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Prologue

Operator #237: Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?

Caller: I’m a teacher at the Markham School, there’s a man here with a gun. He – [shots fired in the background]

Operator #237: Ma’am? Ma’am?!

Caller: [unintelligible screaming] Oh my god. Oh my god . . . Is she dead? Oh my god . . . [unintelligible]

Operator #237: Ma’am, please—

Caller: You need to hurry . . . please. Please, god. Hurry! [unintelligible] Noooooo!!!! So much blood . . . there’s so much blood!

Operator #237: Ma’am, I’ve sent them – the police. Now – tell me where you are in the school.

Caller: [unintelligible] The teachers’ lounge. Upstairs. We’re on the balc— Just stay down! Stay down!

Operator #237: Ma’am, please, I need you to calm down. Is the shooter still in the teachers’ lounge with you?

Caller: Calm down? He’s . . . oh my god [unintelligible] Is he dead, too?

Operator #237: Ma’am, I just want you to stay on the line with me until help gets there. How many people are in danger?

Caller: What? All of us! All of us are in danger! He’s got a gun?! What do you think? Stay down! Oh my god! No!

Operator #237: Ma’am, is there any way you can block the door?

Caller: The doors are glass, there’s no point. No! Stay down! Frannie!? No . . . oh my god. Oh my god . . . Did he get her? Did he get her, too? [unintelligible sobbing]

Operator #237: Ma’am, please. Please. Stay with me. Please. Ma’am?!

 Dial tone—

 Total time of call: 1:23:08
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Lipstick and Palpable Fear

I’m not the girl men choose.

I’m the girl who’s charming and funny and then drives home alone wondering what she did wrong. I’m the girl who meets someone halfway decent and then fills in the gaps in his character with my own imagination, only to be shocked when he’s not the man I thought he was.

I’m the girl who hides who she really is for fear I’ll fall short.

So, when Emma Dunham introduces herself to me as the new head of school, I automatically transform into the version of me who doesn’t make people uncomfortable with her ‘intensity,’ who doesn’t need any new friends and who loves being newly single and carefree. In short, the version of me that’s as far away from the genuine article as is humanly possible.

‘Headmistress Dunham,’ she says, extending her hand. To my horror, Emma Dunham is cool, like take-me-back-to-the-fringes-of-my-seventh-grade-cafeteria cool.

‘Frances Reid,’ I say, extending my hand to hers. I won’t slip and introduce myself as Frances Peed, the moniker given to me as I lurked on the fringes of my seventh-grade cafeteria.

‘You’re the speech therapist,’ Emma says, her smile easy.

‘Yes,’ I say, allowing a small smile.

‘It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,’ Emma says. I let the silence extend past what is socially acceptable. I take a sip of coffee from my mug – now stained with pink lipstick and palpable fear.

‘You two have met, I see?’ Jill asks. Her face has that look, the one that threatens to reveal all my closely held secrets. All it takes is a simple well-placed smirk from a close friend who knows exactly what you’re feeling and thinks it hilarious when your carefully constructed disguise is threatened. I won’t look at her.

‘Jill Fleming, this is Emma Dunham. Jill is the other speech therapist here at Markham. Emma’s the new head of school,’ I say, averting my eyes from Jill’s omniscient gaze.

‘Sure. Jill and I met earlier. We’re all certainly going to miss Mrs Kim,’ Emma says, her white teeth momentarily blinding me.

‘Kali is doing just fine, I’m sure. She finally got her dream job at Choate,’ I say, rebelling slightly by not formalizing an old friend’s name.

‘Of course with Mrs Kim gone there will be an opening as the head of the speech therapy department,’ Emma says with a smile.

‘Will there?’ Jill asks transparently.

Headmistress Dunham merely sniffs and tightens her mouth into a prim line.

Jill continues. ‘Any thoughts you’d like to share with Ms Reid and I on your hiring process for that position would certainly be welcomed.’

‘In time, Mrs Fleming. In time,’ Emma says. I look past Emma’s alabaster skin and beautifully tailored suit as teachers and administrators of Pasadena, California’s Markham School for the Criminally Wealthy stream into the library for this year’s back-to-school orientation.

‘Lovely meeting you, headmistress,’ I say, excusing myself from Emma Dunham and her lipstick that never smudges. She gives me what can only be described as a royal nod and quickly falls in with a pack of eager upper school faculty.

‘I’m not looking at you or speaking to you for the next ten minutes,’ I say to Jill as we find a seat in the back of the library. I straighten up and tell myself that my enviable posture is on par with any of Emma’s myriad accomplishments.

‘Why are you sitting like that? What’s wrong with you? Do you have to fart?’ Jill asks, her voice dipping with the word fart.

I immediately slouch, plummeting back to reality. Even my mimicked perfection looks like I have gas.

‘No . . . no, I don’t have to fart,’ I say, clearing my throat.

Jill continues without missing a beat. ‘She’s thirty-four. Originally from Michigan, moved to San Francisco in college. Married to Jamie Dunham – she took his last name. He’s a professor at UCLA. I’m humiliated I don’t have a picture of him. A wedding picture would have been nice, but there just wasn’t any time . . .’ Jill shakes her head in frustration. ‘No kids. This is her first time as headmistress.’ I ‘ignore’ Jill – meaning I inventory every piece of information relayed to me yet act like I couldn’t be bothered.

‘Why does it not shock me that you’re far more concerned about Emma’s marital status than the head of department opening?’ I ask.

‘It really shouldn’t,’ Jill says, taking a bite of her bagel.

‘Is this seat taken?’ Debbie asks, motioning to the empty seat just next to mine. Debbie Manners: school librarian and self-proclaimed welcome wagon.

‘Yeah, sorry,’ I say, forcing myself to look apologetic. Debbie walks away in search of another empty seat, preferably next to some unsuspecting fool to whom she’ll propose an innocent back-rub. A seemingly chaste request that’ll ensure you never let her sit next to you again.

‘What are you going to do when the orientation starts and that seat remains empty?’ Jill asks. Debbie sits down next to the new lacrosse coach. He instinctively leans away from her as she whispers in his ear that he looks tense.

‘Be relieved,’ I say.

‘I want to thank you all for being here this morning. On time and ready to work, just the kind of orientation I can get used to,’ Emma Dunham says. Her delivery is relaxed and sincere. I adjust my sweater for the umpteenth time. I can’t get comfortable.

Emma continues. ‘I am Headmistress Dunham and am your new head of school. I am originally from Michigan and no, I’m not as young as you think I am.’ The crowd laughs and nudges each other. She’s funny! She’s beautiful! She’s humble! She makes me feel like shit about myself! Where’s the razor and warm bath?!

‘Jeremy couldn’t stop talking about you,’ Jill whispers.

I sigh. Jeremy Hannon. Another setup. Just what every Labor Day barbecue needs: a forced blind date over corn on the cob and onion dip.

Jill continues. ‘He kept mentioning that mix you made. Said he wanted a copy.’

‘That was a classic rock CD I got at the grocery store for three ninety-nine.’

Jill lets out a dramatic, weary sigh.

I’m letting this golden opportunity slip through my ring-less fingers! She’s powerless in the face of my indifference! Her unborn godchildren are trapped in limbo and I won’t burn a simple mix!

Several people give us looks of deep concern. We are not respecting the new head of school.

‘I guess his cousin is also really into music. He says you remind him of her.’ Jill’s face is alight with excitement.

‘I remind him of his cousin?’

‘Yeah, isn’t that great?’

‘No, Flowers in the Attic. It is not.’

‘That’s a brother and a sister, and besides—’

‘Shh!’ It’s Debbie Manners. The librarian. How predictable.

Jill continues. ‘You never know how something is going to start between two people.’ I shake her off, reminding her that we’re in the middle of orientation. I don’t want to hear about some guy’s halfhearted feelings for me. Halfhearted feelings that depend on a mix of overplayed rock tunes of the 1970s. Not quite the modern-day Romeo and Juliet I imagined my love life would be.

Jill persists. ‘I made sure Martin knew that I wasn’t like other girls he was dating. He had to work.’ I can’t listen to Jill’s ‘I made him work’ story again. I focus back on Emma just as she smiles, a perfect dimple punctuating her delight. I tried to have a dimple once. It consisted of me sitting on the couch with my finger in my cheek whenever I watched television as a kid. No dimple, just an Everest-size zit where my finger had been.

Jill continues. ‘He tried to call on a Friday for a date th—’

‘I know, but you said that you were reading a book and couldn’t go,’ I say, interrupting. ‘I know. Except that you met up with him later at a bar, so . . .’ My voice is getting louder.

‘Shh!’ Debbie again. This time I feel like I should thank her. I look away from Jill and try to focus back on Emma and her ongoing speech about expectations and proper behavior.

‘I may have met up with him later, but . . . you know, I told him no first,’ Jill says, almost to herself.

The truth is, I haven’t been seriously interested in any of the legion of men Jill’s tried to set me up with since Ryan dumped me. Of course, this doesn’t explain why I have entranced none of them. It’s much easier to rebuff willing gentlemen callers than to proclaim, ‘I didn’t like you anyway!’ after they say you remind them of their cousin. Although rejecting Jeremy had less to do with that than it did with his proclivity for saying exspecially.

I’m sure my behavior will have dire consequences. Flash forward: I’m living in some seaside cottage in my old age – possibly made entirely out of seashells. I’m clad in a faded housedress, large sunhat and Wellingtons. I make a meager living selling my seashell sculptures at the local farmer’s market for tuppence a bag. The locals make up stories about me: I’m a witch, I’m crazy or talk to myself because I’m lonely or I murdered my lover when I was younger. Okay, fine. I made up that last one.

As Emma Dunham speaks, I scan the library hoping Jill will get the hint that our little conversation is over. I think she’s moved on. Apparently someone’s put on weight over the summer. I smile at a few familiar faces. Some stare a little too long. A knowing smile here. A rolled eye there. A nervously abbreviated glance from me to . . . Ryan. In the front of the library. His leg loosely crossed over his knee. Those white and red vintage Nike Dunks twitch as he struggles to focus. The worn zip-up hoodie and corduroy pants that are a bit too loose for the school’s liking yet tolerated (for now) due to an impressive educational résumé that reads like a who’s who of top American institutions. The early morning tangle of black hair and the coffee mug he bought in Dublin when we were there last year for his summer internship at Trinity College. I look away. Clear my throat. Sip my coffee. Try to regain my composure.

‘You okay?’ Jill asks, her voice soft. All evidence of the pep talk slash Spanish Inquisition is gone.

‘Yeah. Yeah,’ I say.

‘He’s been looking at you, too.’

‘I have no response to that.’

‘Maybe things are rocky with Jessica.’

‘Things are never rocky with girls like Jessica.’

‘Frannie—’

‘Don’t. Just don’t.’

Jill is quiet.

I continue. ‘Exspecially since it won’t do either of us any good.’

‘God, that was driving me crazy. I kept trying to say it correctly and he just never picked up on it.’

‘Of-ten-times.’

‘It’s like nails on a chalkboard.’

‘Shhh!’ Debbie again.

Jill and I smile our apologies. Emma is still talking. I focus in just as I see Ryan glance back at us. I act like I don’t notice. He swipes his bangs out of his eyes.

Going to be a great year.
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The Lemon Verbena Temptress

As I wait for my apartment building’s security gate to open, I realize I’m happy to be home. I breathe deep as the gate creaks along the ground and I finally pull down the narrow driveway of my apartment building. While I may be happy to be home, I’m happier to be back at work after a long, hot summer of nothing to do but plan and wait. I grab my canvas bag bursting with orientation handouts, curriculum pamphlets and binders filled with organizational fantasies of what’s supposed to happen in the upcoming school year and slam the car door. I have to hurry; the new parent orientation is in less than an hour. There’s just enough time to take a quick shower and chow down on some shredded wheat and fresh peaches. I’ve survived on shredded wheat and peaches, Greek yogurt and chocolate bars ever since Ryan left three months ago. I would probably be gaining weight if I weren’t so damn regular.

I walk back down the driveway and up the outside staircase to the front door of my apartment. I fight with the front door lock for what seems like hours until it finally clicks over. I kick it open and step inside.

‘I thought you’d be at dinner with Jill.’

My heart stops. I suck in my breath. There’s someone in my house. Someone who knows my schedule and friends . . . wait.

Ryan.

‘What are you doing here?’ I take a deep breath and walk into the kitchen, dropping my canvas bag; its contents dump out on the floor. I’m needed in the kitchen. Immediately. It’s imperative that I slit my own throat. Not to be dramatic or anything.

Ryan and I met at a friend’s monthly pub quiz in San Francisco. And by ‘met,’ I mean we were on the same team. Then I proceeded to build an entire life around him because he knew where Erno Rubik was from (Hungary). You know . . . met. Month after month, pub quiz after pub quiz, I joked, answered the tough questions correctly, held trophies aloft, only to watch Ryan come and go with different women who, let’s just say, didn’t know where Erno Rubik was from. My only consolation was he never introduced them as his girlfriend. This was all the moral wiggle room I needed.

He’d mention a song he liked and I’d bring him a mix the very next month with that song as a jumping-off point. It was only coincidence, surely, that the rest of the songs had to do with unrequited love, love being right under your nose, taking a chance on true love, etc. . . . In my mind, this was foreplay. We were getting to know each other. So, when Ryan finally leaned across and kissed me late one night, I thought my prince had finally come. Someone had finally understood my subtle yet cunning signs. Someone had finally seen me as a woman and not as a friend. At long last, the fairy tale was mine.

For once, ‘happily ever after’ actually applied to me. When Ryan moved down to Pasadena for the position at Markham, I followed. I found temporary jobs in various school districts until a position opened up at Markham. I was perfectly comfortable leaving everything for him. Eerily comfortable.

‘I had to pick up a couple of things. That I – you know – left behind.’ Sadly, I don’t think he’s referring to me.

Ryan is holding a banker’s box filled with various items. I’m mortified when I see that he’s found the old Pavement T-shirt of his that I’ve been sleeping in. A shirt that’s now being boxed up and taken to an apartment he shares with Jessica. I will myself not to dive into that box and pull that shirt out like it was my firstborn. What else is in that box? My future? My self-worth? The two years I wasted waiting for Ryan to ask me to marry him? Nope. There’s just a stack of Russian novels (in the original Russian), a couple of CDs (making sure to leave behind every mix I’d ever made him) and that sad little T-shirt (of a band I never admitted to despising). Three months and this is what he came back for? A stack of items I want only because they remind me of him. He was here. We were a couple. See?

What will I point to now to show people I was once loved?

‘I didn’t see you at orientation,’ I lie. My shoulders creep up higher. Higher still. I don’t know how to be in my own apartment. Our apartment. My apartment. As I scan the barren living room, I regret not sprucing up the place since Ryan left. I wish I’d brought in color and light as proof of a Patti LaBelle-sized new attitude. Alas, the apartment looks just as half-lived-in as the day Ryan left.

‘I was up near the front.’

‘Oh.’

‘The new head of school seems cool.’

‘Headmistress Dunham? Yeah, I guess.’ Salt, meet wound.

We stand in silence. A silence that redefines the parameters of awkward.

My toilet flushes.

Terror. A brief moment of confusion, then the stomach-dropping realization – someone else is here. I look from the phantom-flushing toilet to Ryan, who looks away. My entire body tightens – jaw clenches, arms tightly cross, fists ball up – and I ready myself. She’s washing her hands. Yes, please. Take your time being hygienic; my fancy lemon verbena hand soap was definitely purchased with you in mind, petal. The bathroom door creaks open.

Jessssssica.

‘I was wondering who you were talking to out here,’ Jessica says, smiling.

She’s not alarmed. She’s not embarrassed. She’s also not even that cute. I’ll focus on the latter rather than the other two.

‘It’s just Frannie,’ Ryan says, shrugging.

‘Just Frannie? Is that what we’re calling her now?’ Jessica says, tittering and folding into Ryan.

Wow. Where to begin.

‘Jessica Trapper, this is Frannie Reid,’ Ryan says, shifting the box around and gesturing from Jessica to me.

‘I’ve heard so much about you,’ she says, extending her hand.

‘Aren’t you the woman Ryan was cheating on me with?’ I ask, not taking her extended hand.

‘Frannie,’ Ryan says.

‘Or was that someone else?’ I ask, my voice now light as a feather. I look from Jessica to Ryan.

‘No, no . . . that was me,’ Jessica says, her hand dropping to her side.

‘So, I imagine you would have heard a lot about me,’ I say, a smile cracking its way across my face.

‘Not as much as you’d think,’ Jessica says, almost under her breath.

‘Frannie, please,’ Ryan says.

‘No, we’re fine now. It’s all good. Jessica, right? Hey, Frannie Reid. Just Frannie,’ I say, smiling and extending my hand to her.

‘Hi,’ she says hesitantly, her hand reaching out to me once more.

‘Go fuck yourself, Jessica,’ I say, dropping my hand again.

‘All right, I think we should probably head out then,’ Ryan says, taking Jessica’s extended hand in his.

I hate that I’m blaming the other woman. Jessica certainly isn’t making things better with her ‘Just Frannie’ bullshit and lemon-verbena-wafting newly washed hands, but it’s not her fault Ryan stopped loving me. It’s Ryan I should be telling off. But it’s far easier, and less excruciating, to blame Jessssica. I’m not ready to blame Ryan. Hell, I’m not even ready to believe that it’s over.

Two years. Ryan and I were together two years. We were the couple that the students were embarrassed to look at. Other staffers never mentioned one of us without the other. The older ladies in the front office, whom we affectionately refer to as the Coven of Front-Office Hags, ribbed him about his muss of black hair needing a cut before the wedding. They rolled their eyes and mumbled something about ‘kids today’ each time Ryan confessed he hadn’t yet proposed. We went on double dates with Jill and her husband, Martin. We played dominoes and brought bottles of wine.

He was my plus-one.

Now I recognize I was the girl he bided his time with. The girl before the girl. His light blue eyes travel over me. Does he want to apologize? For moving out. For cheating. For breaking it off. For not loving me. He flips his black muss of hair out of his eyes and gives Jessica an almost imperceptible signal to evacuate the premises as quickly as possible.

‘So, I’ll see you tonight then . . . Ryan?’ I ask.

Ryan adjusts his hold on the box again, letting Jessica’s hand fall away. ‘Jessica, can you give us a minute?’ he says. She steps out of the apartment without another word, leaving Ryan and me alone. His lips are tight. Compressed. I won’t inhale him as he passes. I won’t close my eyes and remember what it was like to fall asleep to his quiet snoring. I raise my eyebrows and look out the open door. I think I’m smiling. I hope I’m smiling.

He says nothing. I can’t help myself. Even as I take a breath for the next sentence I know I’m on the cusp of a moment I’m going to be cringingly replaying and regretting in my mind for years. Nonetheless . . .

‘Why . . . why’d you bring her here? To our apartment?’

Ryan turns around. ‘This is your apartment now and Jessica is my girlfriend, so—’

‘Ryan, it’s me. It’s Frannie. Why are you talking to me like I’m some dude in Starbucks asking you to watch his shit? Come on. Think this through – maybe bringing the new girl here wasn’t such a good idea,’ I say, hating that my hand is reaching out for him.

‘This is how it always was with you. You overthink shit, Frannie. I didn’t think you’d be here. Jessica and I are together so she came with me to pick up the last of my stuff. Not everything is as complicated as you make it out to be.’ My hand falls to my side. Ryan’s voice isn’t raised. It’s worse. It’s indifferent.

‘No, you’re right, it clearly takes two people to carry that tiny box that weighs nine ounces,’ I say, motioning to the offending, flimsy container that somehow is substantial enough to carry any hope I had that Ryan would return to me – and the life we made together – out the door with him.

Ryan clears his throat and switches the box to the other side.

‘Probably not a good idea to bring the girl you cheated with into your ex-girlfriend’s home though, right?’ The ex chokes in my throat.

‘So intense. Always. So. Intense.’ Ryan digs into his pocket and pulls out our apartment key. It’s already off his key ring. He was prepared. As he presses the key into my hand, I can’t stop replaying that line from When Harry Met Sally: You’re saying Mr Zero knew you were getting a divorce a week before you did. I deflate. The key knew. The key knew it was over. We were over. I curl my fingers around it as Ryan shakes his head, mumbling something about me making things soooo difficult. He enunciates the word difficult with particular disdain as he turns for the door. I feel like screaming. But as he closes the door behind him what I feel most is . . . alone. Left behind. And now I just feel like crying.

I sit on the arm of the sofa. I wish I could say I collapse. I don’t. I just sit. The blur of the last three months. Jill pairing me up with any man who’ll take my mind off Ryan has cemented my worst fears: not only did I have someone great, but I might have been lucky to have him at all.

I remember sitting in a movie theater once. And Ryan was talking about something. Really animated. Using his hands. Passing me caramel corn in the midst of his impassioned speech. Shoving kernels in his mouth as he spoke. And I thought, holy shit. You’re the one. This is it. You’re perfect for me and this is it. I’ve found you and here you are in the flesh: my happily ever after.

I was wrong.

‘Please don’t tell me that you actually said, “It’s all good.” ’ Jill says. The door between our joint offices is open and we’re bustling around getting ready for the parental onslaught. My dark hair is still a little damp from the shower. I took far too long sulking and eating stale shredded wheat to properly dry it. Jill has on one of her usual ensembles: a Kelly green tailored sheath. Her mane of red hair, the very embodiment of her, is caught at the nape of her neck, loosely tied with a coordinating grosgrain ribbon.

‘Yep, right before I told her to go fuck herself. It was quite a lively conversation,’ I say.

‘What did she look like?’

‘She’s that girl. Not too cute, not too ugly. Not too fat, not too thin. She looks like everyone and no one at the same time.’

‘I’m going to need something a bit more specific if I’m going to feel better about this entire situation.’

‘She’s utterly forgettable.’

‘And yet . . .’

‘Yes. Exactly. And in time I will embrace the point you’re trying to make.’

‘And what point is that?’

I answer in the same robotic voice that inhabits every jilted lover, ‘That Ryan doesn’t want a shiny penny. He wants a woman who is utterly forgettable and beige, ensuring that he can be “the beloved” in the relationship. I listen to the same Alanis Morissette songs that you do, dearest.’ Or maybe he doesn’t want someone who makes everything sooo difficult, who overthinks everything. You know, someone who is too intense. I’m just spitballing here.

‘So, we’re on the same page.’

‘Alas, yelling along to Jagged Little Pill in its entirety is not quite the same thing as really digesting its message, now, is it?’

‘It’s a start.’ Jill runs her hand down the sleeve of my vintage sweater. She presses out a concerned smile and squeezes my hand.

‘He didn’t deserve you, sweetie.’ Jill’s voice is achingly soft and affectionate.

I nod and take a deep breath. Jill gives me a reassuring grin and a quick pat on the ass and flits back over to her desk.

It’s jarring how quickly this sensation returns. The fantasy of living happily ever after was always tempered by my constant second-guessing that I would ever be, in any way, involved. Sure, happy couples exist. People walk down aisles and babies are born. Now, where do I come in again?

‘Why did he even still have his key?’ Jill asks as she arranges a tray of cookies, fanning them out decoratively.

‘I refuse to answer that on the grounds that it makes me look desperate.’

We are quiet.

Jill finally speaks. ‘You know my theory.’ I look up from the stack of colorful mission statements and curricula vitae we’ve prepared.

She quickly adds, ‘Don’t kill me, but you know my theory.’

‘Yes, I am aware of your theory. All of your theories, really,’ I say, looking out into the quickly filling hallways of the Markham School. Families milling around, zigzagging into classroom after classroom. Polo shirts with collars turned up. Strands of real pearls. Sweaters folded just so and tied loosely over shoulders. The Markham School caters to Pasadena’s elite. Our offices are located in the wing where the school psychologists, speech therapists, and counselors are housed: your one-stop mental health emporium. Parents are reluctant to look our way – like we’re the red-light district of the Markham School. They peek and glance furtively at our open office doors. They’re curious, but none of them can let on that they’re interested in what we’re selling. They think we’re offering something only parents of a failed child need. And they certainly wouldn’t be interested in anything like that. (Of course, that’s not what it is.) That’s what the handouts and cookies are for: to lure them in.

‘Two years—’

‘Jill, seriously. Not now.’

‘Two years is too long to date someone. After one year, you have the marriage conversation and if he balks, dumped.’

‘Which is exactly what happened,’ I say.

‘No, I mean—’

I cut in. ‘I got dumped – wait, I got cheated on then dumped. And it’s not because we dated for two years or didn’t have the marriage conversation after the proper amount of time. I got dumped because he didn’t love me. Simple, really,’ I say, sitting down behind my desk. I can feel my face reddening. I can feel my anger growing. I won’t start crying. I won’t scream ‘Why didn’t he love me?!’ at the top of my lungs. I won’t. I can’t. Because even though Jill knows me better than anyone, I still can’t show her the ugly truth of how not fine I am with this whole situation. I’m not bravely moving on. I’m not indifferent to Jeremy Hannon, the Labor Day Cousin-Loving Suitor, and/or the battalions of uninterested douchebags who preceded him. I’m miserable and secretly naming the egion of cats I’ll most certainly own by the end of the year.

‘Did you copy that mix Jeremy was asking about?’

I can’t help but laugh.

‘I think I’ve made enough mixes for three lifetimes,’ I say, standing up and pacing around the office. I can’t sit still. I want to look professional. I want not to think about Ryan, Jessica and the apartment key that now sits on my kitchen counter like a time bomb. I look out into the hallway just in time to see Emma Dunham coming our way. Wow, that’s exactly what I didn’t want. I plaster a smile across my face as she approaches with a guy I peg as some moneyed donor I’ll soon have to prostrate myself in front of for the good of the Markham School.

‘Ms Reid, this is my husband, Jamie. Jamie, this is Frances Reid, one of Markham’s two speech therapists,’ Emma says. Husband? I shake hands with Jamie. His long, achingly thin fingers curl around my extended hand with an icy detachment. Jamie’s beakish nose and delicate features might be considered beautiful in a sickly, Victorian poet way, but since he’s not spouting esoteric verses right now it just doesn’t pack the same punch.

‘Nice to meet you,’ I say.

‘And you,’ he says.

‘Nice to meet you,’ I say. Again.

Jamie looks pointedly at Emma, as one does when someone – a jilted speech therapist perchance – has just farted in public and a quick getaway is now past due.

‘So, what is it that you do, Jamie?’ I ask.

‘I’m a professor at UCLA,’ Jamie says.

‘Go Bruins!’ I say, my hand raised in a victorious fist.

Silence.

I continue. ‘What is it that you teach?’

‘Creative writing. The Art of the Short Story,’ Jamie says.

‘That sounds great,’ I say, my voice overly perky.

‘He’s also working on a novel,’ Emma adds, lacing her arm through his.

‘That sounds like quite a schedule,’ I say.

‘I teach in UCLA’s extension program,’ Jamie says.

‘Oh, okay,’ I say.

‘Online,’ Jamie adds.

‘Cool,’ I say. What . . . what exactly is happening here?

Silence.

‘It’s so difficult to break into teaching at UCLA. Everyone’s amazed Jamie was able to secure a position in the extension program. But it’s a foot in a very prestigious door,’ Emma says. His entire being has shifted from languid to tight throughout Emma’s pitch.

Silence.

‘UCLA has a great campus,’ I say.

Jamie sighs.

‘Oh, right. You’re online. Great website then. User-friendly,’ I say, my eyes darting, my fingers making some weird mouse-clicking motion.

I clear my throat. Has time stopped? Is it . . . is it cold in here?

Quiet. For a while. A looooong while. People mill in the hallways. Parents who haven’t seen each other all summer greet each other loudly. Teachers welcome students into their classrooms. All while our little trio drowns in discomfort.

‘Jamie is as brilliant as they come. He’s going to be the next Norman Mailer!’ Emma says. If there were a conversational penalty-flag system similar to that of the National Football League, Emma would certainly have earned one for that. Emma Dunhamdunhamdunham, the ref’s voice echoes. Personal foul for a late hit proclaiming Jamie Dunham the next Norman Mailermailermailer. Automatic first down!

Silence.

‘Have you given the head of department position any thought, Ms Reid?’ Emma asks.

I start to say, ‘Absolutely, it would be such a—’ Jamie elaborately clears his throat.

‘Oh, right. Right,’ Emma says, nervously looking from Jamie to me. He sighs. She continues. ‘We’ll talk about it later, Ms Reid.’

‘There’s a water fountain,’ I say, pointing just behind Jamie. ‘You know . . . for your throat?’

‘What was your name again?’ Jamie asks.

‘Frances Reid.’

‘Well, Frances Reid—’

Emma interrupts. ‘We’re having a mixer . . .’ Jamie’s eyes are fixed on me. Emma is caressing Jamie’s back. ‘It’s for department heads and in your case prospective department heads. We’d love it if you and Mrs Fleming would attend. Since both of you are up for the position, it might be nice for the board of directors to meet their candidates in a more relaxed setting. All of the details are in your box.’ The word relaxed echoes through the hallways. Jamie tightens his jaw as his gaze slinks over to Emma. Narrowed. Targeted.

‘Sure . . . sure,’ I say, noting that Jamie looked away first. I have won our unofficial staring contest.

Jill ambles out of our office. She’s already in midsentence as she approaches. ‘What you need to do is just hate-fuck that Jeremy Hannon guy and th—’

Aaaaand I believe introductions are in order: Online Extension Professor Jamie – or as Emma likes to call him, the next Norman Mailer – Emma, children and parents of the Markham School, meet the word hate-fuck. Hate-fuck? This is everybody.

‘Jill Fleming, this is Jamie Dunham. Headmistress Dunham’s husband,’ I say.

They shake hands.

‘Pleasure,’ Jill says. Jamie nods. Emma’s face is compressed tight. She looks around at the milling parents.

‘Great turnout,’ I add, following her sight line.

‘Yes, it is,’ Emma says.

Jill says, ‘Mrs Dunham, I’m—’

‘I’m sure we can talk about policies and appropriate behavior at a more fitting time, Mrs Fleming,’ Emma says, her smile tight.

‘I’ll look forward to it,’ Jill says.

‘Ms Reid will give you specifics regarding the head of department mixer, where my hope is that you will behave in a far more professional manner,’ Emma says, looking from Jill to me.

‘Yes, headmistress,’ Jill says, her head bowed.

‘Ms Reid? I believe someone wants to say hello,’ Emma says, motioning to an approaching rail of a ten-year-old. I know we’re not supposed to have favorite students. I know this. But . . .

‘Harry!’ I say. Harry Sprague trundles up to me as quickly as an awkward adolescent can while still achieving prime bored detachment. His blond hair intentionally hangs just low enough to cover his blue eyes completely.

‘Ms Reid!’ Harry says, patting my arm.

‘Hey, sweetie! So good to see you,’ I say, making a point of swiping his bangs out of his eyes.

‘We’re thinking about forcing him to get a haircut,’ Mr Sprague says, mussing the boy’s hair. Harry is not amused. Harry probably believes this more fashionable hairstyle will finally allow him to make his escape from the ranks of fellow nerds and geeks. I wish I could tell him that no hairstyle in the world can do that. Believe me, I’ve tried. Or should I say Frances Peed tried. I’d like to say that my unshakable moniker was based on some misunderstanding. A wet bench. A light rain. But no. Combine a school field trip to Magic Mountain, a terrified twelve-year-old and a roller coaster she never should have been on in the first place and you’ve got yourself Frannie Peed.

Mr Sprague extends his hand and gives me a powerful shake. Rolled-up shirtsleeves reveal a Patek Philippe wristwatch. Worn in. Mr Sprague’s everyday wristwatch. His everyday million-dollar wristwatch.

‘So good to see you, Mr Sprague,’ I say, smiling. I’ve known the Spragues for only a short time, but I feel as though I’ve known them my entire life.

‘We’ve so missed you,’ Mrs Sprague says, lunging into me for a refined hug. Her perfume wafts around me like an angelic aura.

‘So good to see you,’ I say, breaking from our hug. Blond, headbanded hair; a butter-yellow cable-knit sweater; and a hedge fund in the billions define the family. But they love their son and will do anything for him. That trumps a popped collar every time.

I wind through introductions, lobbing Professor Jamie Dunham only a slightly rolled eye at the forced title. Jill coquettishly introduces herself. Apparently we’re off the docks and back at a debutante ball. Emma and Jamie excuse themselves as Jill slinks back into our office, which is filling fast with prospective students.

I fall into easy conversation with the Spragues. As usual, the subject is Harry. Apparently his summer was chockablock with Space Camp and Comic-Con, and the Spragues constantly assure me that he hasn’t forgotten everything I taught him last year.

‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ I say, smiling. Smiling. It’s hard to be sad when you’re talking about kids like Harry Sprague. I take one final glance at Emma as she and Jamie walk away. Emma clasps her hands behind her back, her fingers violently gripping each other, her shoulders high and tense. Jamie whispers in her ear. Emma’s head dips, chin to her chest, her pace slowing. She nods briskly. Again and again. Jamie’s hand tightens around her upper arm as she flinches slightly and hurries beside him. Jesus, it’s just the word hate-fuck, Jamie.

Certainly Norman Mailer would have approved.
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All Balls

Later that night, I take out my contact lenses, put my glasses on, grab my dental night guard and switch off the bathroom light. The first week after Ryan left, I blamed the dental night guard and the glasses for his cheating and our subsequent breakup. I think of Harry Sprague and his hopeful non-nerd hairstyle.

We (your tired, your poor, your huddled misfits yearning to breathe free) all fervently hope that we’ll be loved and cherished someday. But that far-off dream hangs in the balance as we struggle to figure out what we can change about ourselves to make it happen. Different hairstyle? Contact lenses instead of glasses? Dental night guards tossed away? I’m sure my mom would – and has – sermonized that it’s not about me at all. Those people aren’t worth my time, anyway, she’d say, teacup in hand. If they can’t love me for who I am, then I don’t want them, she’d add as she offered a piece of pie and an unendingly available shoulder to cry on. Yet, I’m haunted by this ever-present feeling that it’s not about the hairstyle, glasses, body image, or overpriced makeup that promises to ‘look natural’ at all. As I get older, I’m afraid it must be me, all of me, that is so chronically repellent.

I tuck into my bed; the kitchen light streams down the hallway. It makes me feel like someone else is moving around this little apartment. Ryan’s not here in bed with me, but maybe he’s in the living room watching television. He’ll come to bed soon. I toss and turn, tucking the pillow into the crook of my arm. I’ve gone from loving bedtime to dreading it. It used to be a time when, no matter what went on during the day, Ryan and I could check in with each other. The world stopped. The grind faded away. It was just us, tucked tightly under blankets and duvets. We whispered, giggled and loved. Now I have Jeremy. A guy who wants me to make him a copy of a classic rock mix I bought at the grocery store for $3.99 as a joke. I hit the pillow again, tucking and tucking it. I can’t get comfortable. It’s ten P.M. and I’m in bed. Why does it surprise me that I’m not tired?

As my mind races through that last run-in with Ryan and the nine-ounce box that took two people to carry, I understand – on some level – that I’m relying on selective memory when it comes to my relationship with him. The pictures on our walls, the screen savers on our computers, the stories we told were all from the first year we were together. It was as if the memory of those times kept us going. Then the ennui set in like a low fog.

Then came the deals. When we get married, I won’t feel like this. When we get married, something magical will happen and we’ll fall in love all over again. If he would just propose, everything would be fine. We’d be back on track. A marriage proposal means Ryan chose me. Officially. I could write off Frannie Reid – or Frannie Peed – forever. I’d finally be someone else. Mr and Mrs Ryan Ferrell. I’d be Frannie Ferrell. And Frannie Ferrell was the girl who was chosen. Frannie Ferrell was loved. Frannie Ferrell is now just another alliterative pipe dream.

It’s fine. I’m fine.

As I feel myself drifting toward sleep, I’m proud of myself. Despite a few bumps in the road, I’m taking this whole thing remarkably well. It doesn’t bother me. It really doesn’t. Ryan did us a favor. Ryan did me a favor. And with Jill and her revolving door of available men, I’ll be dating in no time flat. Yeah. He did me a favor.

The silence.

The kitchen light streaming down the hallway.

My breathing quickens. I can’t catch my breath.

This pillow won’t behave.

Yeah . . . really proud.

I roll over onto my back and stare up into the darkness. Ghost dots flicker and fade in front of me. I’ve never been more wide awake. Proud. Proud. Next, I’m going to be telling myself that these aren’t the droids I’m looking for. More darkness. More silence. You gotta know when to hold ’em, know when to fold ’em. Great. Now I’ve got Kenny Rogers stuck in my head. Alone. Cold. Dumped. And humming Kenny Rogers.

I whip my covers off and walk over to my computer. I scroll through old e-mails, finding the one from Jill that I’m looking for.

Frannie: Okay, so just in case – here’s all of Jeremy Hannon’s information. I can see it now: an outdoor wedding with dragonflies and strings of lights. Maybe that one song can be the first song you dance to? The one he was talking about on that mix? Talk soon . . .

Writing down Jeremy’s e-mail and cell number, I have to laugh. I seriously doubt my wedding song is going to be by Lynyrd Skynyrd, Jill.

To e-mail or to call, that is the question. It’s a bit late to call. And an e-mail – I don’t know. It seems a bit formal. I’ll split the difference. I’ll text. It’s what all the crazy kids are doing these days, right? As I take my iPhone off the nightstand, unplugging it from its charger, I am fully aware that I am taking the chicken’s way out. Texting is for booty calls and . . . wait. Am I making a booty call right now? No. Seriously, no. I’m making a late-night request for . . . I believe I’m making a booty call with no booty. I just want someone to talk to. Someone who’ll keep me from singing Kenny Rogers. Ugh, that’s even worse.

I hold my iPhone in my hand and curl my legs underneath me. Summer is waning and a slight chill has found its way into my apartment.

I type in Jeremy’s phone number and then begin the tedious process of crafting the perfect text. This could take days. It has to be one part breezy, one part sexy and once again, as far from the real me as is humanly possible. I finally come up with:

Hey there! Frannie here from the BBQ at Jill and Martin’s . . . Jill had mentioned you wanted a copy of that mix I brought?

Then what? Do I ask him what his mailing address is? It’s a wonder I’ve gotten one date ever. My fingers hover over the keypad. Minutes pass.

Let me know!

Before I can think better of it I hit send. And then I wait. I start to tidy up a bit. Clothes in the hamper. Do a couple of dishes, mostly bowls due to my obsession with shredded wheat. I walk through my apartment absently dusting shelves lined with framed family photos: cross-country road trips in wood-paneled station wagons, Christmas mornings with pink bicycles (I held on to a belief in Santa Claus way past what is customary). School plays where my role as ‘Chorus member’ won parental rave reviews, splashing around in swimming pools with zinc oxide spread generously on my nose. I study the photos closely as I try to ignore the silence of my dormant iPhone. I see my childhood through my parents’ eyes. To them, I was a happy baby, a rambunctious child and a scholarly adolescent. My phases, not unlike the moon’s, melted and dissolved seamlessly into one another.

The childhood I remember, strangely not depicted in these framed photographs, is a bit bumpier. As my coltish enthusiasm became an annoyance to teachers, my need for their approval reached epic proportions. I began swallowing that enthusiasm – now defined as ‘hyperactivity’ or, in Ryan’s words, ‘intensity’ – and replaced it with a zeal for schoolwork akin to an obsessive-compulsive’s need to open and shut a door three times before exiting. Not surprisingly, the other kids didn’t applaud my new role as teacher’s pet. The adolescent art of apathy eluded me. I was labeled an oddity and given a nickname that haunts me to this day: the Notorious Frannie Peed. I’ve done everything I can to leave Frannie Peed in the past, but she’s a worthy opponent. Shaking her is the gauntlet I have to run daily: instinctual nerdisms I don’t say and the second-by-second reminder to myself to ‘act cool.’
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