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There is a crack in everything.
That’s how the light gets in.


—LEONARD COHEN
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No one wants to be that girl who locks herself in the bathroom on her birthday like she’s on the brink of a nervous breakdown, but here I am, leaning my elbows on the toilet bowl, inhaling God knows how many private-part diseases, all in the hope of freeing myself of this birthday cake while freeing myself of my best friend’s wrath. It’s not that Sara’s anger toward me isn’t justified (I’m a Grade A asshole), but I thought maybe we could shelve that today, the one day of the year dedicated to my graceless exit from the womb.


There’s a bang on the bathroom door so loud it reverberates off every building on campus. “Dandelion Berkowitz, if you don’t come out of the bathroom right now, I’m going to tell everyone that you’re a shit friend who breaks promises and tells lies the size of her head, which has gotten pretty freaking big since you got into Harvard.”


I do my best impersonation of a toilet paper roll, forgetting that, though Sara is all sorts of formidable, even she can’t break a steel lock with drunken will alone. I’m about to weigh the pros and cons of unlocking the door when I hear a different voice.


“Um, Danny? I think you should come out and put Sara to bed.”


“But I don’t want to go to bed, Maaaaaark,” says Sara.


“Stephen.” He sighs. “It’s Stephen, remember?”


I do eventually come out, smelling like whatever concoction they clean the bathrooms with, and Stephen helps me herd Sara back to my dorm room. “I’ve got her from here,” I say, and tuck her in on the futon next to the trash can. When she’s snoring those drunk snores that make you think it’s gonna earthquake, I pretend none of this ever happened—not just Sara ruining my birthday, but the first few months of college altogether. I’m fantastic at putting things in a brain drawer and losing track of them entirely, so instead I pretend it’s ten months ago, on our high school graduation day in June, when Sara was in her kitchen making us her famous grilled cheeses. She’s not world-famous for them, just me-famous for them, but they can only be described as Hallelujah in the Mouth: three slices of bread, four types of cheese, truffle aioli, and caramelized onion. I have no idea what truffle aioli is, but whoa.


“Tell me The Plan,” I’d said that day, and she launched right into it:


“Okay, two overachievers meet in kindergarten: one sporty, one super nerdy.”


I flicked an onion at her. “Hey, I lobbied hard to have that word replaced.”


“Fine.” She peeled the onion off her forehead and corrected herself. “One super smart. At first they can’t get along, but soon they realize that unless they join forces, they’ll destroy each other. So they make a solemn pact to never leave each other. They grow up and go to college together—”


“Which we’re about to do now!” I interrupted her.


“One to be a professional tennis player, the other to be a surgeon. Then they marry their high school sweethearts—”


“Shit.” I interrupted her again. “We totally didn’t get high school sweethearts.”


“I mean, I have Dave,” she said, but by “have Dave” she meant she lost her virginity to him in his dad’s Escalade. Driver’s seat. Moonroof open.


“True, you screw Dave,” I said, recalling that I got my SAT scores back that same weekend. They were good, excellent even. “I, on the other hand, am as romantic as a spatula.”


“You’ve been too focused on schoolwork,” she said. “All that will change in college.”


I hoped she was right—that as soon as I stepped into a frat party or whatever, I’d immediately stop thinking boys were uninteresting and magically know what to do with them.


“Watch, this is an easy fix.” Sara cleared her throat. “Then they marry their college sweethearts—two brothers, lawyers, who love them stupidly—and when they end up widows they get a little house together with a big wall for all their accomplishments. Then they make grilled cheeses every night for dinner because there’s no one to tell them there’s such a thing as too much butter.”


“There isn’t such a thing as too much butter,” I’d said, finishing my sandwich and sighing. Graduating high school was looking pretty good that day, before I knew we’d have to leave the safety of being in each other’s corner.


For a few more hours at least the future wasn’t the future, it was our future. Right up until I opened the letter that, in seven hundred words, ruined everything.
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Ten godforsaken weeks after the worst birthday in history according to an informal survey done by HBS (Harvard Bathroom Stalls)


“Well, Danny, at least we know you’ve been eating!” my dad says as I get out of the car.


It isn’t the warm welcome I was anticipating after being banished to a treatment center where my own father didn’t visit me. Not once. Like, really, Dad? As oblivious as you are, can’t you see how wildly insulting that’d be?


“So much for your smock idea, Mom.” I grimace, checking out my reflection in the car door. I had asked her to bring me something “roomy, yet flattering,” but what she brought was missing the second, more important component, so I’m now the proud owner of the same ugly tentlike dress in eight different shades of Mom. And I’m going to have to wear them all summer. Well, I could wear my jean shorts if I don’t button or zip them. But I’d also need to cut slits in the sides so my legs can circulate enough blood not to turn blue. It sounds like a fun DIY project and all, but I’m not the artsy-fartsy type.


“You look beautiful,” my mom says. “We’re so relieved you’re home and safe and feeling better.” Then she starts crying. Crying. While she blows her nose, my dad whips out my Harvard acceptance letter to remind me of “all the things I’ve accomplished,” then tells me that per our deal, he and my mom had a great conference call with my doctors, therapists, and deans, and as long as I keep going to therapy this summer I’ll be able to redo my second semester and return to Harvard in the fall. He points to the letterhead proudly as he says this, and I try not to let on that looking at the letter is making me feel sick. I would never elect to have my parents in on my craziness, but since they pay my tuition, I can’t really be an asshole about it.


“Okay, I love you guys, but I can’t be with you right now.” I take the letter from my dad and fold it up. “We have all summer to hammer out these details, so if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to charge my cell phone, turn it back on, and make myself available to the world for the first time since April. Unless it’s died of malnourishment.”


My parents shoot me a standard horrified-parent look.


“Oh, come on,” I say cheerfully. “Eating disorder jokes are funny for cell phones because texting is their nourishment. And they’re getting plenty of that.”


They don’t laugh, but it’s fine. I’m my most important audience member.


On my way into the house I trip on one of the plastic geese my dad puts around the garden, lest we forget he’s an ornithology professor. When I put it upright again I think of a poem someone gave me when I first got to treatment, not that I like poetry or that “someone” who gave it to me, but some things have a way of staying with you.


“Wild Geese,” I start, then cut myself off. What happens in treatment stays in treatment. I brush the soil off my hands, but the garden goose stares at me until I’m inside.
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Even after two months of neglect my cell phone turns on immediately, no questions asked, which is how all friends should be. I ignore the 132 unread texts from people I probably don’t want to talk to and call the only number I’ve ever memorized besides mine. And Papa John’s, because come on.


After a few rings she yells, “Dandelion!” and I say, “Sara, how the hell are ya?”


“I’m good, kid, how the hell are you?”


We always greet each other in this over-the-top way, like two old gangsters reuniting for the first time since the baptism of their eighth child with their fifth wife. Then she drops her grandiose voice because we can only go on like that for a few seconds and says, “Are you finally home? Where are you? What are you doing? I can’t believe you turned your phone off and finals kept you until June. It’s practically a crime against summer.”


I haven’t exactly told her about my stint in treatment, so I’m like, “I’m a free woman now. Let’s tango.” To be clear, tango isn’t a word I usually use, but it’s been a long time since I’ve had a normal, nonfacilitated conversation.


“Let’s go to the beach,” she says.


“Absolutely not.” I’m standing in the mirror trying to find a stance that makes me look more like how I used to look and less like how I look now. Success rate: zero percent. “I know your metabolism is run by do-gooding fairies, but you’re going to have to take pity on those of us who fell victim to the freshman fifteen and then some.”


“We won’t swim, we’ll walk.”


I sigh and give up. Mirrors will have to be added to the list of things to avoid.


“Hey, Danny?”


I hold my breath because I can tell she’s gonna bring up something unsavory. “Yeah?”


“We’re fine, right? I know your birthday a couple of months ago was bad, but—”


I make the executive decision to cut her off. “It’s water under the bridge.” I even think I mean it.


“Is that one of those intellectual sayings you learned at Haaaarvaaaard?”


“No, I didn’t learn it at Haaaaarvaaaard.”


Everyone knows the water under the bridge saying, but the last thing I need to do is get Sara back into the mindset that I now think I’m better than everyone because of Haaaarvaaaard.


“I’m just teasing you,” she says. “I’ll pick you up in ten.”


I catch an unfortunate final glimpse of myself in the mirror and tell the voice of body-loving reason to block its ears. “If you don’t see me, look for the girl who looks like she ate the girl once known as Danny.”
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Fifty-three minutes later (Sara has her own world clock), a black Range Rover pulls into the driveway blasting country music. I run to her car door and Sara jumps out to give me a hug. She’s taller than I am, so when she wraps her arms around me my ear smooshes into her neck and I eat a little bit of her hair, not because I’m hungry, but just by mistake.


“Ahh! I missed you so much!” she says. Immediately, everything from the birthday fiasco to the last two months of silence dissolves between us. She’s wearing a white summer dress that shows off all the freckles on her shoulders, and I’m smiling because she seems to have gotten more beautiful since the last time I saw her, but probably I just forgot what she looked like. That happens, you know, no matter how beautiful you are, which is why I try not to get so hung up on beauty. It’s the same thing as being ugly: You look at it long enough and it doesn’t look like anything.


“How are you? Your hair is gorgeous! I like the highlights,” she says.


I didn’t get highlights, but whatever. “I’m so happy to see you. You’re so beautiful that if we weren’t already friends we definitely couldn’t be.”


She rolls her eyes, which is her signature move. “Stop, I feel like a mess. I just left Ethan’s house.” She leans in when she says it, and I can tell his name tastes good in her mouth.


“Who’s Ethan?”


“Some guy I met at school. I’ll tell you about him sometime, but right now we have way more important things to catch up on.”


We get in her car and I hope she intends on doing most of the catching up for us. In addition to being emotionally exhausting, my last two months in treatment have been kept entirely secret, even from Sara, who thinks I was undergoing a grueling second semester instead. “How were finals for you?” she asks. “I finished a month ago and I’ve been partying nonstop since. I need to sweat out hella toxins later.”


“Since when do you say ‘hella’? And since when do you party nonstop?” I try to see through her sunglasses if her eyes are actually her eyes. “Doesn’t that mess with your game?”


“Oh, it’s fine,” she says quickly. “Besides, I don’t have training for a couple more weeks. And my tennis season went so well I deserve a break.”


I don’t know what to say, so I look out the window at the strip malls and coffee franchises growing over our town like weeds. I guess that’s what happens when you leave a place alone. It goes to shit without you.


“Did I tell you my coach wants to make me captain next year?” she continues. “I was so shocked, but of course it’d be great for me. I love it there, Danny. The only thing that’s missing is you.”


A heavy silence follows.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to reopen old wounds,” she says quickly, and I wish we would get to the beach already. “I just meant I miss you and it would have been fun to go to college together. But I’m so happy for you, really.”


“It’s fine,” I mumble into the seat belt crossing my chest. “So who is Sir Ethan?”


It’s probably not fair to distract Sara with her love of boys, but it’s also not fair for vultures to eat a deer that isn’t fully dead yet. I guess at the end of the day it’s not about “fair”; it’s about survival.


“Get comfortable. The Ethan story is a long one. Wait, no. Let me start with my sorority. Wait, no, tennis. Yes, tennis, okay, so…”


While Sara describes the most perfect freshman year of college, I take my sandals off and put my feet up on the dashboard. My toenails are chipped black from the last time I painted them, when I thought my choice in polish ought to reflect my soul.


“Enough about me,” Sara says at last. She pulls into the beach too fast and we almost squash a dumb seagull with shitty reflexes. “I can’t believe you turned your phone off for two months. I know you said you were turning it off to focus on school, but were classes really that intense? Or were you still mad about our fight? Maybe we should talk it out.”


“You know how much I love to talk about feelings,” I say sarcastically. I almost wish we had hit the seagull so we’d have something else to talk about, something actually dramatic to distract us from our own dramatics. Just kidding, I mouth to the seagull through the side mirror.


“Same, but I was reading this article that said married couples all end up having the same fight, like, their whole lives,” she says, parking the car. “It might seem like a different fight, but if you boil it down, it’s probably the exact same fight as last week and the week before that. They just keep having that one fight until they die. Or get divorced.”


I peel a large strip of polish off my toenail. “Are you saying the college fight is going to be our fight?”


“It could be. But I don’t want it to be. So I think we should nip it in the butt.”


“Bud.”


“Whatever.”


I could mention that she’s the one who brought up the fight that happened on my birthday this April, when she got the drunkest I’ve ever seen her, then slapped me in the face with a piece of pizza, forcing me to hide out in the bathroom stall like that girl about to have a breakdown. But I’m trying to be a better person, so instead I say: “I said I’m sorry. You said you’re sorry. It’s been over two months. I think we can skip down the yellow brick road anytime now.”


She looks over at me, but I can’t read her expression due to the enormity of her sunglasses. Besides, it’s starting to feel like global warming in the car, so I open the door and breathe in the fresh beach air. I link my arm in hers as we walk from the parking lot to the shore, and she gives it a little squeeze. The thing about not having any siblings is that you have to be strategic about who you get in sibling-fights with. The most crucial factor is that they love you unconditionally. Otherwise you start saying ruthless shit to people and they think the devil lives in your asshole and you end up friendless and alone until your cats stage a coup and murder you. So really Sara and I don’t ever need to apologize to each other. Sometimes it’s good to say sorry, though, just as a formality.


“You still haven’t told me anything about second semester,” Sara prods. I know I should tell her about treatment, but honestly it’s too nice of a day out.


“Classes were intense,” I lie, picking up a flattish stone and feeling its weight in my hand. “Studying all hours of the day and night. At one point I thought about hiring a high schooler to pinch me every forty-five seconds to keep me awake in the library.” I throw the rock at the ocean and pray for a smooth surface skim. “Finals were even more brutal. I had to keep a gallon jug of iced coffee by my bed and I grew, like, grocery bags under my eyes.” Instead of skipping, the stone plunks anticlimactically into the water and I curse my parents for not giving me a single strand of athletic DNA. “Can we talk about something else?” I ask. “This is giving me PTSD.”


“Oh my God, of course,” she says, and it’s the exact tone of Sara’s I missed, the Everything Is Okay tone, regardless of what “everything” is. I breathe a sigh of relief knowing I can say anything to her because even though PTSD isn’t technically a joking matter, she’s about as politically correct as a drunk pirate.


“What about your friend? What’s his name?” She picks up a flat rock too, and hers skips like an Olympian six times before disappearing under the water.


“Stephen.” I undo my ponytail and try not to let on how absurd it is that she can’t remember his name, even though we hung out with him my whole terrible birthday night.


“How is he? Have you two hooked up yet?”


“Ew. It’s Stephen. Combined, we’re about as sexual as a Styrofoam peanut.” But I’m speaking for myself. Of the three times I’ve masturbated in my life, once was an accident. “We literally study together, eat too many snacks, then fall asleep drooling on each other.”


“Oh, please. When I came up to visit I could tell he was totally in love with you.”


“Yuck.”


But then we’re both silent. Sara’s spring visit to Harvard for my birthday was bad, even before the big blowup. It’s not that I was embarrassed to have my roommates meet Sara, but how could I have known she was going to become a vodka-guzzling sorority doll?


“So how come you didn’t put on the freshman anything but I became the Pillsbury Doughgirl?” I say abruptly.


Sara laughs and we keep walking. “Danny, shut up. You’re not even fat. You’ve gained, what, ten pounds since I saw you?”


“Twenty-five,” I mumble, but I don’t know the number now. Scales were forbidden in treatment due to my vague diagnosis: Eating Disorders Not Otherwise Specified, plus Bulimia, plus a dollop of General Anxiety Disorder, just for good measure. Still, any mention of numbers makes it feel like my thighs are rubbing together, which makes me seriously regret agreeing to this walk on the beach.


“Twenty-five pounds is nothing. Everyone gains weight in college, and now you have even better curves. But if you want, we’ll play tennis every day this summer and it’ll be gone in a month.” Sara takes off her sandals and walks with a lightness I want to steal from her—not so that she can’t have it, but so that we both can.


“Yeah, but I’m short so you notice it more,” I whine. “Plus, some of it went to my nose or something and now my face is distorted. Do I look like a Teletubby? Be honest.”


“Why don’t you see a nutritionist?” she asks, as if I didn’t think to see every possible specialist when I quickly surpassed the legendary freshman fifteen. I’d hoped to have a thyroid issue, but every blood test came back negative. Apparently I got this way purely of my own volition, which didn’t concern the doctors at all. They called it “normal.” It wasn’t until I developed my own methods to treat the weight gain that the doctors got concerned and ordered me to treatment. Even now they don’t seem to know what’s wrong, and they won’t know until we’ve spent a good many hours together with my feelings. I don’t know how we’re going to find enough of my feelings to fit into the hours of appointments I have scheduled with Leslie, the robot therapist, but I guess I’ll worry about that later.


“Obviously, I’ve seen a nutritionist,” I say, and Sara stops walking to pick up a piece of sea glass. I could tell her that the big accomplishment of the last two months is that I don’t skip off to the little girls’ room after every meal anymore, so we shouldn’t be worried about a few “vanity pounds.” But watching her turn over the piece of glass I decide she doesn’t need all this information, at least not right now. I settle it all by saying, “All the nutritionists want me to do is write down my food and why I’m eating, blah blah blah. It squashes the fun out of everything.”


“Ew, yeah. That sounds so boring.”


I pick up a piece of sea glass to add to the collection Sara’s started in her hand, but it turns out to be regular glass that scrapes my finger when I touch it. “Dammit,” I mumble. Going to treatment would’ve been a lot less unsettling if I knew why it all happened. The therapists say stress and needing an outlet for control and yadda yadda yadda, but it’s unsettling how illogical and arbitrary it is.


“Don’t worry,” Sara says, closing her hand and seeming content with her findings. “I’ll show you the workout my mom’s trainer does with her and you’ll get your confidence back in no time.” I don’t point out that Sara’s mother is at least fifty pounds overweight. “And I’ll set you up with one of Ethan’s friends. I think you’d like John.” She describes John: tall, loves dogs, sort of looks and acts like one.


We sit by the water and she picks up handfuls of sand. “God, I missed this,” she says.


“Me too.” The wind blows my hair into my mouth and it tastes a little salty as I brush it back behind my ear. “I just wish someone warned me how hard college would be. I thought it would be like American Pie—beer pong and sex in every room.”


Sara’s eyes light up and she grabs me by the shoulders. “Wait, have you finally had sex?”


I glare at her. “You say ‘finally’ like I’m forty and not nineteen. I have other priorities, okay?” There’s a cracking sound near us as a shell breaks against a rock. When it opens, the seagull that dropped it eats it mercilessly, one large peck at a time. “To answer your question, no, I have not had The Sex yet. Even getting laid is hard. Classes are one thing, but c’mon. Sex was supposed to be easy.”


“I know it’s hard, Danny,” Sara says, and I just know she doesn’t know at all. “But we’re back in action now. The Plan is right on track.” She clears her throat and I wish the waves would drown out the sound of her trying to act like nothing has changed. “They reunite after college, marry two brothers, lawyers, who love them stupidly. And you know the rest.” She puts her arm around me. “Oh, I meant to tell you, I’m having a party tonight. You’re invited.”


“Thanks for the last-minute invite.” I semipush her into the sand.


“Come on, you didn’t have a phone!” She semipushes me back. “No more sulking. Finals are over, it’s summer, and we have party things to tend to. Okay?” She stands up and offers me her hand, but I almost prefer to lie with my nose in the seaweed, taking in its faint dead-fish smell.


“Okay?” she says again, and in spite of myself, I take her hand and let her help me up. She does have a point—I’ve been waiting for it to be summer since the last time it was summer. And I can’t say no to Sara. I’ve only said no to Sara once, and we’re still working out the politics of that decision.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“You’re leaving again?” my dad asks when I come into the kitchen. They remodeled it while I was at college, and the steel accents give the whole place a hostile feel. “You just got here! We should hang out now that you’re out of…” His face twitches, but I’m very perceptive. “…treatment.”


I open the dark metal refrigerator for a diet any-beverage to avoid looking at him. He doesn’t have to stumble over the T-word every time he says it, as if it’s as hard for him to talk about as it was for me to go through.


“I’m surprised you even knew I was in treatment,” I say, accentuating the word even though I never say it in front of my mom, who insists on saying it all the time. “Considering you never stopped by.”


“I know. I’m sorry.”


I open the can of Diet Coke on the cold marble counter and a carpenter ant scuttles by. I wait for my dad to squish it, but he looks at me like I’m supposed to squish it. Obviously, the carpenter ant will die another day, when my mother is in the kitchen.


“Do you want to talk about it?” he finally says, and his voice is so strained I want to punch him. Instead I stomp out of the kitchen and grab his keys.


“I’m taking your car, okay,” I say, because it sounds nicer than “forget it.” I get that it must have sucked to watch me go from valedictorian to Occupy Depression all in the course of ten months, but the least you could do is kill the stupid ant for me, Dad.








[image: ]











Sara’s house is always unlocked because her mother is always there, so I let myself in and up the stairs to Sara’s room. I can smell alcohol in the hallway, and sure enough when I open the door she’s standing over her desk, pouring two generous shots from a handle of vodka.


“I guess we’re not frinking tonight?” I ask. I pull the sleeves of my smock away from the puddle of my armpits and notice how little has changed in Sara’s room: same pink walls and white furniture and gingerbread candle no matter what season it is.


“No, I never frink anymore. I can’t believe you still do.” Her tone reduces me to something even less cool than head lice, which is totally unfair. Frinking, i.e., fake-drinking, is what Sara and I used to do in high school. It’s stupid easy. You hold a red cup and dance aggressively and don’t consume calories or ruin your chances of, like, becoming someone important in the future. I’d planned on frinking tonight, but I guess I can deal with being fat and unsuccessful tomorrow. Besides, I deserve a little fun on my first night out of captivity. “The most important thing I learned in college, well really it was in my sorority, is that it’s way more fun to actually drink.” Sara adjusts her boobs so they sit up higher in her push-up bra and then grabs one of the glasses. “Here, this one is for you.”


“It’s only more fun until tomorrow rolls around,” I correct her, taking the glass from her hand and wondering why it is that Sara got fat boobs and I got fat everything else except boobs. “What should we cheers to?”


“To the two of us,” she says, sitting under the white-frilled canopy of her bed and gesturing that I do the same.


“Okay. To the two of us.” We sit facing each other and I cross my arm around hers.


“Going strong since the era of diapers,” Sara says regally.


“You wore diapers in kindergarten?”


“Don’t ruin my cheers with the facts, Danny.”


We put the shot glasses to our lips and I cringe a little. The shot smells like pineapple and nail polish remover but I swallow anyway. As I start to feel like I might throw up, a singsong voice says, “Knocky-knock,” but without physically knocking on the door.


“Come in,” Sara says, and rolls her eyes in my direction. There’s no way to prepare for Janet, who’s one of those large women who gives generous hugs that leave you smelling like Chanel and not necessarily happy about it.


“Danny, darling, we missed you so much.” Janet swirls the wine in her goblet. “How are your pre-med classes? I ran into your mother at the grocery store and she told me you were studying so hard you turned off your phone.”


I’m sure my parents didn’t want to tell people I was at school when I wasn’t at school, but the details of my treatment days aren’t their business to tell. I clear my throat. “Mhm, yeah, been studying very hard. Pre-med classes are really good.”


Pre-med classes really blow. The first semester I spent four hours three times a week in massive lab goggles that left a red ring around my eyes, which took an additional four hours to go away. Midway through the term my dinoflagellates all died (first they rebelled and then they killed each other), and I was so frustrated with organic chemistry that I threw the little tinker-toy study kit into the toilet, which I later had to fish out.


“Good for you, darling. We are so proud of you. Any boyfriends yet?”


“None that I know of.”


“Well, good. You have so much tiiiiiime.” She stretches out the last word to show the infinite nature of youth. “Did Sara tell you about her boyfriend? He’s adorable. I haven’t met him yet except on Instagram, but—”


“Okay, Mom, good to see you.” Sara guides her back through the door.


“Don’t you girls want me to help you get ready? I can do your makeup.” Janet’s tone makes me feel a little sad for her. “I want you to look good for Ethan, you may want to, you know.”


She winks, but Sara says, “Absolutely not. Out with you, right now.”


“Well, we’ve hardly talked about you and him at all.” Her mouth forms a pout. “What about the s-e-x?”


“We can all spell, Mom.” Sara tries to close the door, but Janet’s face is in the way. “Thanks for the alcohol, though. You’re such a good friend,” Sara adds, and that pleases Janet much more than calling her Mom ever could.


The doorbell rings a minute later, and we run downstairs to open the door for Kate and Liz. We all squeal and hug a lot, and I’m surprisingly glad for vodka. Sometimes I need a little liquid help in these sorts of situations.


“Danny, we missed you so much. You disappeared off the face of the digital earth. How are you? You look great,” Kate says. Or maybe Liz said it? They’re such carbon copies of each other that I can hardly distinguish between them, let alone fathom how we used to be friends.


“Did your boobs get bigger?” the other asks.


“I think my head just got smaller,” I say. “Which only makes it look like I went up a cup size due to the discrepancy in the usual ratio.” Of course they don’t get that I’m being an asshole.


“I’m so glad the Gems are back together,” Liz says, and I wince internally. I thought we ditched that name in high school, but since it’s not worth getting called out for thinking I’m better than everyone else, I smile and do my best impersonation of a party-loving teenager.


“More alcohol!” I say. Honestly, it’s the easiest way to get everyone on your side.


We take the party into the backyard, where Janet has actualized every kid’s dream. The pool-house bar has two types of tequila, limes, salt, and a bowl of very strong-smelling punch. The lights are off on the tennis court, making it an ideal spot for a hookup. There’s wood for the bonfire, stuff to make s’mores, and a table with red cups for all the accompanying drinking games. Soon a lot of people Sara went to college with start showing up, and I try to count them all while she plays hostess, but it’s, like, a lot of people.


“Jesus, how many friends did you make? ’Cause I’m pretty sure I only made one,” I say to myself, which goes to show you that I’m a pretty lousy version of myself when Sara isn’t around. Danny with Sara = Danny. Danny with Danny = chubby, insecure, and chock-full of self-destructive coping mechanisms. I indulge my pity party for ten more seconds, then join in the tequila charade with everyone else: lime, tequila, salt… shit, no… salt, tequila, then lime. See? I can’t even get the fun things right.


Meeting new people is arguably better than reliving stories of the high school glory days with the Gems, but I’m not drunk enough yet to enjoy myself. I’m certainly not drunk enough for the big introduction which is closing in in three… two…


“Ethan, this is Danny,” Sara says, approaching me while clutching the arm of a guy who is all muscle and all tan, with teeth so white you sort of don’t believe them.


“Danny, it’s nice to finally meet you,” he says, with so much warmth and enthusiasm that I feel I have to compliment him.


“Yeah, same. I… love your T-shirt?”


He looks down at his chest: SUN’S OUT GUNS OUT is written in huge block letters.


“I think it’s a tank top,” he says, and goddammit, he’s right. “This is my friend John,” he adds as another guy with a buzz cut walks up. He extends his hand and I think he’s going for the shake but no. He wants me to pound it.


“I’m Danny.” As I knock my fist against his, he opens his hand and clamps it around mine, yelling, “Turkey!” Then he starts laughing. “Gotcha.”


“Isn’t he hilarious?” Sara says, and the scary thing is I think she means it. “John, Danny and I met in kindergarten because we were the only two kids in the whole class who didn’t have siblings to bring to Bring Your Sibling to Class Day.”


“We’ve been subbing for each other ever since.” Then I add, in a failed attempt to seem interesting, “We even made it official when we became blood buddies. Not with real blood ’cause that would make me vom, but with real red Kool-Aid, you know, the name-brand kind, not the grocery-store-knockoff kind.”


“Actually we drank each other’s Kool-Aid, which makes us more vampires than sisters.” Sara puts her arm around me and I laugh too loudly, wishing I found it as easy to talk to people as to talk to inanimate objects.


“Righteous,” John says, and his eyes linger on Liz’s ass.


“And Danny’s super smart. Graduated first in our class and totally abandoned me when she got into Harvard off the waitlist last June.”


“Oh, yeah?” John sounds captivated for the first time since the conversation started. “My sister went there, but she said it was boring.”


“Huh.” I wish he could’ve picked anything else to suddenly get interested about.


“I think she just hated not being the only valedictorian in the room anymore, ’cause I guess Harvard has a shit ton of valedictorians, which is a catch-22 or something because there should only be one.” He laughs a little. “She’s the smart one in the family.”


“Oh, bummer. I love it,” I say, then to avoid setting Sara off I add quickly, “So should we take shots?”


Rallying toward inebriation is a party trick that works every time.


As the tequila goes down (salt first this round) I come to the groundbreaking conclusion that 80 percent of the student body is as sneaky and eager to lie about Harvard as I am. The two hypotheses for this entirely arbitrary statistic that I just made up are 1) valedictorians live such boring, calculated lives that petty lies are their only excitement or 2) up until college, valedictorians have this disease called Valedictorianism, which causes them to think that they are not valedictorian of their high school, but valedictorian of the whole world, which naturally makes them feel like a louse when they realize there’s hundreds just like them. To hide their disappointment, they have to lie to their friends and family about how small they feel because they are not the big cheese anymore, they are simply a cheese, albeit a fine one in a very overpriced shop.


And right when I’m feeling like maybe I’ve found a thesis topic that will win the Nobel Prize and whoa am I ravenous—cheese would be delicious, if only I hadn’t made my thousandth vow to veganism this morning upon leaving treatment—I see her. My stomach does somersaults and I hope that I’m drunk and hallucinating but no. It’s absolutely her. She looks exactly like she did before, with her red hair wild down her back, but I guess most people don’t become unrecognizable from April to June. She’s standing by the punch, not looking bored exactly but not looking quite like she wants to be here either. When she looks at me I feel a lump in my throat the size of a lime. Since I can’t figure out how to disappear completely in a fraction of a second, I turn toward the house and consider making a run for it.


“Oh, hey.” Sara nudges me. “My friend from yoga is here. How cute is her tutu? Danny, come meet her. I think you two would really get along.”


Who in the hell makes friends at yoga? “Um, I was going to—” I rack my brain, but a lie hasn’t developed yet.


“Well, whatever it is, can it wait a second? You’re going to love this girl. I want you to come to class with us next week.”


So they’re an us? “But I told Liz I’d be her next beer pong partner,” I say, grateful that the lie factory has resumed its operations.


“She’s not even close to being done yet. And you hate beer pong. Why are you being weird? Come meet my new friend.” Sara grabs my arm and pulls me over to Girl Red (who could also be nicknamed Code Red) while I try to keep all the contents of my stomach within my stomach. What are the chances of her being here, and why is the universe never Team Danny?


“I’m so glad you could come, Bugg,” Sara says, and gives “Bugg” (I prefer Girl Red) a long hug.


“Thanks for the invite.” She turns to look at me and I turn to stone, though unfortunately with my nervous system still intact. “Well, hey, you,” she says, and I try to respond but my mouth won’t cooperate.


“Oh, do you two know each other?” Sara looks between the two of us.


And here lies the problem with lying. Every so often the truth blows your cover.


“No,” I say, but at the same time Bugg is saying, “Yes.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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“I mean yes,” I say, while Bugg is saying, “Well, not really.”


Then I laugh nervously and try the only trick up my sleeve. “Should we take shots?”


“You guys are being weird,” Sara says. “Am I missing something?”


This time I keep my mouth shut.


Bugg finally catches on and doesn’t spill the proverbial beans. “You just look so familiar.”


“Ditto,” I say, looking at the pool where a multicolored beach ball is drifting slowly into the deep end.


“Well, Danny, this is Bugg.” Sara puts an arm on each of our shoulders, locking us into an interaction. “Bugg likes yoga and plans on spending her summer at some poetry class thing. And Bugg, this is Danny. Danny likes school and plans on spending her summer doing… school-related things?”


“Oh, this is Danny?” Bugg asks. My cheeks turn as red as one of the beach ball’s triangles.
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