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				To Joyce

				Thank you for making people love to write and read

				For Aunt Patty

				Because she, too, is missed

				And for Em and Doug

				Without you two there’s no point in duct tape
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				You think you know people and then it turns out you don’t.

				You think you learn this and then it turns out you didn’t.

				People keep changing who they are and defining themselves by their own choices, and that’s cool most of the time, but not all the time. No, it’s not cool all the time at all.
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				George Burns said, Don’t stay in bed unless you can make money in bed, which sounds like a good song:

				Don’t stay

				In bed

				Unless you can make

				Don’t stay

				Make bed

				make it in bed

				Friday

				“So.” Em flips back her hair, slams herself into the seat next to me at the cafeteria. “How’s the problem?”

				I stir my Postum. The wheat grains dissolve into the water, turning it murky. “The Problem?”

				“I thought maybe you … you know? Something happened last night,” Em leans forward, waiting, waiting, waiting, just like me.

				Tom’s almost through the line. He’s dimple-grinning at the lunch lady. She blushes and hands him back his card. His strong fingers smash it into the pocket of his jeans. Then he turns, makes eye contact with me, even though we’re all the way across the cafeteria.

				I swallow. My hand clutches my mug of Postum like that will make me steady. “The Problem is still a problem.”
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				Tom’s duct tape saying of the day, plastered across the back of his hand, is from George Burns, who is dead but used to be an actor who played God in a movie, I think. I know he always had a cigar in his mouth, which is so phallic I just can’t believe it. But, truth is, I’m thinking that everything is phallic lately. That’s because I’m sexually frustrated. 

				The quote stuck on Tom’s hand?

				“Don’t stay in bed unless you can make money in bed.”

				I’m trying just to tap the shiny tape with my finger in a totally nonchalant way, but instead I draw my fingertip all the way across it. “Interesting.”

				“You think?”

				“Yeah.”

				We’re in German class. Somehow the air suddenly changes. It stops smelling like Crash’s sweat-wet socks and starts smelling like Tom, like Old Spice deodorant and pine trees.

				“You’re too sexy for me,” I whisper. “I can’t handle it.”

				He wiggles his eyebrows. I tip up the edge of the duct tape. There are tiny man hairs under there.

				“That’s going to hurt when you take it off.”

				“I know.” He gives me this look, this meaningful boyfriend look. “But it’s worth it.”

				I’m not sure if he’s talking about the duct tape or me. His cheek twitches and he looks away. 

				“You’re blushing … ”

				“I know.”

				“You have practice today?” I fiddle with my mechanical pencil, pushing the lead out. It’s a tiny dark line. Too many clicks and it’ll topple onto Tom’s desk. 

				“Yeah.”

				“Baseball … Baseball … Baseball … ” I tease.

				The lead falls out. I pinch it up with my fingernails and Herr Reitz, our German teacher, clears his throat as he makes his entrance from the door in the back of the room. Today, he’s wearing lederhosen, these German pant things. Every day it’s something, lederhosen or a Valkyrie outfit like opera Viking ladies. Once, he dressed up as Shakespeare, another time he was Big Bird from Sesame Street, all huge and yellow. Today, he looks like he belongs on the side of a box of cookies. 

				He throws his arms up in the air and yells, “Tah-dah!” 

				White tights do not look good on skinny man calves, especially skinny man, German teacher calves.

				We all fake clap as he makes his way to the front of the room. He bows. He twirls. 

				“Hey, why do you dress up every day?” Crash shifts his weight in his seat, folds his legs up beneath him so he’s taller. He looks for support from us. We nod, because, let’s face it, we’re all wondering.

				Herr Reitz shrugs, smiles. “I used to do opera in Germany.”

				“That explains it all.” Crash slumps back in his seat. “But now you’re stuck here.”

				For a second Herr Reitz loses his smile, but he gets it back and says, “I’d hardly say I’m stuck.”

				“We’re all stuck, dude,” Crash moans. 

				Which is far too true. We’re all stuck, stuck in a million ways, stuck with each other, stuck in Eastbrook, Maine, tiniest city in the universe, stuck with waiting for senior year to end, stuck like the duct tape on Tom’s wrist. What could be worse? So, even though I’m stuck at this stupid desk, I make my move and get it over with.

				“I think we should do it.” I cringe the moment I’ve whispered it. Why did I say it in German class? There is something so wrong with me.

				Tom cocks his head to the side. “What?”

				Even his whisper is sexy.

				I regroup. 

				“Today’s the day my mom and I go to my dad’s grave,” I tell Tom and turn around quickly before I see the pity in his eyes. 

				“Belle!” Herr Reitz says. “Today we are going to learn how to say who we are.”

				Bob, my ex-boyfriend’s new boyfriend, snorts.

				“We did that in German 1,” Crash moans. “Can’t we learn how to say, ‘Will you come back to my hotel with me?’ or something useful?”

				Herr Reitz pulls his hand to his chest in an overdramatic I-once-did-opera pose and pretends to be shocked. “Crash? Are you telling me that knowing who you are isn’t useful?”

				Tom crosses his arms over his chest and smiles. 

				Crash just looks horrified.

				“Dude, I know who I am.”

				For a second I hate Crash, who has a father, who has never had a significant other turn out to be gay, who has an identity. Then I stop, because, well, it’s not nice to hate. That’s what they always teach you in Sunday School when you’re little, or else in an old John Lennon song: Love your neighbor. No jealousy. Do not hate. Blah. Blah. Blah. 
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				After German, Tom takes off for baseball practice. When I get to my locker, I spot Em, my best friend. She’s dancing through the hallway. Her little butt moves in some sort of swishing pattern that reminds me of Spanish dancers. She swings her hips around right by the lockers, smiling, grabbing her notebook for law class, our first class of the day on Mondays. 

				Em’s a happy person, even with the whole dead dad thing. She’s the kind of person who smiles and jumps up and down at the thought of really good ice cream. She’ll open her happy-duck mouth with the thin, long lips and quack, pretty much, but she doesn’t usually dance in the halls at school.

				I just stand there for a second and smile at her. Even though Tom’s smell, tree bark, man musk, still lingers in my nose. It’s Friday. It’s almost the weekend. It’s May. Tom’s not mad at me. I will not be a born-again virgin much longer. All is good.

				Em swirls around and shuts her locker, then does this shimmy step towards me.

				I laugh. “What are you doing?”

				She grabs one of my hands, swirls me around. 

				Andrew walks by and says, “Yummy. Girl show.”

				I glare at him. He chuckles. It’s not quite a laugh and then he walks away.

				Some little freshman boy, whose name I can’t remember, but whose mom works at the bank gives us a thumbs-up sign. Em just keeps dancing through it all, pulling me into it, whirling to some imaginary beat. My gig bag bangs against my back as she swirls me around again. For a second, I almost think I should reach in, haul out Gabriel, my guitar, and start in with a flamenco beat, give Em some real music to dance to, other than the stuff that’s just in her head, but I don’t because we have to leave.

				“What are you doing?” I ask again, laughing. 

				“Celebrating.” Em’s hands go to her waist. She starts into some weird pseudo-funky Russian dance, all high knees and craziness.

				“Celebrating what?” I ask, taking a step back.

				“May. Senior year. Spring?” she says and twirls around again.

				I stare at her, adjust my gig bag higher on my shoulder. “Spring.”

				Just that second Mr. Duffy, an English teacher, pokes his head out of his classroom and says, “You girls have senioritis.”

				Em rushes over to him, reaches out her hands. “Celebrate with us, Mr. Duffy. It’s Spring. Come dance.”

				He shakes his head, but there’s a glint in his eye. “You seniors get crazier every year. You’re just aching to ditch this place and go start life. I know. I know how it is. ”

				He shuts the door, slowly. It clicks. 

				Em grabs my hand. “He really wants to dance with us. Really. You know he does. He just pretends to be Mean Teacher Man but underneath those khakis is a ballet leotard and the overdeveloped thighs of a dancer.”

				I laugh. “I do not want to imagine that.”

				She pulls me down the hall, no longer dancing and orders me, “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

				Em and I have been friends since the beginning of high school. She’s nuts and smart and I love her.

				When my ex-boyfriend, Dylan, told me he was gay, Em was right there.

				She started dating Shawn right around the time I started dating Tom, last fall, right after the Dylan announcement.

				She puts up with me carrying Gabriel everywhere. I put up with her always taking pictures of everything and smelling like ice cream. She works at Dairy Joy. It’s like the Joy of Dairy, or milk products and high cholesterol. It’s the Unjoy of the lactose intolerant. It’s ridiculous.

				I think that’s the funniest name for an ice cream place.

				She puts up with that too.

				After the random hall dancing, we head out to her little red car. 

				“So, how’s The Problem?” she asks again. The wind twists her supermodel hair all around her face and she grabs it, bunching it in one hand as she unlocks the car. I stash my backpack and Gabriel in the back. 

				“Do we have to talk about The Problem? We’re always talking about The Problem.”

				“That’s why it’s THE Problem.” 

				“It’s proper noun important, huh?”

				“Yep.”

				We slam into the car, smash the doors closed against the wind and try to get the hair out of Em’s face. 

				“Did you see Tom’s duct tape message today?” I rub my eyes with my hands.

				“Nope.”

				“It was, ‘Don’t stay in bed unless you can make money in bed.’”

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“I have no idea.”

				Em pulls out of the parking spot. The baseball team starts straggling out of the school and jogging towards the field for practice.

				“There he is,” she points and lets go of the steering wheel.

				He’s jogging. He’s in shorts. He has the best legs, soccer legs, thick with muscle. He plays soccer, too. He does everything, except the one thing that I want him to do, which figures.

				“You’re panting,” Em says.

				“Shut up.”

				“You’re having an eye orgasm.”

				“Shut up!” I cover them, then peek out.

				“Don’t hit me. I’m driving. You’ll make us crash.” She smiles at me and honks the horn. “There’s Shawn.”

				Shawn waves his giant arm at us. Em and Shawn do not have the problem Tom and I have. The sex problem. 

				“It’ll happen. You know he loves you,” she tells me, all sweet and mothering. “Someday, you’ll bonk each other into oblivion.”

				“Bonk?”

				“You want me to say the f-word? I’ll say it. I just thought it was crude.”

				“Bonk’s not crude?”

				She opens her mouth.

				“Do not say the f-word!” I yell before she can. “It is not appropriate here. There is no right word here.”

				“Okay. Fine. Someday you’ll copulate each other into oblivion.”

				I punch her in her tiny arm, again. She shrieks and the car swerves towards the gutter thing on the side. She pulls it back into place. The wind kicks up dust that seems to swirl towards us, around us, embracing us. Dust. 

				“Today’s my dad’s death day,” I tell her, back-kicking an old Dunkin’ Donuts bag under the seat.

				She nods. Her face quiets. Her eyes don’t go pity-pity the way Tom’s would, but they go pity–I know. She lost her dad too, but to cancer, not to war. “You want me to drop you off at the cemetery?”

				“That’s not how I do it.”

				“It’s going to pour.”

				I check out the sky. Dark cloud after dark cloud presses down towards us like it’s setting the scene for some ancient tragedy, some overdone play. “I know.” 

				For the next minute I riff on how my stress levels are ultra high because of The Problem, plus the talent show Monday, and Em says, “You always worry about nothing.”

				I rub my tingling palm. “No, I don’t.”

				She laughs and hauls a left onto the Surry Road at a good forty over the speed limit of twenty-five and says, “Yes, you do. And you are easily the most talented person in our high school. You are a shoo-in to win.”

				“What about Dylan?” 

				“Dylan is gay and has lost most of his fan base.”

				“That’s horrible!” I roll my window down all the way so I can smell spring in Maine, ground warming, cars moving, wood chips. From two miles away, a wind blows the salt smell of the ocean.

				“It’s true,” she sighs. “People won’t vote for him as much this year. You might beat him this year.”

				I’ve never beaten Dylan, ever. 

				It’s a demographics issue, basically. Underclassmen who are girls always vote for him after they’re all done squealing his name, and there are way more underclass girls than guys in the talent show audience. Back before he came out, everyone voted for him because he was so good. Sure, I always had the crunchies, the morbids, and the girl jocks because girl jocks band together and support each other. Now, none of the guys will cheer for him. Except for the theater guys and some of the music guys, but only the ones who aren’t afraid that people will call them gay.

				Most guys don’t go to talent shows anyway, except as favors to their girlfriends or to throw things at the stage and chant stuff like “homo” or “see your tits” or something.

				Dylan also lost a lot of his female fan base because they are now all sympathetic to me, because, let’s face it, it sucks when your gorgeous, perfect boyfriend is gay. So, I’ve got a lot of the pity vote. My head spins just thinking about it.

				Thick dust covers Em’s dashboard. I scrape my index finger through it and write the word HELP.

				“I don’t know why I do these things,” I say. “I don’t like the whole competition aspect, like by winning you’re making other people lose, or that we place some hierarchical value on art and music.”

				“Shut up. You do it because you’re good and you need an audience.” Em presses down on the accelerator and we speed by Friend and Friend, where people are cruising around the parking lot checking out the ATVs. “Do you know dust is mostly sloughed-off human skin?”

				“That’s disgusting.”

				“Yep.”

				I jab my dust-encased index finger at her. “Whose skin is it?”

				She shrieks and yanks the wheel. The car swerves and steadies itself. I wipe my finger on the door. There’s a little rip in the paneling. 

				“I’m going to vote for Dylan,” I say. When Dylan announced he was gay it was a big deal. The town was pretty much shocked because handsome, blonde, handy Dylan did not fit their stereotypes of what a gay guy should be like. You’d think by now that people would learn about stereotypes. We talk about this in Students for Social Justice all the time.

				For a couple months people called him fag and harassed him, which, according to our civil rights’ team bulletin board, is normal high school behavior. Sometimes things get so bad that kids have to leave school. Dylan didn’t do that. I think sometimes he wanted to, but he toughed it out.

				Anyway, at first I was pretty much shocked by the whole Dylan thing because I thought he loved me. He told me that all the time, whispered it in my ear after we had sex, wrote it to me in poems or when he instant-messaged me before going to bed at night. It was hard dealing with that, the fact that it was all some fairy-tale lie, but he still loves me, just not the way I thought he did. 

				He does. 

				I love him too.

				Just not that way any more.

				That new, bold, crazy, stomach-pit-aching, world-spinning, lust-pumping-through-every-neuron way is reserved for Tom.

				“You are zoned out,” Em says.

				“Dylan is an amazing singer,” I announce as we come up to the Y. “Do you think that I’m messed up because Dylan’s gay?”

				“Duh,” Em nods. 

				She honks her horn at the Eastbrook squad car that’s parked in the Y lot, facing out and ready to catch speeders. Chief Tanner, Tom’s dad, Eastbrook’s head cop, waves his radar gun at her, but smiles. She slows down. 

				“It’s a good thing he likes you,” I say and cross my legs, rub my hands hard against my thighs trying to get rid of the tingling feeling.

				“I know.” 

				We stop at the red light, one of Eastbrook’s few, and she puts her blinker on, clears her throat and says, “You need to let the Mimi thing go.”

				I groan and don’t answer. The red light flickers. Something is wrong with it. Does it want us to stop or not? It’s like it can’t decide.

				“Tom does not like Mimi,” she says.

				The light flickers. Cars drive in front of us.

				“Belle?”

				“Whatever.” I’m a tiny bit obsessed about Mimi Cote liking Tom. They went out in eighth grade. She’s pretty open about her desires. She hates me. Enough said. “But maybe that’s why there’s a Problem. Maybe it’s because he doesn’t want to compare.”

				“Maybe he’s just scared.”

				“Right.”

				“Guys can get awkward about the sex thing. Even Tom guys.”

				“Right.”

				Em taps her fingernails on the steering wheel. “Fine. Don’t listen. Anyway, I need you to come make a pharmacy run with me tomorrow.”

				I raise my eyebrows. “Is it that time?”

				“I think so, and I only have two left,” she whines and turns onto Main Street. 

				Emily is terrified of buying tampons from Dolly at Rite Aid. She’s all uptight about it. I always have to do it for her. She won’t even let her mom do it; it’s like she’s all upset about being an adult or something.

				“Having your thingy is not something to be ashamed of,” I announce. I announce this every twenty-eight days. We stop at a crosswalk because Jessica Osheroff, the Eastbrook American reporter is hustling across the street, slinging her pocketbook over her shoulder, pulling out her notepad. 

				“Yeah. Right. You just called it a thingy.”

				“Fine. Your men-stru-al cy-cle.” I make the words long and slow, which cracks Em up. Jessica Osheroff glares at Em as if Em is laughing at her.

				Since Jessica has crossed the street, we’re moving forward again. Em finally stops laughing and says, “It’s not just that. We have to buy condoms, too.”

				I stop laughing. “Condoms? You want me to buy condoms for you!”

				“Shut up! The windows are open.”

				“Can’t Shawn buy condoms?”

				“He did last time. It’s my turn and we’re all out.”

				“Oh my God, you take turns? How often are you guys doing it?” 

				Em turns her head to give me an eyebrow wiggle. “You’re just jealous.”

				“Yeah.” I hang my hand out the window and feel the air hit it, giving it a high five. “I can’t buy condoms from Dolly. I’m not even doing it with Tom.”

				“I know. Believe me, I know.”

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				She sucks in some air and says, “It means we all wish you guys would just get it over with.”

				I try to glare at her. Her lip wiggles because she wants to laugh but isn’t. Her lip always does that. 

				“I can’t believe people talk about my sex life.”

				“Or lack thereof,” she says like a teacher. She thrusts her hand in the air to make the point. I grab it and put it back on the wheel.

				“Shut up,” I taunt her.

				“Make me,” she says right back, matching my annoyed kid tone.

				I crack up. So does she. 

				Then I say it again, because I can’t believe it. “You want me to buy condoms for you and Shawn.”

				“Uh-huh.”

				I shake my head. “Fine. But you’re coming with me and we aren’t going to Rite Aid. We’re going to Wal-Mart. They have those self-checkout lines there.”

				Em’s face lights up. “That’s beautiful! That is such a good idea.”

				“I am the best friend you’ll ever have,” I say.

				She turns into my driveway and flashes a smile. “I know.”

				We weren’t always best friends. We always knew each other and were friends but not in the ultimate friend way. Everyone in Eastbrook knows each other, pretty much because there’s only about six thousand people who live here. I used to be best friends with Mimi Cote, but that ended in eighth grade. It wasn’t just  the Tom thing, I swear. It was a bunch of things, like the way she’d lie and pretend to get better scores on her projects than me, or the way she’d get annoyed that I was the flyer on our middle school cheerleading team (see, more small-town multitasking) and she wasn’t and she’d always tell me I was getting too fat to be a flyer, which of course I wasn’t, because I was tiny, tiny, tiny and it was only because I was getting breasts that Mimi even tried to pull the whole “you’re too fat to be a flyer” crapola routine on me. 

				Pathetic.

				There are lots of things that can make you not be a friend with someone, and fewer things that can make you a friend with someone, but I lucked out when Em got seated next to me freshman year in period-A study hall. She is easily the best friend I could ever have.

				“I can’t believe your mother’s going on another date with Jim Shrembersky,” she says in my driveway. “Where are they going?”

				“Cleonice.” It’s our town’s one fancy restaurant. They serve tapas.

				Em laughs. “Hhm. Maybe we should buy some condoms for your mom, too.”

				I fling open the door and get out of the car. “I hate you.”

				She just laughs harder.

				I wave to her as she starts backing out the driveway.

				“You sure you don’t want a ride to the cemetery?” she yells, her rear bumper missing our mailbox by five-tenths of a centimeter.

				I smile. “I’m good.”

				She toots and zooms off down the road, my crazy, uptight best friend who has supermodel hair, a brain that doesn’t give her seizures, a non-dating widow mother, a boyfriend who sleeps with her, who tells her he loves her, a perfect life. 

				My mom and I visit my dad every year. I bike there. I can’t drive because I have caffeine-induced seizures, but I wouldn’t drive anyway because that’s not how I do this. Since I was six I’ve always ridden my bike up the steep hills of the Bayside Road. My mom always drives. It’s part of our ritual, but neither of us talk about it. This year, of course, she blows it and brings Jim, her new boyfriend. It’s not like I hate Jim, but he’s not supposed to be here. It’s supposed to be about my mom and my dad and me. She says that he’ll wait in the car when we go visit the grave, but it’s not the same. I’ll still know he’s there. 

				It rains today, too, but that doesn’t change anything. Rain has come before. Jim, though, Jim hasn’t come before.

				People have traditions in their lives, you know. They have ways things happen, and then, all of a sudden, someone decides to change it. I hate that.

				I hard-pump the pedals to get up the last big hill, steer around the crumbled asphalt that juts into the breakdown lane. The tires slick to the pavement and I don’t fall despite the slippery surface, despite the rain slashing into my eyes, pouring off my helmet, obliterating the smells of the flowers, the spring-fresh grass, so that all I can smell and taste is iron and rain, metal and loss. 

				We don’t dress up for the occasion. My mom says he wouldn’t want that. He wasn’t a dress-up kind of guy. I wouldn’t know. I never met him. I was a baby when he died, a massive hole blown in his chest a half a world away.

				The rain drenches my jeans and windbreaker/rain coat. 

				I get off my bike, see Jim sitting in the car. He’s pretending to read a book, but he looks up the moment I walk by and he waves and gives a little half smile. His hair is thin and it’s all wet. I can tell that even through the car windows. He got soaked somehow today, just like me. 

				I wave back. He’s not a bad guy, Jim. It’s just he doesn’t belong here, not right now. My mom should know that. There’s a way this is suppose to be, every year, and this isn’t it.

				My mom’s already at the grave, holding a blue and green umbrella that’s older than me. Maybe my dad once held that umbrella over her head, protecting her from the rain, the way he never had a chance to protect me. My mom’s raincoat touches the ground as she bends down at the knees, strokes his name, the dates; a grave, her face. She clings to air.

				So do I.

				Leaning my bike against the big granite pillars that guard the cemetery, I head in. My feet squish in the wet grass. Water invades my running shoes. My toes adjust to the damp. 

				Normally, I bring Gabriel and play my dad a song. Gabriel was his guitar, and she’s a wild, deep blue. I don’t ever sing because that would be too cheesy, sort of crossing the line into schmaltz. Instead, I just play something soft and quiet for him. I think it calms my mother down, too. It gives us something to focus on in the awkwardness of a cemetery. My fingers always relax when they play the chords. You have to keep your left hand loose to play chords well. Anything jerky and it just sounds like crap. And when your fingers relax, your heart relaxes and you don’t think so much about how you’ve never had a dad.

				According to my mom, my dad used to love folk music, Bob Dylan, Richard Thompson, Tom Paxton, Ewan MacColl, all that old-guy stuff. But it is too wet today, this death day, and I can’t risk bringing Gabriel out in this and singing some Dylan. The rain would pound too heavy on her body. It would ruin her. 

				So, it’s just me clomping through the wet grass towards my mom, just me alone without my guitar, but with my mom’s new man friend witnessing it all from his spectator seat in the car. 

				Reaching out, my hand touches my mom’s shoulder. She jumps up so fast the umbrella almost bashes into my face. I stumble backwards to get out of the way and fall on my butt. She laughs. 

				The sky above her lightens to charcoal gray. The water drops come down at me like slow-motion silver bullets. I can plot their course. The only color is from the flowers she’s brought, bright zinnias, pink and yellow. The rain bends their petals but they somehow stay whole.

				“You okay?” she says, reaching out her hand. It’s wet. I take it.

				“Yeah,” I say as she hauls me back to standing position. “You?”

				She nods, keeps my hand in hers, and tucks me under the umbrella with her. “Your father would be so proud of you.”

				She says this every year, even years when I fall on my butt in the wet grass. It’s a cliché. It’s what everyone in Eastbrook says to me. Your father would be proud.

				“Why?” I ask my mom. It’s the question I’ve wanted to ask her every year, and now, I guess, without Gabriel here to distract me, I ask it. Plus, I mean, really, would my father be proud knowing about The Problem? I doubt it. “Why would he be proud?”

				A truck bellows by on the Bayside Road, past Jim in my mom’s parked car, past the cemetery. Its wheels displace the water for a brief second, pulling puddles from the road, from the earth, before smacking them back down again. 

				“Why not?” my mom answers.

				Lightning brightens the sky. Magic seems to whisk through the trees. The zinnias shake.

				“That’s getting closer,” she shudders. “We should go.”

				[image: pause.eps]

				We start walking through the grass. The wetness of it seeps into my shoes, sloshes around my feet and I just ask her, before we get too close to Jim and her car, “Do you think he’d love me?”

				“Oh, honey, how could anyone not love you?”

				This is a completely good-mother thing to say. My mother is that type of mother, the kind that doesn’t think there could be anything wrong, ever, with her darling little girl.

				But that’s not true, especially when it comes to love.

				Tom has never told me he loves me even though we’ve been dating for months. 

				My ex-boyfriend, Dylan, I always thought loved me, but he didn’t, not “that way.” He was gay. I was totally dependent on him for most of high school and then—poof—it turned out to be a big pretend. 

				“I’m not that lovable, Mom.”

				She shakes her head beneath the umbrella. “Yes, you are. I love you. You’re a very popular girl.”

				If she wasn’t so cute I would glare at her, but she looks like a wet puppy so I just say, “I’m not popular, Mom.”

				“Were you Harvest Queen?”

				I shrug.

				“Are you in charge of clubs at school?”

				“Students for Social Justice and Amnesty International don’t count. Those aren’t the cool clubs.”

				She charges on. “Do you have friends? Lots of friends?”

				Now, I glare at her.

				“Then you’re popular.”

				“I’m not ‘popular,’” I say, making the little finger quotes that people make. “Not in the rah-rah pep-rally way.” 

				I hate labels. I’m not sure why people get labels. But I do not want to be labeled, not popular, not folkie, not good girl, not slut, not anything. People aren’t just one thing; my mom should know that. Like, her boyfriend has a horror movie collection but that does not make him a serial killer freak weirdo, although looking at his choice in media, you would label him that. He’s also a really good 3-D photographer and newspaper guy. Everybody’s like that. Including me. I hate when people pretend life is simple and straight, one label, one plot moving us from point A to point B, pretending our entire makeup fits into a one-word description.

				“I’m not popular,” I tell her again. 

				“Sweetheart,” she says, itching at her ear. “Your boyfriend is a jock, a cute jock.”

				“He’s not just a ‘jock,’” I say, a little angry. “Jocks are not into duct tape, and they don’t make little sculptures out of it or write sayings on it and they aren’t as smart as Tom is.”

				“No one is ‘just’ anything, Belle. Didn’t I teach you that?” Now she’s finger-quoting at me.

				“Yeah.” I shiver in the rain, staring at her warm car and Jim sitting in it. “You taught me.”

				“Your dad would’ve been so proud of you,” she says, reaching out and squeezing a lock of super wet hair. She smiles, sweetly and slowly. She looks pretty. I forget that my mom is kind of pretty despite the whole thinning hair thing. My dad must have really loved her.

				The thunder ripples through the air. Sound waves of grief or anger or something, I think it’s too symbolic, too heavy. All I need is a skull to lift up in my hand and a soliloquy. Dear dead father … Would you have loved me? Your firstborn daughter? Blah. Blah. Blah. To be or not to be … 

				I would rather have a sunny day and a happy frolic with Tom on a beach somewhere. Okay, fine … a bed somewhere. I would rather have a father who was alive and loved me instead of a war hero. I would rather have dry socks and fingers that relax above guitar strings, ready to play chords. 

				My mom kisses me on the top of the head as she gets in the car. “You sure you don’t want a ride back? It’s pouring.”

				“It’s dismal!” Jim says, leaning forward so he can see me. He rubs his hands together and he’s got this massive smile smacked across his face. I guess horror-movie buffs like dismal weather.

				“Yep,” I say. “I’m sure.”

				Our ritual is already too different. The least I can do is bike home like normal and obsess about Tom.

				My mom’s hunched inside the car, trying to shelter away from the rain and it’s obvious she wants to slam the door shut to keep the rain out, but if she did, it would keep me out too, and she’s too nice a mom for that.

				“I’m just going to pick up a few things for my trip next week, drop Jim off at the car place, and then I’ll be right home.”

				I close the door for her and as my hands push the cold, wet metal I say, “Take your time.”

				Then I add, so I’m not rude, “Good luck with your car, Jim.”

				He gives me a dorky thumbs-up sign. “You just must adore this rain! It’s torrential.”

				Torrential? 

				My mom honks. She drives off, taking with her the smell of car air-freshener in pine tree form and tic-tacs. 

				As soon as she leaves, I slosh back to the cemetery and my father’s grave. The sky opens up for one second and a spot of blue edges out of the gray, like a promise, but as quickly as it appears it’s gone again, swallowed up by the gloom. My fingers touch the zinnias.

				I sit on the wet earth, my head resting against the marble. If I close my eyes, maybe I could see him somehow, but that’s not what I want. I want to be able to smell what he used to smell like, feel if the skin on his arms was rough or smooth, super hairy, or just kissed with follicles.

				“I wish I knew you,” I say. The rain pellets my bike helmet. Thwonk. Thwonk. It makes a patter beat like Morse code, but I can’t decipher the message. What does my mom do when she comes here? What does she think? Does she see old visions of him, dancing her across the floor at their high school prom? Does she feel the soft cloth of his flannel shirt against her cheek as he hugs her hello? Does she remember the day he left for the war? The sorrow-crinkles in his eyes when he refused to say goodbye?

				“No good-byes,” he told her, patting her belly, where I was swimming around, waiting. “Those are for movies and men who don’t come home.”

				But he didn’t. He didn’t come home. 

				When your dad dies before you know him he becomes a fairy tale, like someone familiar that you’ve always wanted to meet but you keep missing each other somehow, almost as if you walk straight and they turn; you ride your bike down a road while they whiz by in an ambulance; you know they exist, that they existed, but it’s something that you can never touch. 

				And the thing is, I think the people you know can be like that too. You think you’re so connected. You think you know someone’s soul and then it just rain-smears away and you’re just left with words about them, words that explain about them, but you don’t have them.

				My fingers press against his headstone, but it’s just wet stone, wet and hard and there’s nothing there at all, just a name, letter-symbols of someone who once was. 

				That’s it. 

				That’s it when your dad dies before you knew him or when your husband dies before he kisses your baby. You just journey through it. You just keep going and going like some sort of crazy battery-powered pink bunny in a commercial. You bang your drum and you go on.

				“Would you love me?” I whisper ask. “Do you think Tom loves me?”

				My father, he doesn’t answer. Of course he doesn’t answer.

				So, I get up and walk away. 

				Everything is different, just because of Jim in the car, just because you can’t keep everything the same forever, I guess.

				It rains harder but I can handle it. On my bike I can handle almost anything. It’s like you’re a superhero pushing through the rotation of the tires. It’s all you and muscle and gravity, going forward, moving, all power.

				I race my bike through the sheets of water. Massive puddles slosh up and spray my legs. The bike is like the storm, out of control, but I’m doing my best to stay upright and stable on the old, hilly Bayside Road. I would focus on the faded white line that shows the shoulder, but puddles obscure it. 

				This is hell.

				Splash.

				Only wet.

				Can hell be wet?

				Isn’t hell supposed to be hot fire and searing pain? Isn’t it supposed to be constant torture by your most hated enemies? For me, that would be Mimi Cote, the high school bully queen.

				Why would her mother name her that? Mimi like me-me, like shallow materialism and greed at its best.

				“Because life is full of cruelties perpetuated by our parents,” is what Em would say.

				Splash.

				My cell phone waits in my pocket, tempting me to call Em, or Tom, for a ride, but I won’t do it. I don’t need help getting home. I’m no damsel in distress. It’s just rain.

				Splash. 

				This time the puddle wiggles my tire a bit. My jeans are heavy against my leg.

				“I am so stupid,” I say out loud, between gritted teeth. “I am a total idiot.”

				Clouds thicken the sky. Thunder rolls around the air like a curse. The zinnias in the cemetery must be struggling.

				I pedal and then a black truck pulls up alongside me. The growling engine noise lets me know it’s my neighbor, Eddie Caron. Eddie used to be one of my little-kid best friends and then he freaked out last fall, pushed me against a locker, put his hand on my … 

				Don’t think about this.

				Pedal.

				Just pedal.

				“Hey Belle!” He’s rolled down the window. “Want a ride?”

				“No, thanks,” I manage to make my lips move. The bike’s tires rip through another puddle, dark and foul. A used paper cup floats in it. Ahead of me, near Billy Ray’s house, is a flat lake spreading out across both lanes of the road. On sunny days, there’s a pothole there that I always have to veer around. The rain hits this massive puddle, striking it over and over again. 

				“You can’t ride your bike in the rain,” says Eddie. “You look like a freaking lunatic and you’re soaked.”

				He leans his bulky body out of his truck window. I keep riding, pumping the pedals, smooth and hard so I can go faster even on the slick roads. He keeps the truck going the same speed as my bike. 

				“I’m fine!” I yell and push harder, like I’m somehow going to magically be able to outrun a truck with an engine, a motor and Eddie’s big foot on the gas, like I’m suddenly Superman. Sorry. Too gender specific. Superperson.

				Eddie shakes his head at me, squints his big dark eyes and doesn’t give up. “You’re being stupid.”

				The rain splatters down. Lightning shrieks across the sky.

				“You’re just being stubborn,” he yells at me. I glance over at him. Rain has soaked his shirt. “You’re going to fall.”

				“Will not.”

				“Will too.”

				Thunder booms. Rain splatters against my ears. Eddie keeps trailing me. “If I was Tom you’d take the ride.”

				“Yeah.” 

				That’s a no-brainer right there. Tom is my boyfriend. Eddie is the freak who grabbed my breast in the hallway and got suspended for it. I’m not supposed to think about that. I think about it and shudder in the cold rain.

				“Belle, just let me bring you home. Okay?”

				I start to shout something back, but at that moment something happens. My hand starts jerking the way it does right before I have a seizure, only I don’t really have seizures much anymore. I don’t. I stare at my hand. My bike lurches hard and quick. The front wheel wiggles and I fly over the handlebars, head first. Somehow I relax my body, but curl it, like a ball, and I thud into the dirt on the shoulder of the road. 

				I jump right up, horrified, embarrassed, even more soaked. I don’t care if I’m hurt. I cannot believe I fell off my bike. I never fall off my bike. 

				Eddie’s truck is stopped in the middle of the road. His door’s flung wide open and he’s right by me, face tight and wet. “Belle … ”

				He reaches his hand out. His hand is huge and waits in front of me. I follow the line of his arm to his face. His brow crinkles and below it his brown eyes plead for me to take his hand, to take it, to trust him.

				“I’m fine.”

				“Belle, I think you had a seizure.”

				I pace away from him, pivot back. My shoulder hurts. My ankle hurts. My head feels groggy and funny like it used to after I had a seizure. I did not have a seizure. I only have seizures when I’ve had caffeine or aspartame. I did not have caffeine or aspartame.

				“I’m fine.” I grab at my bike, lifting it like I’m going to jump on it and ride home. The frame looks okay, but the front tire is flat. “Crap.”

				I could patch it, but I don’t want to. I unbuckle my helmet and yank it off. Water sloshes into my eyes. I grab the handlebars to walk my bike back home but everything in me feels weak and tired, like all my muscles have been yanked hard and fast.

				“I couldn’t have had a seizure,” I whisper out. 

				Eddie’s meaty hand lands on my wet shoulder, the one that I didn’t land on. “Belle, let me bring you home.”

				I stop walking and breathe in. “I can call Em for a ride. I have my cell.”

				He does not move his hand and it’s all I can do not to run away. It was horrible in the hall that day, the way I couldn’t get away from him, the way his eyes hardened like asphalt and he wouldn’t listen. I felt helpless. 

				I did not just have a seizure.

				Thunder echoes across the sky. Tom is at practice, but maybe coming home now, because the weather’s so bad. My mom is running errands and I am here, on the Bayside Road, standing with Eddie Caron and his hand, his hand is on my shoulder. 

				Let me go, I say, but it’s only in my head. Let me go, Eddie.

				When we were little kids we’d play together. We’d do all those little-kid things. We’d hold hands and pull on each other, running in a circle and chanting Ring Around the Rosie. We’d fall down and giggle forever, staring up at the sky. Back in first and second grades, when I was too little to fit in and Jade Gerard would bully me into giving him my Goldfish snacks, it was Eddie who would beat him up behind the school. 

				That was the old Eddie. Now there’s this Eddie. The hallway Eddie. How can they be the same person? They are. Somehow they are. 

				His eyes meet my eyes.

				Let me go, Eddie.

				He lets go. The hand that had rested on my shoulder wipes at the water on his face, rough and impatient. 

				“I’m sorry, Belle,” he says with a voice that doesn’t match his hand. “I was a shit. I know I was a shit. You know  … back then. I was drunk. That’s not an excuse. I’m better now. The old Eddie.”

				He swallows and I don’t say anything.

				Something in his eyes flickers and I feel sorry for him somehow. I do not want to feel sorry.

				“Please,” he says, “let me give you a ride home. It’s insane out here. And I really think you had a seizure. You were jerking.”

				My breath sucks in. “You saw me?”

				“Yeah.”

				I nod, just the tiniest nod, and Eddie grabs my bike and hoists it into the back of the truck. He opens the door for me and makes sure I don’t fall getting in his truck. But it was just a seizure. It doesn’t make me incapable of getting in a freaking truck.

				“I’ll get it all wet,” I say.

				He shrugs. “Like I care. It smells like puke in here, anyway.”

				I sniff in. It does. My head wobbles back against the seat. There’s a crack in the black vinyl shaped like the letter Y.

				He starts driving. “It’s my dad. He went on a bender one night and slept it off in my truck. I used Fantastic but you can still smell it.”

				“Really?” It’s hard to imagine Mr. Caron drinking. He’s so Bible School with his perfectly creased shirts.

				“Fantastic is a pretty good cleaner.”

				“That’s not what I meant.”

				“Things have kind of sucked at home lately,” Eddie says. The wipers swish back and forth, frantically trying to rid the window of water. “Should I be doing something special for you?”

				“What?”

				“Because you just had a seizure?”

				“No.”

				I rub the wet out of my eyes. Eddie’s shirt clings to him.

				He says, “I’m sorry.”

				We both know what he’s talking about. We both know it’s not about his father. We both know it’s not because I was jerking on the side of the road.

				“So am I.”

				It takes us less than five minutes to get to my house, even though Eddie has to drive slow through the puddles. My phone beeps. Tom’s sent me a text message. It’s a picture of him, soaking wet with Shawn. They’ve got their arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders. Then the message: MISS U. Why couldn’t it have said LOVE U?

				Great.

				The whole way, I keep thinking about how mad Tom would be if he knew I was in here with Eddie. He hates Eddie. He hates when I do what he thinks are stupid things. Like when I forget that Wrigley’s Spearmint gum now has aspartame in it and start chewing. Or when I climb on top of the roof of my house so I can be closer to the stars. This ride with Eddie? Tom would count this as an extremely stupid thing. And the seizure would make it worse.

				I won’t tell him.

				U 2, I text back.

				Just as Eddie turns the truck into my driveway he says, “Remember Cardigan?”

				Cardigan was this eighth grade trip we all had to take. We climbed up a mountain and camped out for three nights with the teachers, and I was a total wimp. My backpack was really heavy. My head was spinning. I’d drunk five Pepsis on the bus ride over. Now, I realize I must have been in pre-seizure mode, but back then I couldn’t figure out what was wrong with me. I didn’t know why I passed out. I didn’t know that caffeine and aspartame gave me seizures. I just felt bad.

				Eddie had come all the way back down the mountain to where the teacher and I were resting. He took my pack up the mountain for me. He climbed the mountain twice. I called him my Hero Friend and everyone teased him about it, but it was kind of nice. Eddie’s never been popular, and I think he felt kind of popular that weekend, like he fit in, and for once no one cared that he was so huge and not super smart or really good looking. They just cared that he was my Hero Friend.

				“Cardigan was crazy,” I say, opening the door. The rain attacks us. Eddie just barrels out of the truck anyway, hauling out my bike and carrying it to where it will be safe under the porch.

				“Yeah,” he says. “But it was fun. Do you know why you had one? A seizure?”

				I shake my head, accept the truth. “No. Now? I didn’t have anything today that would make me have one. No coffee or gum or anything.”

				He cracks the knuckles on his right hand. They’re scratched up and rugged. “You stressed?”

				“Yeah. I’m always stressed.”

				“Sometimes elevated stress levels can make people who are prone to seizures have seizures. It gets them closer to their threshold levels.”

				I eye him. Rain beats down. “You sound like a doctor.”

				“I looked up a lot of stuff up on the ’net, you know.” He shifts his weight. His left leg jiggles nervously. “When you first had them.”

				“Oh.” 

				I don’t know what to think. The rain keeps pummeling down, so I just thank him and go inside, slouching, soaked, and not looking very powerful. At all.

				Hello house.

				Goodbye Eddie. 

				Water falls off of me, puddles by the front door. I rip my clothes off, check out the bruise on my ankle and head upstairs for the bathroom. My cat, Muffin, rubs against me and then hisses. 

				“I know, I’m wet,” I tell her.

				She turns her back to me, shows me her kitty bum.

				“It’s not like it’s on purpose.”

				Why does Tom have to be so cute? It kills me. The white of his teeth against his tree bark skin. The water molding his hair to his skull, dripping down his ear. Stop. Darn it. Stop being so damn cute. God, God, God, hormones just suck.

				I throw my wet clothes into the washing machine, turn on the shower and check out his picture one more time. Damn. I won’t tell anyone about my seizure. I won’t risk it. This will be the one secret that I keep. Yeah, I keep it with Eddie, but nobody’s talking to him anyway, and if I tell … . If I tell it means doctor appointments and medications, probably. It means no taking showers or baths without my mom pounding on the door every minute making sure I’m okay. It means no riding my bike and I already can’t drive a car.

				“It was a fluke,” I announce to the bathroom.

				The bathroom, I’m happy to say, agrees. 

				There is nothing to do tonight, so Em and Shawn and Tom and I, we take off for dinner ourselves. We just go to Pat’s Pizza, to sit in the green vinyl booths, to peruse the same coffee cup-stained menus we know by heart. And of course, I peruse Tom’s face, the same jaw that’s strong and straight but not in some ridiculous Superman way, the lines that crinkle by his eyes when he laughs, the cheek muscle that twitches when he’s mad. I know him by heart too, and the longing  … It’s crazy. I can’t believe you can long for someone so much when that person is right there. 

				Anna and Kara and Crash are at another table with Dylan and Bob. Bob shifts his eyes away when I say hi. The overhead lights glint off his glasses. The sun has burnt the scalp beneath his super short hair. 

				“You guys want to sit with us?” Anna asks.

				Shawn holds his hands out. “You look crowded.”

				Anna wipes at the corner of her lip, which she’s outlined with black, and then says, “We could sit on laps?”

				Even she knows it’s a stupid idea. 

				We end up only a couple booths away and while we sit perusing and perusing and perusing, the voices of the other table breeze over. They hum towards us. The fan on the ceiling turns and turns. Each spin of it causes the blades to shake and it reminds me of my hand, of falling on the ground.

				Tom shuts his menu.

				“You know what you’re getting?” Shawn asks.

				“Mexican.”

				“No green pepper?” I ask.

				Tom sticks his tongue out, disgusted at the thought. 

				“Stick that thing back in unless you’re going to use it,” Em says. “Oh, wait  … Bellie, you do want him to use it?”

				I kick her underneath the table. She yelps and smiles. 

				“Sometimes I hate you.” I make my voice go hard mean.

				“You really love me.” She hides behind the menu then pokes her eyes over the top, all little girl sweet. “Right?”

				Shawn hauls her into his side, wraps his fingers around her shoulder. He smiles so hard his face muscles must ache, the world is in that smile. “We all love you, Emily-bemily.”

				She kisses his cheek. “Good.”

				Tom shakes his head and whispers, “They’re disgusting.”

				“I know.”

				“We aren’t that bad, are we?” 

				“Worse!” Shawn yells. He jabs his finger at us like some sort of conservative news channel host making a point about the wasting away of American morals. “You are worse.”

				This is a total lie.

				“I’m going to go wash up,” I say and scoot out of the booth.

				There’s a one-person line outside the bathroom at Pat’s and it’s Anna in front of me. She’s got her Palm Pilot thing out like the old-style techno geek she is, figuring out her busy schedule I guess. I tap her on the shoulder. It’s wet from the rain. She turns around. “Hey.”

				“Hey.”

				“Someone is taking forever in there.” She bites the end of her stylus and says in a perfectly normal, unwhispering voice, “I heard you and Em are going to Wal-Mart tomorrow to buy some condoms.”

				My mouth drops open. “Em told you that?”

				She nods. Someone flushes behind the door.

				I cannot believe Emily, the girl who can’t even buy tampons by herself, has announced this to Anna. This is totally out of character for her.

				Anna checks something off on her Palm. “Can I come?”

				“To buy condoms?”

				“Well,” she shrugs. “I need tampons and Emily says it’s really fun. That you pretend to be a secret agent person on a recon mission.”

				“Oh God.” I bring my hands up to cover my face. “My life is so embarrassing.”

				“It’s cute!” She taps my shoulder with her stylus. “Don’t worry. You’ll get to use them soon.”

				“Is it that obvious?”

				“Yeah. Both your faces are all longing like Princess Lea and Han Solo in the original Star Wars trilogy. Or Strider and Arwen in LOTR.”

				I shake my head. “What?”

				“You need to see more movies,” Anna laughs. She shows me her LOTR shirt and points to Viggo, the guy who must play Strider. “The want. You guys have the look of want.”

				“The look of want,” I mutter.

				“It’s too bad it’s going to totally suck the first time.”

				“What?”

				“You know, the first time you do it. Boys are all awkward. Especially guys under thirty, not like you should do it with someone that old, because that would be gross and possibly criminal.”

				“Where do you get this?”

				“Have you or have you not read John Green?”

				I shake my head.

				“Looking for Alaska?”

				I still have no clue.

				“With the whole blow-job scene?” she’s shrieking. She stylus-points at me. “Do not tell me you have never read the blow-job scene.”

				A woman with cropped unbending hair opens the door, awkward, bewildered. Her eyes adjust to the darker light. 

				“Sorry,” she mumbles and skitters away.

				I don’t recognize her. I whirl on Anna and whisper, “You just said that out loud.”

				Anna swallows a half-laugh and gives me a little wave, closes the door, gone. 

				When it’s my turn, I study my face in the mirror. I don’t see it. I don’t see the look of want. But I know it’s there and once we’re sitting down at the movies, staring at the cartoon about a rat who wants to be a chef, just Tom’s leg bumping into my leg makes me shiver.

				A rat on the screen cooks something gourmet. Shawn laughs, leans forward clutching his stomach. Tom leans back, too, chuckling like some old grandpa, but his hand lands on my knee. His thumb moves up and down and electric stuff moves with it. His thumb nail is ragged. My whole body goes wiggly and aching and it’s too much to handle. 

				The rat on the screen smiles.

				I grab Tom’s thumb, just circle my fingers around it and breathe in.

				People laugh. 

				[image: pause.eps]

				After the movies, Shawn and Em leave together. I try not to wonder if they’re going to have “awkward teenage sex.” 

				Tom brings me home. Almost the whole way I babble about how I wish I didn’t dislike Bob, how I’m worried that makes me a bigot somehow and it’s true, but it’s also because I can’t stand to think of Tom’s thumb on my knee and how it makes me feel and how I want to have awkward teenage sex, and why was it so unawkward with Dylan, which makes me blab on about Bob again.

				When we park Tom just says, “Belle, if you loved all gay people just because they were gay that would be just as bad.”

				He gets out of the truck and takes my hand to walk me to the door, but I pull on him and bring him around to the back of the house.

				“Where we going, Commie?” he asks. 

				I hold my finger to my lips. “Shhh … and don’t call me Commie. I am not a communist. I am just in Amnesty and Students for Social Justice and you are so ruining the mood. Okay? ”

				Silence.

				We walk around the house to the backyard. I bring him to where there’s a big oak tree. Its trunk bark is gnarled with age and wisdom, covered with cracks that separate the bark, lichen clinging to it for life and support. I place his hands against the trunk. He lifts up an eyebrow. The moonlight casts shadows against the lines of his face. I don’t think he could be any more handsome. I don’t want him to not love me.

				He turns and leans his back against the tree. I press myself against him. With my eyes closed, there seems to be no distance between us. The world sways beneath my feet. The spring night air lifts my hair gently, rustles through the leaves. Kiss me. Kiss me. Kiss me. My eyes open. Tom’s face leans down.

				I press my hand against his cheek.

				“Please,” I say, but I don’t know what I’m asking for. 

				His arms enclose around me. Every molecule of my body yearns for this, for him. He’s so warm. He moves a little against me.

				“Commie,” he says.

				He whispers it like a moan. “Commie.”

				We somehow end up on the ground. The roots of the tree bump beneath my back. 

				He kisses my cheeks, the top of my head, softly, lightly. “You have to stop beating yourself up so much.”

				“I don’t.” 

				“Yes, you do.”

				I prop myself up onto my elbow. “You didn’t always use duct tape.”

				“Where did that come from?” 

				“I don’t know,” I say, running a finger along the top of his shoulder. He shivers in a good way. “I was just thinking that you’ve changed since middle school.”

				“People change, Belle.”

				“Then how do we know who they are? How do we love them if they’re always changing?”

				He pulls in a breath through his nose and slowly lets it out. “We don’t know. We just love them  … the parts we know.”

				“But it’s not real then?”

				“You don’t think you can know the essence of someone without knowing all their details?”

				I snort. “Essence of someone?”

				“Shut up.”

				“I want to know why you like duct tape,” I say and he flops onto his back. I snuggle into his shoulder and breathe in. There’s a faint grass smell and soap. He smells so Tomish. I love that smell.

				“Why I like duct tape?”

				“Yeah.”

				“Should I make a Belle list?”

				I nod, my head rubbing up and down against the soft cotton of his shirt. “Yep. Good idea. It helps me process, you know.”

				“I know.” He sighs and thinks for a minute. “The Reasons Why Tom Tanner Likes Duct Tape.”

				“One,” I say.

				“One. It’s sticky and you can make stuff out of it.”

				“Fine.”

				“Two. It’s hard to rip. Only manly men can rip off duct tape repeatedly.”

				“So macho,” I whisper and try to tickle him. He grabs my fingers in his hand, brings them to his mouth and kisses them.

				“It let me have the best Halloween costume ever.”

				“Duct Tape Man?”

				“Yep.”

				“That was the best Halloween costume ever?”

				“Yes,” he laughs. He kisses my ring finger. “Four. It holds things together.”

				“Do you want things to hold together?” 

				He is silent. His hand isn’t as tight around my fingers.

				“Tom?” I whisper ask. “Are you afraid of things falling apart?”

				“Everybody is.” 

				“I never imagine you afraid.”

				“Don’t tell Shawn.” He laughs and his voice quiets into the night. “Guys get scared all the time.”

				“I won’t.” A twig snaps in the woods. Muffin trots out of the woods, snuggles into our sides. “What are you afraid of?”

				“That I won’t be good enough?”

				“For what?”

				“For you.”

				He’s afraid of awkward? Love is bigger than awkward.

				“That’s stupid.” I prop myself up to kiss him again. He pulls me on top of him. We rock back and forth, rushing towards each other and then he pushes me away, pulling his lips from mine.

				“What?” I’m shocked and angry and empty, really empty feeling.

				“Not now, Belle,” he says, sitting up. His face is empty, blank. “Not like this.”

				He’s already standing up, and he reaches down to help me to my feet. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

				Shocked, my lips bruised and aching like my heart, I say the only thing I can think of. “Okay.”

				If I were Mimi he wouldn’t have stopped. If I were Mimi I wouldn’t have said, “Okay.” Because it wasn’t. It wasn’t okay.

				Saturday

				I wake up with the knowledge that I am going to have to go buy condoms at Wal-Mart. This is not a good thing, but it is a good thing, and there’s something funny about it too. A condom shopping spree. I stretch out full on my bed, point my toes, move my arms above my head. Muffin senses that I am alive and well and have survived the night in my lonely bed, so she greets me with a cat butt in the face.

				The kitty litter smell so early in the morning is not the greatest thing.

				I groan and roll over. 

				The kitty litter smell follows me.

				So I heave the blankets off and will my aching body into a sitting position, drop my bare feet onto the cold floor. My flowers are in a vase on the bookcase, blooming and making everything smell good. The little duct tape guitar Tom made me right after Dylan came out waits nearby. I grab my real guitar from her resting place beside the wall.

				“Good morning, Gabriel,” I mutter. Shafts of morning sun slide through the window and bounce against Gabriel’s shiny blueness. My tired fingers move across her strings, finding the proper positions and then I begin to play. It’s a song of longing, a longing that might soon be over. It has no words.

				My mom comes and stands at my door. She’s already dressed and spiffy-looking. She dresses up even on Saturdays if she’s going out and about. She’s always wearing skirts that flow around her ankles for her public persona. Of course, at home she schlumps around in slippers. Muffin flops off the bed and twines herself around my mother’s legs, popping her head against the red cotton fabric of her skirt.

				“Silly cat,” my mom says, and bends so that she can scratch Muffin’s ears. “Nice song. What do you call it?”

				“Buying condoms,” I say.

				She straightens up, smiling. “Ha. Ha. Ha. Very funny.”

				“Really.”

				She lifts her eyebrows. “Mm-hmm. I made you some Postum and some toast.”

				I strum a final chord and shift off the bed, resting Gabriel against the wall. Then I stretch. 

				“I see your belly,” my mom says, smiling. She puts her fingers out to tickle me. “I see a cute Bellie belly.”

				“Don’t you dare tickle me,” I back up, hands out to ward her off. “Don’t you dare.”

				She dares.

				Some people’s mothers are nice and normal. Mine is not. End of story.

				Okay, it’s not really the end of story. My mom is a great coper. For years she worked at a dental supply company coping with boredom. This year she got a new job as the human resource director at the hospital. She copes with nurses and doctors having affairs, MRI techs looking at porn on their computer and a million other things. At home, she copes with being a single mom who has a daughter who has a seizure if she drinks coffee or eats anything with the chemical aspartame in it. She does it all alone. 

				She also messes up song lyrics on purpose, but I’m the only one who knows that it’s on purpose. Like even the Happy Birthday song. She’ll sing, “Happy torque day, Big Blue.”

				I think she’s just trying to mix people up a little bit.

				She’s okay, really, for a mom, except for the whole tickling thing. 

				And the fact that sometimes when I tell her the truth, like about the condom song, she just doesn’t seem to hear. Or that I can’t tell her some truths, like the seizure thing, because it would make her not sing at all.

				Em picks me up first because I am friend number one. Plus, I live closer.

				Em sighs as we head to Anna’s. “I’ve been thinking.”

				“Uh-oh.”

				“Funny. Do you want to know what I’m thinking?”

				“Sure.”

				“You aren’t going to like it.”

				“Then why tell me?”

				“Because you need to hear it.”

				“Okay  … What?”

				“You don’t love Tom enough.”

				“What?”

				“You don’t love him enough. You hold back. You don’t let yourself go because you’re scared of him loving you. And Tom’s a smart boy. He senses it.”

				“That’s crap.”

				“You do? You love him the way you loved Dylan?”

				“That’s different, Miss Psychotherapist.”

				“That’s right.”

				“Dylan was gay.”

				“That’s not why it’s different.”

				“Okay. Why is it different? Tell me, Oh Wise One.”

				“Don’t get snarky.”

				“Snarky? What kind of word is that? I am not snarky. My mom went on a date last night with a man who collects horror movies and you’re grilling me about whether I love my perfect boyfriend who does like duct tape way too much … but … whatever … and now you’re calling me snarky. What’s with you?”

				“I’m just trying to help.”

				“Well don’t.”

				“Fine.”

				“Good.”

				We both start laughing because even when we try to fight it comes out stupid, like a bad play script, or a really sucky horror movie, like we’re just saying the lines because we’re supposed to, not because they mean anything. But Em ruins it because she keeps talking. 

				“I just think you’re afraid to love him because of what happened with Dylan. You’re afraid to need him because he might let you down.”

				I tie the laces of my Snoopy shoes. The canvas started pulling away from the soles awhile ago, so Tom duct taped them for me. He is sweet like that. I do not answer Em. 

				“It’s not easy to open up and trust someone when the last time you did it, it turned out that they were pretending. You’re afraid to love Tom because you’re afraid he might not be who you think he is. But he is, Belle. He really is and he loves you.”

				“Yeah, right.”

				“He does. Shawn told me.”

				I pull the laces tight. I try not to look too excited but I fail miserably, obviously, because Em is laughing. I say, “He did?”

				“Yeah.”

				“Did he actually use the word ‘love’?” I put my other shoe on the dash and work on lacing it. This one doesn’t have duct tape on it so I don’t like it as much. I hold my breath waiting for her answer.

				“Yep.”

				“Wow. And you’re sure he wasn’t saying it about Shawn. He was saying it about me?”

				“Tom’s not gay, Belle.”

				“I know.”

				We’re silent, then I say, “How’d you get so smart?”

				That’s a line my mom always pulls on me. Em answers the way I always do with a corny high-society Manhattan accent crossed with a Russian heiress. “Talk shows and years and years of therapy dahling, years and years of therapy, talk shows and tequila.”

				The thing is that love … love is what is still there after everything, that big, overwhelming love, that’s like the glare of snow on a sunny day, when you’re riding through that snow and all you see is whiteness, blinding you, obliterating everything, and you still go through it, go into that blinding glare, even though you can’t see, even though you don’t know where your feet will end up or if you’ll fall off the road and into a river or run into a mountain. You still just go.

				Love does that to you.

				It obliterates you.

				I know that. I know. I know. And I know that’s how it will be with Tom. I know that too. And I know what it’s like when love ends up being a lie, an uncertainty.

				Em watches me sink into thought and says, finally, “Thank God we’re picking up Anna, because you are no fun today.”

				“Thanks.”

				She smiles, shuts off the car and we wait for Anna in the driveway. “No problem.”

				After a minute, Anna pops in the car. 

				Em’s mouth drops open. “Your hair.”

				Anna smiles and buckles herself into the backseat. “You likey like it?”

				“It’s green,” Em stutters, still staring.

				“A beautiful shade of green,” I say. “Like Kermit the Frog or the Geico lizard thing on the commercials.”

				“That’s exactly what it’s supposed to be!” Anna pulls her black T-shirt away from her chest all proud. “Read it.”

				“I heart Miss Piggy,” Em reads. “So … you’re Kermit?”

				“Well, I’m not an amphibian.” Anna lets her T-shirt settle back to her chest. Miss Piggy’s face smiles out from a star. “Obviously.”

				“Obviously,” Em repeats, starting the car again. “Why did I shut this off?”

				I lean in, smell her mandarin orange skin soap. “Because you were good and didn’t want to waste gas.”

				“Right!” Anna says, plucking a water bottle off the floor, opening it and giving it a gulp. “Good Emily. But I like Kermit. Like how he’s so crazy awkward that Miss Piggy is chasing him around in a total lust frenzy. It’s like a role reversal.”

				Em zooms out of the driveway. Her car tires kick up dirt, dust, little pebbles jolted out of their place by the movement of wheel and force.

				“Role reversal?” I repeat.

				“Yeah, because usually it’s the guy who’s chasing the girl, but the truth is that’s so not the truth, you know?” Anna’s voice gets all high-pitched excited. “The truth is that it’s the girls who usually chase after the guys. Remember middle school?”

				I mind flash an image of Mimi latching onto Tom, grabbing his maroon EMS sweatshirt with the duct tape on the elbows, telling him how cute he was. “Oh yeah.”

				“And in first grade when we had the kissing girls and we played tag but we only chased boys and then we kissed them and got points by how hot they were,” Em sighs. “I loved that game.”

				“Dylan was a hundred points,” I say. “Tom and Shawn were like fifty. So, Anna, you dyed your hair to celebrate the role reversal of Muppets from an ancient television show, when it wasn’t even a role reversal at all?”

				Anna nods. Her hair flops into her face. “It’s all about media distortion.”

				I turn back around to face front, pick up the ripped-off cover of a Glamour magazine. The cover says the actual magazine’s got an article on how to catch your guy’s guy and super hot sizzling secrets in bed. “Is this all related to the teenage boy awkward sex thing you were talking about in Pat’s last night?”

				Anna’s voice echoes through the car. “Yep.”

				“So, it’s like you’re just trying to prepare me for bad sex.” I fold the magazine cover over and over again until it’s just a tiny square of shiny color. “Great.”

				Em reaches over and pats my arm. There’s a tiny cut on her knuckle shaped like a moon. “It will be fine when you guys do it, I swear.”

				“Colossal,” Anna giggles.

				“Life changing.”

				“Monumental.”

				“Brilliant.”

				“Miss Piggy inspiring.”

				“Enough!” I bark at them, turning Em’s radio back on. I push the volume up to twenty so I can’t hear them anymore. It’s on Bangor’s one hip-hop station. It’s a Justin Timberlake song about consequences, which is great. “Can we put in some Christine Lavin?”

				“No. Today is not a Bellie Folk Girl Day.” Em points at me. I grab her finger and pretend like I’m going to bite it. She squeals. “Today is a Bad Girl Buying Condoms Day.”

				Anna manages to yell over the Justin Timberlake muttering. “Onward to condom quest!”

				Em floors it. We move forward, faster and faster towards the next piece of road, the next piece of land, the next purchase of latex-covered awkwardness.

				“Okay,” I whisper in a commando voice, nodding with my head at Em and Anna, my back pressed against the end of the Wal-Mart beauty products aisle. “Little Foot you go right. Killing Queen you go left.” 

				Latex-ware? What would Kermie think? 

				Em nods, starts a stealthy trot right and then says, “Little Foot is a stupid name. That’s not a cool name.”

				I sigh. “Fine. Vampire Slayer.”

				“Too used.” She crosses her arms and her pretend gun, which is really her index finger and thumb, balls up into a fist. Anna snorts and then looks so embarrassed she covers her mouth, which only makes us all laugh harder. 

				Marge Torrance, who works in the mouse room at the Jackson Lab over in Bar Harbor, pushes a shopping cart past us. Her little girl is hiccupping and asking for a Barbie. 

				“Maybe,” Marge says. The carriage wheel is loose and it makes a jarring noise that’s in synch with the hiccups, like it’s the bass beat to some generic Wal-Mart hip-hop song.

				We wait until she passes, heading into the aisle full of toaster appliances and I offer up, “Okay. How about Sperm Slayer?”

				Anna jumps back. “Uck.”

				“Your guns, girls!” I say and make a fake gun with my fingers. They copy me and start to giggle. “This is serious! Okay.”

				I point at Em with my gun hand. She ducks and I bark, “No more talking back unless you want to buy your own tampons. You are now the Uterine Avenger. Now go!”

				We scatter. 

				Anna’s assignment: three boxes of condoms.

				My mission: a box of tampons. Two boxes of condoms, which I will hopefully some day actually get to use.

				Em’s mission: volumizing shampoo and Cheez-Its—a.k.a. camouflage.

				We don’t want to make it too obvious what we’re really here for.

				We rendezvous at the self-checkout lane.

				Anna and Em are laughing so hard that they’re having a hard time standing up straight, but they’re trying to shield their purchases from the eyes of my mother’s new boss, Mr. Jones, who is buying a hair dryer and some film with his wife and daughter at the next lane.

				“Oh my God,” I say as I frantically push the first box of condoms over the bar code scanner. It beeps.

				On the screen, in bright blue letters it reads: TROJAN. $4.99.

				Em points at it and starts laughing again.

				“Shut up!” I tell her.

				“The commander commando has lost her cool,” Anna says as I scan in the other condoms. Em moves her position to bagging, plopping everything into the plastic Wal-Mart bag with the gigantic yellow smiling face. What is he smiling about?

				Mr. Jones strides over. “Hey, Belle. How are you doing?”

				I whirl around. Anna takes over with the scanning. The stupid thing beeps in another box of condoms. Then there’s the comforting sound of plastic crinkling as Em slams the box into the Wal-Mart bag.

				“Oh. Hi, Mr. Jones. I’m great.” 

				I make a big, fake smile and wave at his wife, and Cala, his little girl. She hugs my leg. 

				“I love gymnastics,” she says. “You’re my favorite teacher.”

				The scanner beeps some more, hopefully it’s the tampons.

				“You’re a great gymnast,” I say and grab Cala, heave her up and twirl her around in my arms. I pivot so the rest of the Jones family is no longer facing our checkout with its condom boxes but watching us. Cala tilts her head back and laughs. Then I haul her over my head like she’s an airplane. Her little belly sticks out of her shirt and she giggles.

				“Prepare for landing. Deploy landing gear,” I say and whirl her down, down, down, until she’s standing on the floor. 

				The moment her feet touch, she jumps up again, reaching out her arms and yelling, “More! More!”

				Mrs. Jones shakes her head and grabs Cala’s hand, while looking at me. “You’re a great kid, Belle Philbrick. You’re going to be a great mommy some day.”

				Behind me, Em announces, “We’re done with our purchases!”

				Anna snorts.

				Mr. Jones smiles at them and says to me, “Tell your mom to take it easy. She works herself too hard.”

				“Okay,” I say. 

				“I heard she went on a date last night,” his wife says.

				“You heard that?”

				She smiles an apology. “It’s Eastbrook. Everyone knows everything about everyone. You know that, Belle. Sad but true.”

				“And if they don’t know it they make it up,” Anna says, slugging one of her arms around my shoulder while Em starts chasing little Miss Cala Jones in a happy little circle. Em woofs at her, pretending to be a puppy, the blue Wal-Mart bag full of condoms, tampons, Cheez-Its and volumizing shampoo banging against her leg.

				Mr. Jones ushers them all out after trying to get Cala to calm down. They wave goodbye. Cala blows kisses and then takes off through the half door that only shopping carts are supposed to use. Her little fanny wiggles in a defiant girl dance. You have to like that kid.

				It isn’t until the Jones family is safely through all automatic doors and in the parking lot that Anna, Em and I lose it completely, grabbing each other’s shoulders, shaking with laughter and the relief of having escaped.

				Operation Uterine Safety is complete. 
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				Anna has stuff to do and leaves us, but she takes her prized box of condoms.

				“Anna?” I lean out the car window. “Um. Who are those for?”

				“I’m going Boy Scout. You know.” She snaps her fingers and cheesy-1970s points at us. “Be prepared.”

				She salutes and skips up the walk to her house. Em squeals her tires backing out of Anna’s driveway, and runs her hands through her hair as we speed down the dirt roads of Hancock back towards Eastbrook.

				“Thanks for getting me the tampons,” she says.

				I clear my throat and wave to Danny Brown, who is biking down the bumpy, windy road. “And … ”

				“And thanks for getting me the condoms, too,” she says. 

				Danny Brown is shirtless and he clutches a fishing pole in his right hand. He pedals slow, like he’s got all the time in the world. Anna’s little sister was hit by a car in Hancock. She died. Hancock’s always trying to petition the state for money to help them make breakdown lanes. The state keeps putting it off. You have to hate the state for that. Em honks at Danny. He laughs and gives her the finger.

				“The Joneses were really cute at Wal-Mart,” I say. “They totally love their kid.”

				“It’s disgusting.” Em laughs.

				“I think it’s sweet. People should be nice to their kids. Usually people are screaming at their kids in Wal-Mart.”

				Em turns onto Route 3, by the old cheese house where they used to sell cheese or something, way before we were born. It’s got a FOR LEASE sign up on the window. 

				It makes me sad. “It must’ve been hard on the cheese-house people when their business closed. It must be so hard to be a business owner, or even a parent, I guess. I mean, like you have to be all good parent all the time.”

				“Right,” Em shakes her head. “Like your mom is.”

				“She tries.”

				“True.”

				“She’s not a bad parent. At all.”

				“Also true. I am going to be a sucky parent,” Em announces. “The whole diaper thing.”

				I think of Em woofing at the Jones kid. “You’ll be a good parent.”

				“Yeah, right.”

				We get stuck behind an RV going twenty miles per hour. 

				“Swear to me that when I’m old you will not allow me to buy an RV,” Em says. “Swear it!”

				“I will not allow you to buy an RV.”

				“Or drive thirty miles under the speed limit.”

				“I swear.”

				“Or be one of those screaming mothers at Wal-Mart.”

				I put my hand up in the air like I’m doing that Boy Scout Pledge thing. “I swear that you will not be one of those mothers, or one of those fathers if you have a sex change or something.”

				“Belle!” she starts laughing. The RV slows down more. “I don’t want to get old and have to drive slow and be all responsible. I don’t want blue hair either.”

				“Downer there, Em. The other day, Tom had this quote—”

				“Duct taped?”

				“Of course.”

				“Where? I think I’m going to have to pass the RV.”

				“Not on the right.”

				She glares at me. “I promise. I will pass on the left.”

				She peeks the car out, but there are other cars coming, big cars that are half SUV and half tractor-trailer truck.

				“It was taped around his wrist. He has nice wrists.”

				“And it said?”

				“‘Freedom is the will to be responsible to ourselves.’ It’s Nietzsche I think.”

				“Tom is weird.”

				We nudge out again. Em’s frantic to pass. “I know.”

				We’re clear. She stomps on the gas and her little, red car zips into the other lane, fast, fast, faster. We’re free. 

				“I think a better quote would be, ‘Responsibility is the freedom that comes from acting our will,’” I say. “Nice pass.”

				“You’re trying to out-quote Nietzsche. A little pompous there, huh, Bellie?”

				I smile. “Just a little.”

				We go back into our proper lane. Em drives on. “You should probably stick to song lyrics.”

				“I know.”

				Emily has to work. I have homework and I have to ride my bike and play Gabriel. Tom and Shawn both have to work too. They do landscaping stuff and always get all smelly.

				Our mail comes in the middle of the afternoon on Saturdays. I rush out, hoping there will be info about college. I still haven’t gotten the letter that says who my roommate’s going to be and all that. 

				But there’s nothing good in there. Just bills and flyers from real estate guys who want to BE OUR BEST FRIEND and MAKE A GOOD SALE because FRIENDS HELP FRIENDS. I start crumpling up the flyer as I walk back down our flat little driveway. I hate how fake people can be.

				“Hey Belle!”

				Eddie’s voice hits me.

				I turn around, check to see if anyone’s looking and give a weak wave. “Hey, Eddie.”

				He’s wearing long jean shorts that are just above his knees and a black wrestling T-shirt. He’s holding his mail. 

				“What’re you up to?” 

				“Homework. Stuff,” I say and turn around again and start back down the driveway. One step. Another step.

				His voice stops me. “You feeling okay?”

				“Yeah.”

				“No repeats?”

				“I’m good,” I shout over my shoulder but my stomach’s all cringed up. No repeats. There will be no repeats. 

				“Hey! You want to hang out?”

				I whirl around. The mail drops on the driveway. It scatters across the asphalt. I start picking it up. Eddie darts across the street. I hold out my arm straight like a crossing guard.

				“I’ve got it,” I say.

				“I just wanted to help,” he says, eyes wounded. 

				“I know.”

				We just stare at each other and I don’t know what I’m supposed to say next.

				I’m really mad at you Eddie.

				I’m really mad at me for not hating you.

				I’m really mad and sad too and embarrassed.

				Tom was right, and if you’d done what you did to me to any of my friends or even someone who wasn’t my friend I would kill you, even if you were high when it happened. You still were responsible. Right?

				But I don’t say anything, because my cell phone rings. I open it up really quickly and say, “Hi.”

				“Hi,” says a handsome male voice. “It’s me.”

				“It’s Tom,” I say to Eddie and wave goodbye, hauling away into the house because it’s a safe place to be. I look down at my right hand. It almost feels funny, that jerky feeling. The mail shakes a little. Obviously nerves. Right?

				“You want to see a movie tonight?” 

				“Again?”

				“Yeah.”

				“With Shawn and Em?”

				“Nah,” he says. “Just you and me.”

				“Oh, like a real date.”

				“Yeah, a real date with just two people.”

				“Are Em and Shawn okay with that?”

				His voice hardens up. “Belle. We don’t have to ask them permission.”

				“I know. I just … I don’t want them to feel left out.”

				“They’re going contra dancing with Shawn’s mom.” Amusement makes his voice hoarser. 

				I giggle, trying to imagine it. “Poor babies.”

				“So, you and me?” 

				“Okay, if you really don’t want to go contra dancing.”

				“Commie, you kill me.”

				I sit on the stairs. “I promised my mom I’d have dinner with her, but after that?”

				“The nine o’clock,” he says. “It’ll give me a chance to shower.”

				I imagine him all grass-smelling and salty-sweat from mowing lawns and cutting bushes and weed whacking.

				“You don’t have to.”

				He chuckles. I imagine his lopsided smile that’s a little bit smirk, a little bit dangerous. “Oh, you like me all man-gross.”

				I bite my lip because I do.

				Once I’ve dropped my mail on the counter and trotted into my room, I decide to procrastinate and make a list. A Tom list. I write it on my computer. This is stupid, but I am stupid and I’ve obviously read Sloppy Firsts too many times. So … 

				Things That Are Good About Tom Tanner

				
						The way he can smell like pine or like mint or like grass, but there’s always this sexy Tom smell underneath.

						The way he calls at just the right moment.

						The way his cheek twitches when things bother him.

						Those creases in his legs. I will not think about those muscle lines in his legs because he is not here right now and it is dangerous to think about these things because they make me long for him. Long should be with a capital L. Longing hurts.

						The way he makes me long for him.

						Crap.

				

				I take Gabriel out to the backyard and plop myself down between two big spruce trees, leaning my back up against the trunk of Clannad, which is what I named the tree when I was little. The other one I named Guthrie. Muffin follows me out. Her tail twitches because she’s looking for something to hunt.

				“No killing,” I tell her, scratching the top of her head.

				She casts me a disdainful look worthy of Mimi Cote, and saunters off. I start working, tune Gabriel up, and practice some legato slides before I get into the heavy stuff. Legato slides are when you hit the note and then slide your finger down the string to the second note. You don’t strike the second note. It’s a nice noise. Gabriel likes it.

				Everything is pretty peaceful, and good for song writing and Gabriel playing except for Muffin, who has noticed something in the grass and pounces on it. Her kitty ears flare back and she looks up at me triumphantly. She’s probably attacked an ant.

				“Murderer,” I tell her and look away. I close my eyes and play for a while. 

				My foot pounds out a rhythm against the tree root. I don’t think Clannad minds. 

				“Every time you giga-play, you take a pizza pie with you,” my mom’s voice sings from her bedroom. While butchering the elevator ’80s song “Every Time You Go Away” (sung by Paul Young, written by Darryl Hall), she is also packing for her trip and still on her post–Jim Shrembersky date high, which is cute, I guess. Her trip is business-related, but since it’s somewhere warm she keeps calling it a vacation. She’s never had a vacation or a conference trip before.

				I mean, I can’t be angry at her for having a life. 

				A squirrel chatters at me from a tree as I scribble down some lyrics, which are kind of pedestrian, but whatever … 

				Do you know how much need kills you? 

				Do you know the price you’ll all pay? 

				And do you regret it, at the eclipse of the day?

				God. Eclipse of the day? 

				Muffin checks out the squirrel, but he’s too high. She’s a low-impact hit-cat. She doesn’t kill things bigger than mosquitoes. The boom-boom of some hip-hop music Eddie’s listening to bounces down the street. The squirrel chucks a nut in that direction. It lands near Muffin, who squeals and races away to safety. That big mean squirrel. 

				“You tell ’em,” I say to the rodent.

				My mom yanks up the screen on her window and leans out. “Belle?”

				“Yep.” I finish writing a chord progression that I’ll probably change. “What?”

				“You sure you’re okay with me leaving Tuesday?” Her voice is tiny like the backtrack on a song. “You’ll be okay and everything?”

				Her face is twisty-sad and expectant.

				“I’ll be fine,” I say. “I’m a big girl.”

				I toss out a jokey smile to lighten her mood. She nods, just the tiniest inclination of her head, and says, “Okay. Okay.”

				She closes the screen and then yells out, “I love you, you know.”

				“I love you too,” I say and get back to my song, which sucks, so I flip to a new page and start over, thinking about Tom. I’ll write Tom a song. Maybe I’m not good at paying attention at his ball games, but this is something I can give him, something I can do. So, I start writing.

				It’s immediately you.

				When you breathe out my name I know 

				I can feel all these poems I remember I once had to know.

				I can feel them touch me from ages ago. 

				It’s you. It’s immediately you. 

				Gabriel likes those lyrics better. I think the trees approve but I’m not sure, it’s kind of schmarmy. I write down the words before I can forget them. I’m not sure how I feel about the word “immediately,” but the world … everything … seems perfect. Everything seems like a promise. Tuesday my mom is leaving. Tuesday, Tom and I will have a house all to ourselves. 

				“Can it get any better than this?” I ask the squirrel.

				He tosses a pine cone at me.

				“Punk,” I laugh. 

				He laughs back. 

				I am so glad we are now buying condoms.

				Happiness never lasts long. Just like people. It drives off. It gets killed overseas by enemy fire. It turns out to not like girls that way. It fades.

				That’s just what happens. One minute you’re making up bad lyrics and talking to squirrels, thinking about your boyfriend’s abs and then … Poof. A mortar hits you in the gut.

				When Em tells me, she is wearing a Hello Kitty T-shirt and her hair is all scraggled into a ponytail. It’s obvious that she has things on her mind. She sits on her bed with her legs crossed, hugging a stuffed turtle. I probably don’t look much better. I’d raced over there on my bike the moment her text message flashed on my screen:

				U must come over. Now.

				When your best friend in the world texts you, you have to come. So I put Gabriel away, stashed my song lyrics and all the rest, then grabbed my bike and hightailed it the mile to Em’s. 

				I did not drive because I do not drive, all part of the occasionally having seizures thing.

				Em knows that, of course. Em knows almost everything about me. She knows that I drink Postum instead of coffee. She knows that I like the way Tom’s thighs have all these creases in them from the muscles. She knows that I want to be a folk singer and not a lawyer, which is what everyone else in the world wants me to be. She knows that I talk when I sleep, but not too much. 

				And I know that she likes to take the side of her dog’s lips, pinch them together so that they are sort of a mini-mouth and go, “Oh, jowly jowls. Look at them jowly jowls.” I know that she takes pictures all the time, not because she wants to be a photographer but because she’s afraid of losing people, of losing their faces and expressions, the memories of them, the way she lost her dad. 

				And I know she hates text messaging because she thinks that it’s pivotal to the degradation of human communication, an opinion only shared with people over seventy years old. So, for her to text me, that’s big. 

				I knock on the door to her house, but nobody answers. I let myself in. A dread quiet fills the house. My stomach attacks itself, knotting itself into a nervous ball. Em’s dog meets me in the hall and licks my knees. We head down the quiet hall together. It’s full of pictures. Em’s mom and dad in wedding outfits, smooshing cake into each other’s face. Em, in seventh grade, dressed up in rags for the school musical Oliver!

				“Em?”

				“In here.” 

				I tiptoe into her room and perch on the edge of her bed. She’s clutching her stuffed turtle, which is not a good sign. I glance up at the wall. The sun glints off her poster of Kermit the Frog, the Muppet, and he’s riding a bike under a rainbow. My stomach hits itself again. How does it do that?

				“There’ll always be rainbows,” I say in a too-loud jokey voice, because I can’t think of anything else to say and I thought somehow that it would be a good corny first line. It isn’t. It bombs and falls flat to the floor, flopping there like a fish on a dock waiting to be put out of its misery.

				It does, however, make Em look up.

				Her eyes flash. “Don’t be stupid.”

				I shrug. I take the turtle from her and pantomime like it’s talking instead of me. I give the turtle a tough New York accent. “So, ya gonna tell me what’s troubling ya? Did one of them colleges reject my little princess, ’cause I’ll go over there and jack them admissions people crap heads, I tell ya. I will.”

				The edges of her lips almost creep up.

				“You are such an idiot,” she says. “It’s May. I’m already accepted at St. Joseph’s and Turtle Wurtle is southern, not from Brooklyn.”

				I nod and ease myself further onto her bed so my back rests against the wall. “I should know that.”

				“Yeah, you should.”

				She brings Turtle Wurtle up to her face and then places him against a stuffed alligator named Crocky Wocky. Em is not the most inspired stuffed-animal-namer.

				I grab Crocky Wocky and clutch him to my chest, somehow resisting the urge to make him talk.

				“Your shoes are on my bed,” Em says.

				I uncross my legs and yank my Snoopy sneakers off. “Sorry.”

				“Not a big deal,” she shrugs. I wait. Crocky Wocky’s tag tells me he was made in China. I imagine his journey on a barge in a box full of Crocky Wockies, trying to survive the waves, the wind, the rough seas, the suffocating nature of being a stuffed animal transported in a box on a barge to a foreign land. Poor Crocky Wocky. I hug him. 

				“Are you going to ask me what’s wrong?”

				“I was waiting for you to tell me.”

				Em arches an eyebrow. “You were waiting?”

				“I didn’t want to be pushy.”

				She shakes her head. She sighs. “I can’t believe you’re my best friend.”

				“You’re very lucky,” I smile. “I buy you tampons and condoms because you’re too wimpy to buy them yourself.”

				She relaxes a bit, starts trying to fix her crazy ponytail. “I know. You’re the best friend ever.”

				The elastic snaps into place again, and she looks more like Em and says, “I’m sorry I’m being such a witch.”

				“It’s okay,” I say and rest Crocky Wocky in my lap. “What’s wrong?”

				“I missed my thingy.”

				It takes me a second to figure out what she means by thingy and then the breath snaps into me. “Oh.”

				She nods and her lip trembles. “Uh-huh.”

				“It might not mean anything. You’ve missed it before.”

				“It’s really late.” 

				“But obviously, you think you’re going to get it. I mean, you just made me buy you tampons yesterday,” I reason out, but I know she and Shawn have done it. I know they’ve done it a lot. 

				“Did you use condoms?” I ask her.

				She nods and then whispers, “But what if they didn’t work?”

				“Condoms almost always work unless they slip off or something.” I pat her knee like a Grammy or something. “Did it slip off?”

				“Belle!” 

				“Do you really think you are?”

				She shrugs. She shakes her head. She grabs Turtle Wurtle again and smooshes him against her like she’s trying to hide behind him. Her voice comes out little and small. “I don’t know.”

				I grab her hand, yank her up off the bed, then let go so I can slam my shoes back on.

				“Let’s go.”

				She turns crazy eyes at me. “What?”

				“We’re going to Wal-Mart.”

				I toss shoes at her. She catches them, slides her feet into them, dazed. 

				She grabs her camera and even though she’s all disheveled and befuddled she takes a picture of me. “Why?”

				“We’re going to buy a pregnancy test and we have to go to Wal-Mart to do that, because even I cannot buy a pregnancy test from Dolly at Rite Aid,” I say. “Do you have money?”

				She starts to protest, but I clamp my hand over her mouth. “I will go in by myself and buy it. Okay? Let’s just go.”

				“I’m probably not,” she says in the car. 

				“I know.”

				I open her wallet and pull out a twenty dollar bill.

				“I mean, I’m probably just being hyper about this.”

				“Uh-huh.”

				“Right?” her voice squeaks.

				“Right,” I say and grab her shoulder. I can feel her bones beneath the thin cotton of her shirt, beneath her skin. She’s so skinny. How could a baby ever grow inside of her? “But either way, you just need to know.”

				We don’t play any music.

				We don’t really talk.

				“Do you think it’s like that BabyBeMine program in health?” Em asks as she parks the car in the Wal-Mart lot. She hides it between two RVs from Alabama. People with RVs drive all the way up here, using all that gas, to come visit Acadia National Park out on Mount Desert Island, but then they’re too cheap to pay for a camping spot so they park at Wal-Mart in Eastbrook. How’s that for communing with nature? Still, Em’s little Mustang is pretty small and hidden between the monster Winnebago things.

				I try to remember the BabyBeMine program where we all had to lug computerized babies around and remember to feed them and not jerk them and stuff. 

				“No,” I say. 

				She turns off the car, leans back in her seat and slow motion turns her head to look at me. Her eyes are so scared. They are not Em eyes. “Why not?”

				“I think all BabyBeMine babies are is a big pain. You know? You can’t prepare for them. They can’t hug you back or smile at you or anything. They’re all the bad parts of babies, but none of the good stuff, you know?” 

				She just keeps looking at me so I add, “Not that there aren’t bad parts of real babies, obviously. They’re a huge responsibility.”

				“Thanks, Mom,” she cuts in, closes her eyes. 

				A seagull lands on the hood of her car and stares at us through one eye. He hops around looking for food.

				“What do you want me to say, Em? You don’t even know if you’re pregnant yet. You’re just jumping into this depression, end of the world scenario and you have no clue if you’re even preggers.” 

				She chokes out a laugh. “Preggers?”

				“I don’t know? Pregnant sounds too formal. Preggers sounds more like you, like us. It’s a good word.”

				Her eyes shift into something softer. Someone in one of the Alabama RVs turns on a country song about lying men and cheating dogs. The world smells like hot asphalt and dirt. Welcome to Wal-Mart. The seagull takes off. He must have realized there’s no nourishment here. 

				I squeak. “Isn’t preggers an okay word to say? What do you want me to say?”

				“I want you to say the truth.” 

				“The truth?”

				“Yeah.”

				I grab her hand, squeeze her fingers in mine. “The truth is that I’m really scared for you.”

				Her lip trembles. “Me too.”

				

				I open the door, slide out my legs and stand up. Then I slam it shut. I lean through the open window space and say, “I’ll be right back.”

				She nods.

				She opens her mouth and says, “Okay.”

				Walking through the Wal-Mart lot is not real. It’s like my legs are moving. My heart beats, but my head is somewhere off in this nothing place, up above the clouds, floating and incapable of intelligent thought.

				All my brain can do is repeat one little word over and over. With every footfall it comes out, “Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.”

				Because I already know the truth. It’s been there waiting in the perfect Maine May blue skies, lurking beneath the surface of the Union River. It’s been there hiding behind every dread feeling I’ve had the last two weeks. 

				I already know.

				

				Maybe I’m more mature than I pretend to be, or maybe it’s just that I’m doing this for Emmie, because I need her, but whatever the reason I just storm right through Wal-Mart, as determined and as casual as if I’m going in to buy a package of 97-bright, 24-lb printing paper. 

				Maybe I just want to get out of there quickly, I don’t know.

				Inside, a fine layer of Wal-Mart dust covers the linoleum floor, the consumer goods. From ashes to ashes, dust to dust. We are born from dust and to dust we shall return. Blah. Blah and all that funeral stuff, which is sort of funnily appropriate because, well, this is Wal-Mart, and pretty much represents the death of all things spiritual in our consumer-based society. All bow down and hail the yellow smiley face who bringeth us low, low prices and self-checkout lanes so that we can purchase without actually interacting with another human. Who needs humans? We have slashed prices and smileys and dust.

				Sometimes when my mom and I feel goofy, we pretend it’s pixie dust and we can make wishes on it. My mom isn’t here. Goofiness does not race through my veins, but I run my finger along the top of the pregnancy tests, picking up the dust, and make a wish. Then I grab a test, and carry it in my hand, back through the aisles, past Mrs. Darrow who kisses me on both cheeks but never checks to see what I’m carrying.

				“I’m making cookies tomorrow,” she says, eyes twinkling, holding up a bag of Nestlé’s chocolate morsels.

				“Yum,” I say, because to not be excited about my next-door neighbor’s cookies would be to break my next-door neighbor’s heart. My own heart thumps wild in my chest. There is a pregnancy test in my hand. There is a neighbor casting me “Oh, aren’t you a good girl?” looks.

				Then Mrs. Darrow pulls me into a hug again and whispers into my hair, “You are so much like your father, Belle.”

				My body goes soft like it’s melting into her T-shirt with the puffy flowers on it. I swallow hard and she says in an even softer whisper, “He would be so proud of you.”

				I nod and wonder about that. I really do. 

				The self-serve checkout counter will not let me buy the pregnancy test. 

				It bleeps angry at me each time I pass the test over the scanner and announces to the world, “ITEM NOT RECOGNIZED!”

				The first time I am cool with it, but after the third time, people are starting to look over at me. Mr. Dow trots over and says, “Need any help with that, Belle?”

				He has big brown eyes like a puppy’s and he has a garden hose in his arms. I love Mr. Dow but now is not the time I want to see him.

				“No. Nope. I’m okay,” I say, holding my hands over the box and trying to scan it again.

				“ITEM NOT RECOGNIZED!”

				He plops the hose on the counter and reaches out, trying to grab the box from my hand, “Here, let me have a shot. These damn things. I swear they try to—”

				“No, that’s okay!” I don’t let the box go and he jumps back, hands upraised, I guess because he’s not used to the hysterical shriek in my voice.

				The self-serve checkout monitor barges up to us. She pulls on her blue apron and reaches out her hand for me to give her the box. “Here, let me punch it in.”

				“No, that’s okay.”

				“Let me see it.”

				I swallow and hand it to her. Her name tag instructs the world that her name is Darlene. She’s not from around here. Most people who work at Wal-Mart come from Cherryfield, about an hour away. There are no stores up there. No work except for blueberrying in August, crab picking occasionally, and making pine wreaths in December.

				Checkout Darlene stares at the box. She glares at Mr. Dow like he’s a dirty old man. Her mascara clumps around her eyelashes, which is not something I should be noticing right now, but it’s hard not to notice. Poor Mr. Dow has eyes like a deer about to be run over by a logging truck with the name Darlene painted in loopy letters across the front.

				“No,” I say, trying to rescue him. “It’s not him. I mean, it’s not even for me. It’s for … ”

				I can’t say that though. I can’t say it’s not for me because then everyone will know it’s for Em. Well, not Darlene, who doesn’t know us at all, but Mr. Dow. Because he’d tell his wife who is on the school board and…

				Darlene turns her back and starts pressing in numbers. Her fingernails have dolphin decals over rainbows.

				Mr. Dow’s face turns white because the fact that I’m buying a home pregnancy test has finally registered. 

				“I’ll just mosey on back here,” he says. “Good seeing you Belle.”

				“Uh-huh,” I say, heart falling into my stomach.

				“Yeah, figures you’d just up and leave her to do this herself,” Darlene says. “Some man you are!”

				Mr. Dow clutches his hose. “What? What? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				“Taking advantage of a pretty young girl like this,” she shoves the pregnancy test into a blue bag and then tosses the bag at me, still spitting at Mr. Dow. “You should know better.”

				“I—I—You’ve got the wrong idea,” Mr. Dow says. He turns, frantic, looking at me for help. He shoves the hose over the scanner at the next aisle. I do my best to press the finish and pay button and shove the twenty dollar bill in the machine. It takes forever. “She has a boyfriend.”

				“It wasn’t him!” I say, meaning Mr. Dow not Tom. 

				Darlene pulls me into her chest, squishing the pregnancy test box in between us. “It’s okay, honey. You don’t have to protect him.”

				“It’s not even me,” I squeak out into her super huge boobie things.

				She puts me an arm’s length away. “You’re a good girl, don’t you forget that. One mistake does not make you bad. Okay? You promise me you’ll remember that.”

				I nod. 

				“Say it, say, ‘I am a worthy person,’” she demands, her dolphin fingernails cutting into my upper arms.

				Mr. Dow shoves his credit card into the machine. I glance at him for help. He does not look my way and I can’t blame him.

				“You can say it, sweetie,” Darlene says. She has obviously watched too many women-centered talk shows featuring low self-esteemed guests and the book-writing, publicity-adoring psychologists who love them. “I’ll say it with you, ‘I am a worthy person.’”

				“I am a worthy person,” I mumble, because right now I’m willing to mumble anything. Right now I would mumble “I have sex with gophers” if it would get me out of Darlene’s clutches.

				“Good. Good girl,” she kisses me on the top of the head like she knows me, like she’s Mrs. Darrow or my mom and not some random Wal-Mart worker from Cherryfield. “You say that every day, every hour, until you believe it. Words have power you know. You repeat them enough they come true. ”

				She lets me go.

				I run as fast as I can through the automatic doors, but Mr. Dow beats me by twenty seconds and flies into his truck. 

				I swear, right now we could both run three-minute miles. 

				In between the Alabama RVs waits a giant empty space where Em’s car once was. And I have no idea what to think about that. I stare at the space. I stare at the backs of the Alabama RVs and the little maps of America on them. Every place they’ve gone is colored in. They haven’t hit Utah or Arizona. They haven’t hit Idaho.

				I whirl around. 

				Mr. Dow’s truck comes thundering down the lane and zooms by. He doesn’t wave. This is the first time in my entire life that Mr. Dow has not waved at me.

				I start walking down the rows of cars. One row after another. Mrs. Darrow offers me a ride home in her Subaru with the bumper sticker, NOT MY PRESIDENT. 

				“Thanks anyways,” I say and keep walking.

				Tom’s dad stops in his cruiser and asks me what I’m doing. He knows I don’t drive. He smiles at me.

				“Looking for Em,” I say. “She parked in between the RVs while I ran in and now she’s gone.”

				“Practical joke?” he asks.

				For a second, I think maybe it is, maybe she’s just being a total jerk-off and this is some elaborate scheme, but I know it isn’t. Still I say, “Maybe.”

				He leans over and opens the passenger door. “Hop in. I’ll help you look.”

				The inside of the police car smells like Subway’s Italian subs and pine tree air freshener. Is this the smell Tom associates with his dad? Would my dad smell like this? I hope not. How about Shawn, what if he’s a dad? Will his smell change? 

				Chief Tanner waits while I pull on my seat belt. “Thanks.”

				“No problem,” he cruises slow like we have all the time in the world. “Tommy treating you okay?”

				I nod. I put the Wal-Mart bag between me and the door, so Chief Tanner can’t see what’s in it. “Yep.”

				“You tell me if he gives you any trouble,” Chief Tanner says. He lifts his hand up to wave to Mr. Jones, who is back at Wal-Mart again. He’s as bad as I am this weekend, Wal-Mart regulars. “Tanner men have a reputation of being good to their ladies. He’s got to uphold that, you know. It’s a big responsibility.”

				“Uh-huh.” 

				We cruise down another aisle at a super slow pace. Some seagulls hop out of our way. They were munching on something that was in a McDonald’s bag.

				“How are you doing, Belle? You and your mom getting on okay?” 

				“Yep. We’re good.” 

				“She must be sad about you leaving her and going off to college next year.”

				I’m not sure what to say. I hate to think about that, hate to think about that part of college, just like I hate to think about the whole financial aspect of college, so I just go, “Yeah. She is.”

				“She’s had a hard time, your mom.”

				I swallow. He turns down another aisle. He drives with one hand, just like Tom. Would my dad drive like that? I don’t know. I imagine he would. I like it, sort of casual. I am obviously trying to not think about what is in my bag. I am obviously trying to not think about where Em went off to. Damn Em.

				“Your dad was a good man, a little wild at times, but good.”

				I lift my eyebrows up. This is the first time I’ve ever heard anyone say that about my dad. “Wild?”

				He laughs. “Nothing big. A little like Shawn, you know, a little bit of the devil in him, just enough to keep life interesting, but his heart  … that was all good.”

				He points to a glimpse of red car that’s peeking out from behind the back corner of Wal-Mart. “Looks like Emily.”

				He drops me off and pretends like he doesn’t see her head bent over the steering wheel, her shoulders moving up and down as she sobs. 

				He grabs my hand as I open the door and says, “You’re a good kid, Belle. Don’t try to handle too much on your own. Remember you’ve got Tom. You’ve got your mom. And me and Mrs. Tanner, anytime you need us, you just give a holler, okay?”

				I nod and resist the urge to kiss him on his super clean shaven cheek. “Okay.”

				[image: pause.eps]

				Em doesn’t lift up her head when I get in the car, but her voice, weak and broken from crying says, “I’m sorry. I just couldn’t stay there. Between those RVs. I felt like everyone could see me. Like everyone knows.”

				I tuck the plastic bag in between my feet on the floor and rest my hand on her shaking back. “It’s okay.”

				“I’m sorry,” she hiccups, lifts up her head from the steering wheel, straightens her back. “I’m such a bad friend.”

				“You’re the best friend I’ll ever have,” I say.

				She pulls her hair out of her face. “I’m just so scared.”

				I nod. “Me too.”

				We go back to my house.

				Not hers.

				We go back to my house and she pees in the bathroom, runs the wand under it. My mom is in oblivious boyfriend talking land with the phone attached to her ear. I do not witness Emily in the bathroom with the wand. I stay in my room, strumming Gabriel, a thoughtless song, just chords progressing from one to another, endless variations on the same notes.

				There are ways to play the chords that always sound good. There are progressions that are meant to flow. You don’t resolve a V7 into a IV. It just doesn’t work. There’s an order to chords. It matters. 

				That’s what life is isn’t it? We all deal with the same things—love, death, need, babies, failure, hope, leavings—just in different orders and in different ways. Sometimes we strum hard, loud and fast, sometimes quiet and slow, sometimes so softly we don’t even realize we’re playing the notes.

				We look at the results together. Two lines. 

				Her face whitens and blanks like the ghosts of people we barely knew, like chords that are all played out. “I knew.” 

				“I know.” 

				I toss the stick in the trash.
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