. You’re a little bit of an overachiever, huh?”

         
         
         
         
         “There’s no point in blending in, you know? Got to grab the power where you can.” He shakes his head at himself. “That sounds
            awful. I just mean . . . you’ve got to do what you can to get ahead, to get into college, that stuff. Well, we’re here.”

         
         
         
         
         He gives a little lopsided grin as we face a classroom doorway. Beyond it people are shuffling their stuff around, cramming
            themselves into seats, gossiping about all sorts of things I don’t understand. They all have Gap clothes and that sort of
            almost-designer, mall-casual look, except all the guys wear work boots. There are a few guys wearing flannel and black sweatshirts.
            And here I am in my holey jeans with peace signs. I take a deep breath. I have no chance of fitting in, transferring in the
            middle of junior year. It’s hopeless.

         
         
         
         
         The ache inside me grows and grows.

         
         
         
         
         Auroraphobia, Northern Lights creep you out.

         
         
         
         
         Autodysomophobia, you are afraid of someone who smells vile.

         
         
         
         
         Automatonophobia, ventriloquist’s dummies terrify you.

         
         
         
         
         Automysophobia, being dirty is the end of the world.

         
         
         
         
         Autophobia, you are afraid of yourself.

         
         
         
         
         . . .



         
         
         
         
         The evil Megan girl is not in my homeroom, but she is in my Spanish class. Ian drops me off at the door there too and she
            eyes us suspiciously. I swear, if she were a cat she’d be hissing.

         
         
         
         
         “It really wouldn’t be a big deal for me to come and walk you to your advanced chemistry class,” Ian says for the fourth time.
            “I mean, I don’t want you to get lost or anything.”

         
         
         
         
         “Okay. Yeah. Thanks. Who is that girl?” I nod at Megan.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, Megan Crowley.”

         
         
         
         
         I stand up on my tiptoes and whisper, “I think she hates me.” 

         
         
         
         
         He laughs and nods while I go back to my flat feet. “Probably.” 

         
         
         
         
         I wait for more. He just kneads at the top of his shoulder and yells hi to some guy in a soccer shirt who yells hi back to
            him.

         
         
         
         
         My hands find their way to my hips. “Are you going to tell me why she hates me?”

         
         
         
         
         His attention turns to me. His eyes flash. “Probably doesn’t like the way you smell.”

         
         
         
         
         “What?” I step back. I thought he was nice, not slap worthy. Not like I go around slapping people, but whatever.

         
         
         
         
         He raises his hands. “Just kidding. Just kidding. You’re the competition. Megan hates competition. She has a thing for Nick
            Colt. She saw you come into school with him. End of story, beginning of competition.”

         
         
         
         
         “Right, like I’m competition. Mini me.” I walk into Spanish class, where Megan whispers snide things as Mrs. Provost, the teacher, introduces
            me to everyone and finds me a place to sit. The girl next to Megan giggles behind her hand and looks at me. Great.

         
         
         
         
         The last thing I’m paying attention to is Mrs. Provost, who is saying, “Zara, what an unusual name.”

         
         
         
         
         She glances at my ripped-up jeans with the peace signs and her eyes shift into another thought. “Nice to have you here. Class,
            let’s begin. All in Spanish.”

         
         
         
         
         I stare out the window, zone out, and wish more than anything that I’m back home with my dad and he’s alive and my mom’s all
            happy and we’re eating eggplant smothered with mozzarella cheese and everything is normal again. But it can’t ever be normal
            again.

         
         
         
         
         Outside, a birch tree bends from the weight of the snow. It’ll spring back up once the snow melts, back to its normal, upright
            self.

         
         
         
         
         Could that happen to me?

         
         
         
         
         The answer is a big fat no.

         
         
         
         
         Megan Crowley turns all the way around in her seat to stare at me. Something evil flashes in her eyes and for a second I think
            she’s not real, not human. She lifts a perfectly manicured fingernail at me and mouths, “I am onto you.”

         
         
         
         
         [image: 411594111]Qué? No entiendo.

         
         
         
         
         “What?” I mouth back.

         
         
         
         
         She does it again. “I am onto you.”

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Provost sweeps between us. “Girls, I am so happy that Zara is making friends, but now is not social time. Now is Spanish
            time. Zara? Why don’t you tell us about Charleston?”

         
         
         
         
         “Um . . .” I look around for help. It’s just a bunch of pale people staring at me. God, how can Maine be so white? “Um, Charleston
            is really beautiful and warm. There are these antebellum houses and—”

         
         
         
         
         “In Spanish, por favor,” Mrs. Provost interrupts. She pulls at her bra strap and lifts it farther up her shoulder.

         
         
         
         
         She wants me to talk about antebellum houses in Spanish? I hate this place. Megan laughs behind her hand and turns back around.
            I shiver. It is so cold here.

         
         
         
         
         “Charleston es caliente y hermosa,” I start again. “A mi me gusta allí.”



         
         
         
         
         
         A thin girl with wild brownish hair waves at me as we leave class. An orange Hello Kitty T-shirt bags off her shoulders. Her
            nose twitches like a bunny’s and she hops up and down to get me to look at her.

         
         
         
         
         “Hey.” She waves again, this massive kind of wave, like when you’re trying to hail a taxi on a busy street. But this is a
            hallway, not a street, and it’s nowhere near busy.

         
         
         
         
         “Hi.”

         
         
         
         
         I put my oh-so-exciting, brand-new Spanish textbook into my pack. Then I snap it shut. In passing I notice that one of the
            snaps is missing.

         
         
         
         
         “I like your pack. Did you get it at an army-navy store?” She bounces on her toes when she talks like she has way too much
            energy for her body and just has to do something with it.

         
         
         
         
         “Yep.”

         
         
         
         
         “In Bangor?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, Charleston.”

         
         
         
         
         She smiles super wide. “Are you Zara White?”

         
         
         
         
         I step back, swinging my pack over one shoulder. “How does everybody know that?”

         
         
         
         
         “Small town.” She smiles an apology. “News travels fast. We get all excited when someone new comes. I’m Issie.”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, so you knew I didn’t get my bag in Bangor.”

         
         
         
         
         “Sort of.” She pushes her teeth together and smiles big. She makes big eyes to go with it and then blurts, “I love Bangor,
            though, so I was hoping. ’Cause I love your bag too. Oh, I am babbling. I hate when I babble. Devyn says it’s cute, but I
            know it’s not, it’s super annoying. So, is your name really Zara?”

         
         
         
         
         I try to calm my nerves and be friendly. I smile back. “It’s really Zara.”

         
         
         
         
         “Like Sara but with a Z. That is much cooler.” She bee-bops her head up and down. “Cool. Cool. Cool. Good to meet you. Where you going next?”

         
         
         
         
         “PE.” I smile again. I like PE in Charleston. It’s always outside. There are no books involved. You don’t have to talk to
            anyone except to try to annoy them. You can blend in.

         
         
         
         
         She bounces up and down on the back of her feet. Her skirt flits around her legs. It’s super long and flowy, like her hair.
            “Cool. That’s in the gym. Of course PE is in the gym. Duh?”

         
         
         
         
         She bonks her forehead with her hand so hard I want to get her an ice pack, but she seems fine and she bounces out, “I’m going
            there too. I’ll show you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh.” I stop in the hall and look around for Ian. I don’t see him. I’m not sure if this is a good thing or a bad thing. Suddenly,
            I feel sort of abandoned.

         
         
         
         
         “Are you looking for Ian?”

         
         
         
         
         I shrug. “Um . . . yeah. I guess so. He’s showing me around.” 

         
         
         
         
         She has been beaming at me but now she frowns.

         
         
         
         
         “What?” I ask.

         
         
         
         
         “He must like you. I’ll tell him I’ve got you from here. He’s very overachieving. He’ll be your escort all year if you let
            him.” She grabs her phone and sends him a text telling him that she’ll take me to PE. “There. All set.”

         
         
         
         
         She is efficient, this girl, and I like that. She links her arm in mine and says conspiratorially, “It’s hard being new. I
            was new once too.”

         
         
         
         
         “Really? When did you move here?”

         
         
         
         
         “First grade.”

         
         
         
         
         I smirk at her and she laughs. “It was still hard. I still remember it. Totally uncool. Everybody looking at me, sniffing
            me out, because I was the new girl, trying to decide if I was worthy to be in their pack or not. It was awful. Nobody played
            with me at recess for an entire month. Swinging by yourself is not cool, not every day. Not when everyone else is playing
            tetherball or tag.”

         
         
         
         
         She sounds so sad; I pull her closer to my side. I want to take care of her. “It was a long time ago.”

         
         
         
         
         She shrugs and smiles at me. “Yeah. And it didn’t last forever, right? But I remember how hard it was.”

         
         
         
         
         She lowers her voice to a whisper as we walk by Megan Crowley and her little posse of girls trying to look hip in the high
            school hallway, which is a ridiculous thing to even try to do, because it is a high school hallway. “Megan Crowley hated me too.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is it that obvious?” I ask.

         
         
         
         
         Issie nods. “She hates everyone she thinks is a threat.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why am I a threat?”

         
         
         
         
         She pulls her arm away from mine and uses it to bash me with her notebook. “Don’t even play that game with me.”

         
         
         
         
         She giggles again, and pulls open the door to the locker room. I smell baby powder and stinky running shoes and I smile. It
            smells so familiar. If I close my eyes, I think I could almost pretend I’m home.

         
         
         
         
         But I’m not.

         
         
         
         
         “That Megan girl,” I whisper because Megan’s flounced into the locker room with her posse, “do you think she’s kind of weird?”

         
         
         
         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know . . .” I remember the way she didn’t seem real for a second. “It’s silly. It’s nothing.”

         
         
         
         
         “Nothing is ever nothing,” Issie says, and then she staggers backward. “Oh my God!”

         
         
         
         
         “What? Issie, what is it?” I look around for a spider on the floor or something. Maybe Issie has a spider phobia. Those are
            pretty common.

         
         
         
         
         Issie turns panicked eyes on me, swallows, and then gushes out her words like they have a life of their own. “We’re running
            today. They’re testing our mile. Oh God, this is so uncool. This is yabba-dabba bad.”

         
         
         
         
         I almost jump in midair and hug her. “The mile! Great.”

         
         
         
         
         “Great? Running a mile? You are crazy.” She opens a locker and pulls out gym clothes. “Maybe you’ll fit in here after all.”

         
         
         
         
         I yank my old, gray U2 War concert shirt on. It is excellent to run the mile in, all soft and faded. My dad got it at a concert
            back in the eighties. “You don’t want me to fit in?”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s nice to have someone different,” she says, gesturing toward Megan’s gaggling crew putting on their spaghetti-strap camis.
            “Someone not like them, you know?”

         
         
         
         
         Megan hoists her hair up into a new ponytail for PE. She adjusts her perfect breasts beneath her perfect cami and gives me
            a perfect glare.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not like them, Issie,” I say, sticking my finger through a hole at the bottom hem of my T-shirt.

         
         
         
         
         “Cool.”

         
         
         
         
         “I just like running.”

         
         
         
         
         She hauls on a Snoopy shirt, baby blue and cute. “Why? Why would you like running?”

         
         
         
         
         “It makes me feel safe,” I tell her as we tie our shoes. I do not tell her that it makes me feel closer to my dad.



         
         
         
         
         
         As I stretch, Coach Walsh, the gym teacher, nods and takes my name, then blows the whistle and we all take off around the
            track for a warm-up lap.

         
         
         
         
         “Bedford’s the only high school in northern Maine with an indoor track,” he boasts to me once I’m back. “The whole community
            rallied behind this. Fund-raising and everything.”

         
         
         
         
         “Right. That’s cool.” I stretch out. Again. No one else is even stretching out, except Issie and she’s almost falling over
            every time she bends down and reaches for her toes. It’s funny to see someone so cute be so uncoordinated. She has the same
            color hair as my dad. 

         
         
         
         
         Megan scowls at me and I get that feeling, the squiggly feeling. I push my fingers into my eyes.

         
         
         
         
         The gym teacher grabs me by the elbow and barks at me, “You okay? You have low blood pressure or something?”

         
         
         
         
         I run a hand through my hair. Issie stops stretching and stares at me. Everyone seems to be staring at me.

         
         
         
         
         I feel a little ophthalmophobic, which is a very normal phobia, where people are afraid of being stared at.

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, I’m good,” I lie.

         
         
         
         
         Coach Walsh trains steely eyes on me and lets go of my elbow. “Okay, line up then.”

         
         
         
         
         We all line up except for this guy in a wheelchair, Devyn. He smiles at me when I line up, introduces himself. He has a movie
            star smile, just white teeth and charisma, big eyes, dark skin. He’d be perfect looking if he didn’t have such a large nose,
            but the truth is it looks good on him, natural and powerful. He winks at Issie, who blushes.

         
         
         
         
         “You can do it, Is,” he says.

         
         
         
         
         She rolls her eyes, twists her lip, and says, “As long as I don’t pass out.”

         
         
         
         
         “If you pass out, I’ll put you in my lap and wheel you across the finish line,” he says, and it somehow isn’t sleazy because
            you can tell by his eyes how much he cares about Issie. I instantly like him. 

         
         
         
         
         She blushes worse. Her face looks like she’s already sprinted a mile.

         
         
         
         
         I bounce on my feet, crazy happy for a chance to run, even if it is inside, even if the perfect, plastic, Megan Crowley is there, glaring at me. Ian stands next to her with a half smile on his face. 

         
         
         
         
         “Think you’re a runner or something?” She flips her hair down and then back into a ponytail, which again accentuates her perfect
            cheekbones. “Nice shirt.”

         
         
         
         
         I shrug.

         
         
         
         
         Ian wiggles his eyebrows. “She looks like a runner to me.”

         
         
         
         
         His words don’t seem real. They seem flat, like he’s playing at flirting with me. This is probably a continuing side effect
            of my dad’s death: the feeling that nothing is real. I touch the thread on my finger.

         
         
         
         
         Megan arches a perfect eyebrow. “Maybe she ran in whatever little southern hole she crawled out of, but not up here. We’re
            a different breed of runner up here. Plus, how can anyone possibly run on such short little legs?”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t be mean, Megan,” Issie says. “It’s so much cooler to be nice.”

         
         
         
         
         Megan lashes at her. “Like you know what it is to be cool.”

         
         
         
         
         My hands close into fists and I try to think of something to say but all my words seem to be stuck somewhere near my heart.
            Then another voice comes from behind us, a low growl type of  voice, full of deepness. I recognize it right away and the little
            hairs on my arm arch up into the air.

         
         
         
         
         “Issie’s beyond cool,” Nick Colt says. He puts a hand on Issie’s shoulder. She smiles at him. She’s friends with the MINI
            Cooper guy? Are they dating? Please, God. Do not let them be dating.

         
         
         
         
         He turns to perfect Megan. “You worried, Megan? Think she could be faster than you?”

         
         
         
         
         Nick Colt smiles at her, but there’s no warmth in it and it makes me shudder. It’s the smile of a predator. Okay, it’s the
            smile of a really incredible-looking predator with a really nice jaw line. I shake my head to get that image out of it. No,
            he has the smile of a bad driver, someone who makes my body scream, “Danger! Stay away!”

         
         
         
         
         Wow. I am such a liar.

         
         
         
         
         He has the smile of gorgeous. He taunts her a little bit. “She might be faster . . .”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, right.” Megan arches down to touch her toes. She moves like a cat, graceful, like she’s thought about how each muscle
            will look as she moves. “Like she’d worry me.”

         
         
         
         
         Something like anger rises up from the pit inside me, dark and haughty. I am so not used to feeling that way. I’m not used
            to feeling anything except numb, but this Megan girl, she just does something to me. The air in the gym cools down, getting
            fierce, like it’s waiting for something to happen, like a fight. I am really not about to let something happen. I am not about to make the world more full of hate.

         
         
         
         
         My dad used to quote Booker T. Washington to me, along with some other cool people. But it is the Booker T. quote that sticks
            in my mind right now. Booker T. once said, “I will permit  no man to narrow and degrade my soul by making me hate him.”

         
         
         
         
         I fake smile, pretend I am a white-girl Booker T., and say in as nice a voice as I can manage, “I’m not trying to worry you,
            Megan.”

         
         
         
         
         She turns her face toward me, her eyes fierce and focused. “Good. You don’t.”

         
         
         
         
         Issie grabs my elbow and gives me worried eyes. Megan pretends we suddenly don’t exist and moves closer to a group of blond
            girls, the class cutie brigade, I figure. Nick and Ian eye each other, like dogs squaring off, measuring each other up. Ian
            looks away first, bending to tighten his laces.

         
         
         
         
         Nick smiles at me, a much nicer smile. A real smile? “You’ve already made friends.”

         
         
         
         
         “Good one,” I say, shifting my weight between my feet. “Ha-ha. Funny.”

         
         
         
         
         Issie perks up and locks her arm in mine. “That’s right, Nick. Zara’s doing fine. I’m her friend.”

         
         
         
         
         He nods. This time his smile seems even warmer, even more real. “Good, Issie. I should have known.”

         
         
         
         
         “Known what?” I ask, but nobody answers me. So I try a new tactic and whisper to Is, “Are you dating him?”

         
         
         
         
         Her head jerks up. “Devyn?”

         
         
         
         
         “No. Nick.”

         
         
         
         
         She starts laughing. “Nope. No interest there at all.”

         
         
         
         
         Devyn lifts his head to stare into Nick’s face. He drums his fingers against the armrests of the wheelchair. “You find out
            anything?” 

         
         
         
         
         Nick shakes his head.

         
         
         
         
         The coach comes to the starting line and gives Devyn a  stopwatch and clipboard. “You guys ready? This is serious stuff here.
            Run all-out. Do your best.”

         
         
         
         
         Nick leans toward me and whispers. His breath is warm against the side of my face. “He has a bet with all the other PE teachers
            in the county. If we don’t have the best average time, he has to buy everyone strudel.”

         
         
         
         
         “Strudel?”

         
         
         
         
         Nick raises his hands in the air. “I have no idea.”

         
         
         
         
         “The PE teachers are into strudel,” Issie says. “I’m not sure why. It’s so gooey.”

         
         
         
         
         “Gooey is good,” Nick says.

         
         
         
         
         “Seriously?” I ask him. “You like strudel.”

         
         
         
         
         “I like a lot of things that aren’t good for me.” He smiles slowly at me. My mouth must be hanging open because he starts
            laughing.

         
         
         
         
         “You made her blush!” Issie says. “Don’t blush, Zara. He’s just teasing.”

         
         
         
         
         Coach Walsh blows the whistle and we take off. A lot of the girls just jog, but Megan Crowley bolts, and I dash after her,
            hating how cute and long her legs look as she runs with a perfect stride, her feet swinging low and quick. Does Nick notice
            how perfect she is? Why do I even care? Megan turns her head and flashes a smile at me. It is not a friendly smile. What is
            wrong with that girl? What is wrong with me?

         
         
         
         
         “Go get her,” Issie huffs out. Her form is all off. She’s loping and too loose, her arms flapping everywhere. “Don’t wait
            for me.”

         
         
         
         
         “But . . .”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not much of a distance runner, more of a sprinter.” She smiles apologetically. “More of a walker, really.”

         
         
         
         
         We haven’t even gone a quarter of a mile and Issie’s face is already red.

         
         
         
         
         “Go. Catch her.”

         
         
         
         
         She smiles and waves me away.

         
         
         
         
         Then she adds, “You know you want to.”

         
         
         
         
         I pick up my pace, easily catching up to Megan. I flash her my own version of the evil-Megan, super-unfriendly smile and
            pass her at the quarter-mile mark.

         
         
         
         
         Let me just say that there’s nothing better than running fast. There’s nothing better than the way your legs feel when you
            stretch out to sprinting speed and you know that your lungs and heart can sustain it.

         
         
         
         
         My running shoes pound over the red track and I start to catch up to the leading boys.

         
         
         
         
         The gym teacher switches on some really ultra-urban hip-hop music, which almost breaks my stride because it has to be the
            strangest thing in the world listening to ultra-urban hip-hop in a gym in northern Maine. I swear, Maine is the whitest state
            in the nation.

         
         
         
         
         We went running the day my dad died, in Charleston. My breath hiccups out of my mouth and I lose my breathing rhythm. Crap.

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t think about it. Go faster.” I am mumbling to myself. What is wrong with me? Running never makes me nervous. I lap the
            jogging girls. They’re singing, “Whassup. Whassup with you . . . ”

         
         
         
         
         I lap sweet Issie. Her arms are still all loosey-goosey and she waves at me before she yells, “Watch out. She’s catching up.”

         
         
         
         
         I just run faster and hit the slowest of the lead boys. I wink and race by him. He smells like onions and he has big, wet
            circles  in the pits of his shirt. He speeds up, but can only stay with me for a tenth of a mile before he drops back. Then
            it’s Nick.

         
         
         
         
         I cruise next to him. He’s some sort of running god, because he isn’t close to being winded. His stride is long, powerful,
            and quick. 

         
         
         
         
         “Hi.”

         
         
         
         
         Why I said this, I do not know. He’s cute. Okay. I am a sucker for cute boys and he was nice to Issie. Plus, he has good hair and he isn’t as pale as most Maine males. He looks like he works in the sun, or at least
            has seen the sun once, maybe many weeks ago. Plus, life is all supposed to be about making love, not war. My dad listened
            to John Lennon; I know this stuff.

         
         
         
         
         “You’re fast,” he says, easy. No huffing. No puffing. No blowing the house down.

         
         
         
         
         “So are you.”

         
         
         
         
         We run together, keeping pace. The only one ahead of us is Ian, who is loping around the track as if it’s nothing.

         
         
         
         
         Nick shrugs at me while he runs, which is really something, because when I’m running full tilt it’s hard for me to speak,
            let alone break form to shrug.

         
         
         
         
         “You can go faster, can’t you?” I huff out.

         
         
         
         
         He just gives a little smile again and then his eyes shift into something cold, like gravestones with just the barest information
            about a life etched onto them.

         
         
         
         
         “Zara,” he whisper-says.

         
         
         
         
         I lean in closer to hear him. “What?”

         
         
         
         
         My voice is not a whisper. It matches the thudding beat of my heart, the bass of the music that blares out of the speakers.

         
         
         
         
         “Awesome job, new girl!” Devyn yells, clapping.

         
         
         
         
         Nick locks his eyes into mine. “You should stay away from Ian.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know. He’s just . . . he’s a user.”

         
         
         
         
         “A user?”

         
         
         
         
         We thunder past the jogging/singing girls.

         
         
         
         
         “What do you mean, a user?” I ask again.

         
         
         
         
         We flash by some unhealthy boys, including the onion-smell guy.

         
         
         
         
         Nick sniffs the air. “Smells like they might not make it.”

         
         
         
         
         Might not make it. Like my dad.

         
         
         
         
         I gulp and turn my head to look at him. He is oblivious. My dad’s face flashes into my head, the water bottle on the floor,
            the way I couldn’t do anything to help him. I ache, just ache, and it makes me mad. I start kicking. It’s way too early, but
            I have to get ahead and get away, like I can outrun death somehow, like I can run away from what’s real.

         
         
         
         
         Might not make it.

         
         
         
         
         Every muscle rebels but I ignore them and push past Nick, closing the distance between Ian and me in the final lap. I pass
            people but don’t really notice who. Some yell, but I don’t really hear them. With every footfall I increase the distance between
            me and Nick, between me and bad memories.

         
         
         
         
         Might not make it.

         
         
         
         
         Just Run. Run. Run.

         
         
         
         
         I halve the distance between Ian and me. I quarter the distance.

         
         
         
         
         People yell, I think. People holler. My red running shoes blur as they move over the grainy track. My arms pump. Kicking high
            to catch up, all power, all speed, and I get so close I can smell Ian, cold and icy like my windowpane this morning. He turns
            and looks at me.

         
         
         
         
         He isn’t even concerned. A runner never turns to look back unless he knows he can’t be beat.

         
         
         
         
         He smiles kindly—amused, I think—and picks up his pace. No sweat soaks his shirt, no beads on his forehead. Nothing.

         
         
         
         
         God, that’s incredible, to be able to run like that.

         
         
         
         
         He crosses the line three strides ahead of me, standing up, smiling.

         
         
         
         
         I stumble across the line and fall to the ground, gasping for air, clutching my cinched-up stomach, and suppressing the urge
            to vomit, which is what happens sometimes when I run hard.

         
         
         
         
         “You were great.” Ian bends over me and reaches a hand out to help me up.

         
         
         
         
         I grab his hand, stagger, and the world dizzies around me. Ian wraps his arm around my waist, steadying me. My dad used to
            put his arm around me like that and I liked it, liked the comfortable feeling. Some part of me notices that his arm isn’t
            even warm. It’s cold. It makes no sense.

         
         
         
         
         “You’re amazing,” I tell him. “I’ve never seen anyone that fast.”

         
         
         
         
         “I do okay.”

         
         
         
         
         “Okay?”

         
         
         
         
         “Lots of training.”

         
         
         
         
         My eyes lock with Nick’s eyes. He’s not winded, but he is sweaty, musky smelling. He glares at me and I’m suddenly super conscious
            of Ian’s arm around me.

         
         
         
         
         “Everyone is an amazing runner here,” I pant, bending over again. “I can’t believe how good everyone is.”

         
         
         
         
         “You were too,” Ian says. “You need a little Maine training, that’s all.”

         
         
         
         
         The gym teacher pounds me on the back. “I want you on the  team. That time! That’s a minute better than the girls’ Maine state
            record. I can’t believe it.”

         
         
         
         
         I nod and smile. My heart lifts and starts to settle. The world loses its blurry edges. Ian still hangs onto my waist. He
            says something, but I’m too tired to hear it. Nick stands near Devyn, hands on his hips. There’s a little sweat on his forehead
            and he wipes it off with his hand before his eyes sear into mine.

         
         
         
         
         That’s all it takes. I’m hooked.
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