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        -Six months post-breakup-

      

      

      “I don’t know how to do this, Kaitlyn. You’re going to have to help me.”

      “Do what, Dad?”

      The phone was silent for a beat before he said, “Talk to you about your mother.”

      I grimaced and picked at an imperfection on the kitchen table. Four months ago, when Sam and I had moved off campus, we furnished our apartment with thrift store purchases. The shellac was peeling away from the Formica and I was making it worse.

      “I don’t know what there is to say.” I shrugged, biting my lip to keep my chin from wobbling. The truth was that I missed her. My dad and I had been talking regularly over the phone, but I hadn’t been participating in our Sunday meetings for the last six months and I missed having a connection with my mother.

      “I think she hurt you. Am I right?”

      I shrugged even though he couldn’t see me. Part of the reason I hadn’t contacted her was definitely because she seemed to be indifferent to my feelings about breaking up with Martin.

      The other part was because of my fear she’d be disappointed in me. During my summer of discontent after my breakup with Martin, I’d decided to switch majors—from chemical engineering to music—and take the fall semester off school.

      Taking a semester off school was the Parker family equivalent of giving up on life. I’d made the decision rather flippantly, and without consulting my parents. However, my determination to change majors had deeper roots and was the impetus behind my current gainful employment as the piano player in a special events band.

      After a week of psyching myself up, I’d auditioned in July and was now officially a paid musician. The group played mostly weddings. They also performed at Bar and Bat Mitzvahs, swanky business receptions, and office parties anywhere between Boston and New York City. My evenings and weekend afternoons started filling up fast, especially when we’d have to travel into the city for a job.

      Being around music almost daily—either as part of the band, or the time spent alone composing—made me realize I had to pursue it. I had to live it. It was my passion and ignoring what gave me happiness and peace was unacceptable.

      Instead of admitting the whole truth about why I was avoiding my mother, I said, “I don’t even really understand why I’m so upset with her. She didn’t do anything. Not really. And I know she had good intentions. It’s just…I feel like she doesn’t care about me sometimes, I guess.”

      “Well, you’re wrong. She does care about you. She loves you.”

      “Then I don’t think I understand what love is. I thought I knew. I thought it was this great thing where two people support each other and work together to solve problems. I thought it was about trust and loyalty, being honest, kind, being a team. But now I have no idea. In fact, I’m doubting that love exists. Maybe, as a society, we made it up to explain and justify our unhealthy desire for co-dependence.”

      He was silent for a moment and I knew he was thinking about what I’d said, processing it. One of the coolest things about my father was that he listened to understand, not to react.

      “I actually agree with you to a certain extent, if I’m understanding your meaning correctly. We humans, most of us, are co-dependent and it’s often unhealthy. It’s up to the two people within the relationship to keep the co-dependence healthy. But, you are assuming there is only one kind of love, Kaitlyn. I can tell you there are as many kinds of love in the world as there are stars in the sky.”

      “That was very poetic, Dad.”

      “I bet you didn’t know I used to write poetry for your mother.”

      This made me start and I sat up straighter in my chair. “You did?”

      “Yes. And it was pretty good, for a medical student who was infatuated with an unobtainable ice queen. It made her melt…a little.”

      I heard the smile in his voice and it made me nostalgic for his sweet sappiness.

      “What happened?”

      “I asked her to marry me, not expecting that she would say yes, but she did. So we got married, and I was in very deep infatuation-love with her. She was so…good. So driven. She was talented at inspiring people and surprising them with how smart she was—because she is, she’s brilliant. And she’s very charismatic.”

      I thought about this for a second, mildly horrified that I was attracted to guys who were like my mother.

      He continued. “But then I became disillusioned because she belonged to the world just as much as she belonged to me. And I didn’t like that.”

      I considered this for a moment, thinking about my father being jealous of the world. I couldn’t imagine my father being jealous at all. He was so…nice. Even tempered. Sweet.

      “What did you do?”

      “I told her I wanted a divorce. I told her I couldn’t be with someone who was always putting me second and that I’d made a mistake.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. “Why did I not know about this?”

      “It happened before you were born.”

      “What did she do?”

      My father sighed, as though he were releasing memories from long ago. “She begged me to stay, which shocked the hell out of me, but she did. She offered to leave politics and even went so far as to drop out of her commissioner’s race without telling me. She tried to make herself into a different person, because she didn’t want me to go. She didn’t want to lose me.”

      “That seems…very unlike her.”

      “It was. It is. But love—the kind of love she felt for me—makes people do crazy things. It twists them up and can make them question their own choices.”

      “So, you stayed, obviously. But then how did she get back into politics?”

      “I realized I was ruining her with my jealousy. She tried to change for me, and not for the better. The parts of her I loved the most—her brilliance, charisma, goodness, fierce desire to correct injustice—these were not compatible with my jealousy. And I also realized that she didn’t belong to the world, and she didn’t belong to me. She belongs to herself. We all belong to ourselves, until we have children. Then our children lease us for as long as they want.”

      I exhaled a laugh and shook my head.

      “Never doubt that your mother loves you, Kaitlyn.”

      Feeling ashamed as I contemplated my father’s wise words, I forced myself to stop picking at the Formica.

      My father continued, “But she does everything in the extreme. In your case, she respects you and trusts you in the extreme, so she trusts that you’ll come to her when you’re ready. Meanwhile she’s bitten off all her fingernails.”

      I thought about this for a stretch, feeling a bit of panic at the thought of facing her and being a disappointment.

      “What if I’m never ready?”

      “Then that would make you stupid, and you’re not stupid. You’re stubborn, but you’re not stupid.”

      “I don’t know how to do this, Dad. How do I make things right?”

      “Come home for Thanksgiving. Talk to your mother. Or yell at her. Just do something with her. You two need each other and I can’t take another Sunday call without you, so call in for the next one. Just…be brave.”

      
        
        -Seven months post-breakup-

      

      

      “Between you and me and the tree, I think we should have our own Thanksgiving before you leave.” Sam was folding our clean laundry while I sorted through my desk, purging it of old classwork and notes. I’d decided to go home for Thanksgiving and was leaving in three weeks for the long weekend. I had an abundance of restless energy. I used the energy to clean my room.

      My father was correct. It was time for me to make things right with my mother.

      I’d rejoined the Sunday calls at the beginning of October, yet none of us had broached the subject of my months-long absence.

      As well, she and I hadn’t spoken yet about my decision to take a semester off school, and I was glad. When I brought it up on a mid-October call, I’d tried to explain and defend my position. She told me to wait.

      My mother had said, “You need time.”

      And she was right. I’d needed the time to figure things out without dwelling on the fact that I must be a disappointment.

      “Is your mother going to make Tofurkey again?” I asked Sam.

      Her only response was to make a gagging sound.

      I chuckled at this. Her mother was a strict vegan. Sam loved steak.

      “Hey Sam, do you think I could get a job at your restaurant? Not as a server of course, since I don’t have any experience, but maybe I could bus tables or wash dishes.”

      I was re-enrolling at the university in the spring, but now as a music major. I’d applied and auditioned for the music program, probably setting my graduation date back by two or more years. As well, this meant likely losing my academic scholarship. My dad had offered to pay for tuition; therefore I was determined to get a second job, pay for my living costs, and pitch in for the school expenses.

      “I can ask…” She peered at me for a long moment, biting the inside of her lip as she considered me. “But have you thought about maybe applying for a job at The Bluesy Bean? I hear the lady there only hires musicians as baristas because she makes them serenade the customers.”

      I chuckled. “Ha ha, that’s funny.”

      I tossed a stack of papers into the paper bag I’d set aside for recycling and then shifted my attention to the bookshelf. I had so many textbooks. I thought I’d need them for reference; I should have just sold them back for cash. The room fell into silence, which wasn’t unusual for us these days.

      Which was why I was surprised when Sam blurted, “So, I think it’s time that you talk to me about what’s going on with you.”

      I glanced at her over my shoulder, and found her watching me with her hands on her hips.

      “What do you mean?”

      Her jaw was set, her eyes narrowed into determined slits. “I mean, you didn’t speak to me—or anyone else—for months, until you got that job with the band last July. Hell, even when we picked out this apartment it was like pulling teeth trying to get you to voice an opinion. And don’t get me started on the weird, angry acoustic guitar music.”

      I gave her an apologetic half smile. I knew this conversation had to happen eventually. Sam had been so patient with me. I was better, so much better, and now was as good a time as any to bring everything out into the open, to clarify my headspace over the last few months.

      I faced her, crossing to the bed. “I know. I’m so sorry about the angry acoustic guitar music.”

      She continued like I hadn’t spoken, as though some dam had broken and she needed to get all her thoughts out. “I know you don’t like me mentioning his name.”

      I rolled my eyes at my dramatics from months ago, when I’d told her I never wanted to speak of Martin Sandeke ever again; but it also made me realize I’d been greedy with my thoughts.

      “And then you joined the band and started drinking Red Bull. Next you decided to change your major and take a semester off school—which I’m totally for, by the way. It’s just that you never talk to me about anything. You’re in your head all the time. And I want to know, it’s been almost eight months since the two of you split and I think it’s time for you to tell me. Are you over him yet? Is Kaitlyn back? Is it okay for me to ask you questions and voice my unsolicited advice?”

      I took a deep breath, gazed at her affectionately, then patted the spot next to me on the bed. She eyeballed me, then the bed, then plopped down beside me.

      “Okay,” I started, trying to figure out how to give her a Cliffs Notes version of what I’d been going through. The words would be difficult, so I decided to use terminology with which I was most comfortable. “Let me start from the beginning, with the solid state of matter.”

      She lifted one eyebrow at me, her chin falling and issuing me a look of disbelief. “Solid state of matter? What are you talking about?”

      “Let me finish. So, after M-Martin and I broke up—”

      “So we can say his name now?”

      “Just listen. After Martin and I broke up, I admit I did not take it well. I was an immovable mass of low energy. I kept thinking that if I didn’t think about it, then I would never have to deal with it.”

      “So, you were in denial.”

      I laughed a little at her apt simplification. “Yes. Basically, I froze everyone out. I was a solid. This lasted for a long time, because I’m stubborn. As well, you know I like my pity parties and self-recrimination soirées.”

      “Yes, it lasted two months. You went to class, sometimes you went to your jam sessions, but mostly you just hid in the closet.”

      I cleared my throat, remembering this dark time, and grateful I’d moved past it. “So then this brings us to the liquid state of matter. You know how I started loosening up once we moved into the apartment?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, but you still wouldn’t talk to anyone. You just sat in your room listening to Taylor Swift’s angry-girl music.”

      “Yes, but I was angry. I wasn’t frozen anymore, I was just really, really pissed off. I think the new apartment was the catalyst for my shift in state from solid to liquid. It felt like a new start. Away from the dorms, away from the college atmosphere. It was a reminder that life existed beyond school. I was only nineteen—almost twenty—and, I realized that I have decades left on this planet. I couldn’t keep hiding in closets…”

      I reflected on my feelings at the time. Yes, I couldn’t keep hiding in closets, but this thought made me angry. I’d been happy hiding in closets before Martin had ruined everything and scratched my itch.

      I hated him for it.

      During my liquid state I’d redoubled my efforts to avoid all mentions of, or references to, Martin Sandeke. I wasn’t ready to accept he existed in the world, and yet might as well be Hercules as far as I was concerned. I would never see him again—never in person—but maybe in a magazine or in the news. Our breakup had been my choice and it was the right decision, but it still pissed me off.

      As well, I wasn’t ready to accept that I certainly no longer existed to him.

      Sam sighed. “So, this angry phase, this liquid state as you call it—this is when I tried to get you to read that fitness magazine interview Martin gave over the summer?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Sorry for snapping at you about that.”

      She shrugged. “It’s okay. I get it. So, if I recall my high school chemistry correctly, the gas state comes after the liquid state.”

      “That’s right. Though I like to think of it as the nitrous oxide, aka laughing gas, phase—otherwise known as the I-don’t-give-two-poos phase.”

      “Oh! That’s when you started drinking Red Bull and boxes of wine. I still can’t believe you’re drinking the demon liquor even though you’re not yet legal. Shame on you.”

      I tried to give her my best girl, you crazy face. “Sam, you’re the one who buys me the boxes of wine. You’re my supplier. But I make no apologies and I have no regrets. I’ve discovered I like my boxes of wine and I’m not giving them up for the next six months before I turn twenty-one. They’re stackable, like Tetris. All beverages should be stackable.”

      “I agree, beverages should be stackable, it saves on shelf space. And it’s not my fault I’m older than you are and enjoy enabling your illegal activities, especially if it means I’m not drinking boxed wine by myself. But back to you and your states of crazy, the boxed wine phase was when you started going to those music meet-ups. I remember that phase.”

      “But, if you remember, it was around this time that I decided to take the fall semester off school and switch my major to music.”

      “And you started hanging around those druggies at the Fourth Avenue bar. But that only lasted a week.”

      “Yes, it only lasted for about a week.” I studied Sam for a beat before continuing, marveling at how perceptive she was and how lucky I was to have her as a friend. “I’d made a deal with myself: I would be carefree and act my age. If I were carefree then I would forget about Martin and be happy.”

      “The boxes of wine do seem to make you happy,” Sam agreed.

      What I didn’t say, because it was difficult to admit my irresponsibility, was that everything became a joke. I didn’t need Martin. I didn’t need anyone. I could live outside the closet of obscurity just fine on my own. I needed nothing.

      “You’re right though, it wasn’t sustainable for me. I’m far too practical and reclusive. Firstly, Red Bull tastes like excrement.”

      “It does! Right?”

      “And secondly, as much as I enjoyed the time I was actually playing music, I had no patience for druggies.”

      Watching people actively choose to destroy themselves felt like watching Martin choose revenge over living his life free from his father. It was during this time I recognized revenge was Martin’s drug and he was an addict.

      “So, solid state is denial. Liquid state is anger. That makes the gas state the bargaining stage.”

      I cocked my head to the side, studying Sam. “What do you mean?”

      “The five stages of grief,” she explained matter-of-factly. “Next is depression.”

      I looked at my friend for a long moment, realizing she was right. She was so right. The next state was depression.

      “Oh my God, you’re right.” I gave her a sad smile. “Yes, otherwise known as the plasma state of matter.”

      Sam’s gaze became sympathetic as it held mine, her features softening with compassion. “Toward the end of the summer, when you started crying again.”

      “You heard that?”

      “Yes. I heard the crying. And the sad music you were composing in your room. It’s beautiful, by the way. Much better than your Red Bull-slash-gas-slash-bargaining phase music.”

      I gave her a soft smile. “Thank you. It was very…cathartic. It allowed me to reflect on the months that came before it. But mostly I think I was trying to wrap my mind around how and why I’d allowed one week—one solitary, singular week—to completely change the course of my life.”

      Why had I given Martin Sandeke so much power over me? And why was I continuing to give him power? I hadn’t seen or spoken to him since that terrible day on campus. He hadn’t once tried to contact me, but I hadn’t expected him to try.

      And yet…I missed him. I thought about him and our week together all the time.

      Sam’s mouth turned down at the corners and she gave me a sincere and sympathetic look. “Kaitlyn, you fell in love with Martin over that week. You trusted him…you slept with him.”

      I nodded, glancing down at my fingers. “I know…”

      I know I missed the depth of feeling, the loss of control, the surrender to passion, the being lost and found all at once. Being seen. He was still wrapped around my heart and I had no way to evict him. I wasn’t sure I could.

      I added, “I know that, before Martin, before our week together, I’d been repressed, stuck without knowing it. But then after we split things were even worse.”

      Sam pulled me into a hug as I continued my confession. “He became my compass, my beacon. And before him, I’d been a girl desperately trying to follow the footsteps of expectations even though the shoes didn’t fit.”

      “And he helped you see beyond family expectations?”

      I nodded against her shoulder. Over spring break I’d started to become a woman who was excited about forging her own path.

      I pulled away from my friend, but continued to hold her hand. “Then I left him and he left me. We abandoned each other before I’d discovered what I wanted or who I was. My compass was gone. I couldn’t go back to hiding in closets even though I tried.”

      She chuckled at this, adding, “Boy, oh boy, did you ever try.”

      I smiled at her. “But the closets don’t fit anymore. Nor do I know how to move forward blindly. I want to be something else, someone else, not Kaitlyn Parker who hides in closets and does what everyone expects.”

      “But not everyone has the benefit of a compass or a guide. Most people go blindly into their future.”

      I nodded again. “Yes. I figured that out.”

      I’d figured out that people did this by trusting their heart.

      “Well, we’ve already covered denial, anger, bargaining, and depression. Does this mean you’ve moved on to acceptance?” Sam gave me a wide, hopeful smile that made me laugh.

      “Kind of.” I shrugged, my gaze moving over her shoulder as I focused my thoughts. “Think of it this way. The fifth state of matter is a theoretical state—”

      “Really? We’re still using the chemistry analogy?”

      I continued as though she hadn’t spoken, because the word acceptance didn’t feel quite right. “One could argue the fifth state of matter isn’t theoretical, that it’s a class of states that occur under unusual or extreme circumstances, like Bose–Einstein condensates or neutron-degenerate matter.”

      “I have no idea what you just said.”

      I pressed my lips together so I wouldn’t laugh, but returned my gaze to Sam. “But for the purposes of my stages of grief, I’m going to label the fifth stage as quark–gluon plasmas. It’s a state of matter that is believed to be possible, but remains theoretical…for now.”

      “Theoretical?”

      “Theoretical because my fifth stage of grief has to do with me getting over Martin, which I admit hasn’t happened yet. And it also centers on finding my purpose, but using only myself as a compass.”

      “You can also use me as a compass, you know. I’m very good with the aforementioned unsolicited advice.”

      If I hadn’t realized it before, I realized now that Sam was a singularity of awesomeness. “I know, and I will. But it’s more than just moving on from Martin. It’s a stage where I become comfortable in my own skin, happy with where I am, what I’m doing, and who I’m doing it with.”

      “So, it’s theoretical.”

      “Yes.” I nodded, finally returning Sam’s hopeful grin. “It’s still theoretical. But it’s possible.”

      
        
        -Eight months post-breakup-

      

      

      I found my mother in the garden.

      She was home for the Congressional Thanksgiving recess. Growing up, I’d always thought it funny that the US government took a recess, like little kids took recess in primary school. I imagined the Speaker of the House hanging upside down on monkey bars and the majority leader shaking down junior senators for lunch money.

      I knew we’d be seeing each other because it had been on the Sunday agenda for the last month. I’d been mentally preparing for this meeting. She’d said I needed some time before we discussed my months-long absence from her life and my decision to take a semester off school.

      But the time had come. I needed to talk to her about it, even though it was messy and unsettled. I needed her to listen without trying to fix.

      When I found her in the garden, I announced to her back, “I want to be a musician. I want to pursue music and major in it and I don’t want to be a scientist or a politician.”

      My mother turned as I spoke, stared at me for a beat, her forehead wrinkling slightly, probably because I wasn’t prone to outbursts. Then she nodded and said, “Okay.”

      I waited for her to continue, maybe add a, But you’re on your own… or But when you come to your senses… or something similar. She didn’t.

      When she just continued looking at me, my suspicions burst forth. “You think this is a phase, right?”

      My mom took a deep breath, glanced briefly at the ground, then returned her gaze to mine. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “You’re disappointed in me? Because I took off this semester? Because I’m not following in your footsteps? Because I’m—”

      She held up her hands and cut me off. “Kaitlyn, stop. Stop. Stop putting words in my mouth. I’m not disappointed in you. I’m disappointed in myself.”

      I frowned at her, studying my mother in her navy pants suit, and light blue shirt, and the little United States flag on her lapel. Finally I asked, “Why?”

      “Because you obviously need my support and I have no idea how to give it to you.” She crossed to me, her eyes searching, then pulled me into an unexpected hug.

      When she spoke next I felt her chin move against the side of my head. “I’m not…I’ve never been very good at being maternal.”

      I laughed, partly because I hadn’t expected her to say it and partly because it was true.

      She squeezed me. “I’m good at being rational, methodical, and solving problems with logic and analysis. But, try as I might, I’ve never been able to figure out how to provide the comfort that you’ve needed. And I’m sorry.”

      Every one of my internal organs flooded with the warmth of relief that accompanies hope. I squeezed her in return, unable to help myself. “You’re forgiven.”

      She stepped back, but her hands remained on my arms. She was clearly frustrated. “I don’t know how to help you or be what you need, Kaitlyn.”

      “Can you listen?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “Without trying to problem solve or find a superior solution to my issues?”

      She hesitated, her eyes narrowing, looking incredulous. “You mean, just listen?”

      I nodded.

      She stared at me, appeared to be firming her resolve, then said, “For you, absolutely.”

      
        
        -Nine months post-breakup-

      

      

      “Are you ever going to go out with Fitzy, or what?”

      I let my befuddlement show on my face by widening my eyes and looking from side to side.

      All I wanted was a bottle of water.

      “What you talkin’ ’bout, Willis?”

      I enjoyed asking my bandmate this question, mostly because his name was actually Willis. Usually no one my age had any idea that the question was a reference to a 1980s TV show I used to watch with my dad called Different Strokes.

      Willis glanced over his shoulder to where Abram the bass player, Janet the lead guitarist and saxophonist, and Fitzgerald our singer and second guitar—aka Fitzy for short—were finishing the sound check. Since Willis held my water bottle hostage, I followed his gaze and found Fitzy watching us. When he saw our attention focused on him, Fitzy averted his blue-eyed stare and began messing with his mic stand, his shaggy brown hair falling adorably over his forehead.

      Willis turned back to me, leveled me with his dark brown eyes. Like the rest of us, Willis was dressed in a tuxedo, bowtie, cummerbund, the whole get up. Unlike the rest of us, Willis was in his mid-forties and never minced words.

      Unfortunately, he chopped his words instead, usually with a dull blade or a mallet. Willis’s thoughts were often sporadic and hard to follow; as well his analogies didn’t quite make sense.

      “Listen, Cupcake. He’s got it bad for you, like a porcupine and a balloon. Now, I don’t care what y’all do in your free time, but I’m tired of losing good people because you kids can’t keep your seatbelts fastened. We lost Pierce, our last pianist, when Janet and he refused to work together after six weeks on a mattress tour. They drew straws and he came up espresso—you see?”

      I nodded, trying to follow. “So, Janet and Pierce, your last piano player, were a thing? And it didn’t end well?”

      “It never ends well.” Willis narrowed his dark brown eyes and pressed his mouth into a flat line. He was bald, his head completely shaved, and the collar of his dress shirt didn’t quite hide the tattoos on the back of his neck. This didn’t affect our squeaky image since he was our drummer and sat at the back of the stage. Also, he was my boss.

      Willis lowered his roughened voice—made gravelly by years of smoking and drinking and laughing too loud—and squinted at me until his pupils were barely visible. “Musicians are like lightbulbs, they burn hot and bright, but can’t be screwed more than once. If you two need to get it out of your system, that’s fine. But you’re a great kid, real goddamn talented, pretty, look good on stage. But Fitzy is also pretty and will be hard to replace—you get my meaning?”

      “I think so. You don’t care if Fitzy and I get together, but you don’t want it to impact the dynamic of the band. Right?”

      He nodded, looking irritated. “Isn’t that what I just said?”

      “Yes, absolutely. I understand loud and clear. Not dating bandmates is one of my life rules.”

      What I didn’t vocalize was that Willis didn’t need to worry. Although Fitzy was super hot, super nice, and super talented, I felt no attraction to him beyond the surface of his skin and the attractiveness of his voice. This was because Fitzy wasn’t very bright.

      If he were an actual lightbulb he’d be a twenty watt fluorescent. Hard to look at—because he was so pretty—but too dim to make a noticeable difference in any given room.

      Abram the bassist, however, was a completely different story. His face wasn’t classically good-looking—with his long brown hair, hazel eyes, big jaw, and hook nose—nor was he book smart. But he was tall and broad and manly-handsome. As well he was shrewd, and wicked sharp. He had a razor wit and twisted sense of humor.

      He also always had one or two women in the audience who waited for him after our sets. It didn’t matter if we played a country club wedding outside New Haven, a dive bar in Queens, or a high-rise in Manhattan. Without fail, he never went home alone. As well, at times his jokes were shaded with bitterness; it was easy to see he was jaded.

      I was undoubtedly attracted to Abram—the talented, witty, sexy bassist. But I wasn’t attracted to Abram—the serial dating king of the bitterness squad.

      I’d come to the conclusion that intelligence was my catnip, followed closely by charisma. And, thanks to my romantic history, I’d realized that just because a person was intelligent and charismatic didn’t mean they were good for me. The brighter the brain, the greater the gravitational pull, the more wary I was.

      Therefore, Fitzy was harmless.

      And furthermore, I was careful to stay out of Abram’s orbit.

      What I needed was a nice guy who understood my jokes. Someone who was friendly rather than charismatic. Someone who was bright, but wasn’t so brilliant he was blinding.

      “Get on your perch, lady bird. It’s almost time.” Willis walked past me to his place behind the drums.

      I grabbed my bottle of water and followed Willis to the stage. Avoiding Abram’s level stare, I gave Janet a friendly head nod and waved at Fitzy. He waved back, giving me a big, white, perfect smile.

      Tonight we were playing a Christmas party at a New York City location we knew well. It was a converted fire station, now a moderately sized concert venue—very popular spot for weddings and office parties. I liked it because the interior was original red brick with cool Norwegian-looking tapestries lining the walls, likely placed purposefully to help with acoustics.

      Also, the stage was set back from the dance floor. Though I’d been playing publicly for several months, being close to or surrounded by the audience still felt overwhelming. I liked being in the back, with the piano between me and the audience.

      The set started with the basic cocktail hour fare: heavy on the piano, vocals, and saxophone; light on the drums. We would play five sets, each growing progressively louder and edgier as the older crowd left, leaving the young people who wanted to dance.

      Nothing was special about this event. I had no expectations, indications, or signs from above (or below) that this event would be any different from the dozens of other office parties I’d played over the last several months. I was cool. I was collected. I was fine. I was doing my thing and wondering if I still had bacon in the fridge, because I had a severe hankering for a BLT.

      Then, amidst my bacon preoccupation, my ponytail holder snapped during the fourth set and the bobby pins I’d placed to fasten my bun were no match for the weight of my hair. I was forced to perform the remainder of the set with curls in my face.

      It was irritating and distracting. As well, and inexplicably, the snapped ponytail holder was the catalyst for an intense and abrupt wave of self-consciousness. The sensation started with a nagging tingle on the back of my neck. I ignored it. It persisted.

      I lifted my gaze to Abram and found him watching me with a smirk. I rolled my eyes and turned my attention back to my fingers as they flew over the keys, writing off the tingle as Abram-related. A moment later I glanced back at Abram, feeling irritated I could still feel his stare, but he wasn’t looking at me.

      Yet, I felt eyes on me. I felt watched. It was a weight, like a hand, and I couldn’t shake the impression. My heart thudded uncomfortably in my chest as I scanned my bandmates. I found them all focused on their instruments.

      I told myself I was being silly, but the feeling persisted. It was unnerving, like walking down a dark hallway and hearing the echo of footsteps.

      When the set was finally over, I twisted my hair over my shoulder and out of my face. I glanced at the audience as I stood from the piano, scanning the crowd for the source of my discomfort, half expecting to find nothing.

      But I did find something.

      I found blue-green eyes on a familiar face, dressed in an immaculately tailored suit, with a tall brunette on his arm, a drink in his hand, and his penetrating gaze firmly anchored to mine.
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      “I’m sorry, Willis. I need a minute…I don’t feel well.” I was sitting on an upturned bucket backstage, my hands on my knees. My voice was weak and I truly, truly did not feel well.

      Janet was rubbing my back and Fitzy hovered nearby with a plate of food. Abram was leaning against the far wall, his feet crossed at the ankles, his hands shoved in his pockets as he watched me.

      Seeing Martin again—just seeing him across a crowded room—had been so much more flustering and mind-bending than I could have predicted. My thoughts on repeat were:

      He’s here.

      He’s here with someone.

      I kind of still hate him.

      But I hope he doesn’t hate me.

      I think I’m still infatuated with him…

      Surprisingly, the loudest and most pressing thought: He’s seen me naked.

      Martin, plus my dad—when I was an infant—were the only two men in the entire world who had seen me naked. Really, only Martin actually counted, because I didn’t have boobs or pubic hair or a girl shape when my dad used to give me raspberries on my tummy. Plus, he was my dad.

      Only Martin…

      That pressing thought served to confuse me and increase the potency of my awkward feels. Perhaps I needed to fix that. Perhaps I needed to find another guy and show him my girl stuff, widen my audience, so that being in the same room with Martin didn’t turn me into a skeevy, nudity-obsessed wacko.

      Perhaps diluting the meaningfulness of intimacy would lessen the impact of his presence. Then I could look at him and think, Hey, you’re one of the guys who has seen me naked. So what? Who hasn’t seen me naked?

      “Do you think you can play? It’s just one more set,” Janet asked softly, pulling me from my thoughts. She was a nice girl, very maternal, with a heart entirely too soft. A direct contradiction to the image she projected with her dyed black hair, pale skin, icicle eyes, and copious piercings.

      I nodded and closed my eyes. I could play. I would play. I just needed a minute to stop my hands from shaking.

      I wondered if there was a broom closet nearby where I could chill out for five minutes. I wouldn’t hide all night, just until it was safe. Maybe Fitzy could join me and I could show him my boobs.

      “Jarring, unsettling, startling, alarming, disconcerting, distressing, disquieting.”

      A pause followed my mumbling, and then Willis asked, “What are you doing?”

      “She’s chanting synonyms.” Abram’s voice carried from across the room. I opened my eyes and met his gaze. He was watching me with interest. “It calms you down, yes?”

      I nodded, frowning. He was entirely too shrewd.

      Willis grunted. “Well, okay. That’s…as weird as a loan shark with debt. But we got another ten minutes before rodeo time.”

      I held Abram’s gaze for a moment longer, then stood—a little wobbly on my feet—and turned to Willis. “I think I’ll take a short walk.”

      Fitzy leaned forward and began to volunteer, “I’ll go—”

      But Abram lifted his voice and talked over him, “I’ll walk with you. Come on. Let’s go.”

      The tall bassist pushed away from the wall and crossed to me, wrapped his hand around my arm just above the elbow, and pulled me out the back door.

      “Be back in five minutes!” Willis called after us.

      “We’ll be back in seven,” Abram countered, steering me down the alley to the street and away from the stink of the dumpster.

      I pulled out of his grip when we reached the sidewalk and folded my arms over my chest, not really feeling the cold of the last November evening because my mind was racing, trying to keep pace with my heart. I was definitely not going to show Abram my boobs. That would be like jumping from the frying pan into the beer batter, then back in the frying pan.

      When I saw Martin across the room, I just stood there, my fingers still on the edge of the baby grand piano. It didn’t feel real and I was sure he was going to disappear if I blinked.

      So I didn’t blink.

      Eventually, Fitzy pulled me off the stage and I had no choice but to blink. Yet when I looked back and Martin was still present—still standing at the bar with his beautiful date next to him, surrounded in a thick cloud of arrogance, still staring at me—I almost blacked out.

      He didn’t disappear. He was real. And he most definitely saw and recognized me.

      “You feeling better?”

      I realized Abram and I had already walked a block and a half. The distance was a surprise. “Yes. I feel better. We should go back.”

      Lies, all lies. I didn’t feel better. I felt like throwing up. Will the drama never stop?!

      We continued forward.

      “Sometimes you sound like a robot when you speak.” He didn’t appear to be annoyed as he made this comment; rather, it was simply an observation, maybe meant to distract me.

      “Do I?”

      “Yeah. Mostly when you talk to me.”

      “What can I say? You bring out the artificial intelligence in me.”

      I heard him chuckle as he took my arm again, bringing me close as we skirted a crowd of rowdy young men, all dressed in New York Knicks jerseys, likely on their way home after a game at Madison Square Garden. When we were past the boisterous crowd, I moved to pull my arm out of his grip, but he didn’t release me. Instead he tugged me into a small doorway and turned me to face him.

      “So, who’s the guy?”

      I lifted my eyes to his, found him studying me with moderate interest. Moderate interest for the perpetually sardonic Abram felt like a laser beam pointed at my skull.

      “What guy?”

      “The guy at the bar. The stockbroker, or hedge fund manager, or whatever he does.”

      I squinted at Abram, setting my jaw, but said nothing.

      He lifted a single eyebrow and I noticed he had a scar running through the center of it. The scar paired with his hooked nose—likely broken more than once— and long hair, gave him a rather ruffian-like appearance, a pirate prone to fights.

      “Ex-boyfriend,” he stated. He’d clearly pulled the answer from my brain with his ruffian voodoo.

      I grimaced. “Yes…kind of.”

      His lips pulled to the side as his eyes skated over my face. “Kind of?”

      “We need to get back.” I didn’t move.

      “Are you afraid of him?”

      I ignored this question because it was entirely too complicated for me to answer. Instead I said, “It’s been five minutes at least.”

      “Did he hurt you?”

      I closed my eyes, leaned back against the brick of our little cave, and murmured, “We hurt each other.”

      We were silent for a stretch and I felt his gaze on me, but I hardly noticed. My mind and heart were twisted up in a battle of wills, and yet neither of them had decided what to do, how to feel, or what to think.

      “Come on, let’s go.”

      Once again, Abram encircled my arm with his long fingers and tugged me down the street. This time I made no effort to pull away. Once we reached the first stoplight, he slipped his grip from my arm to my hand, lacing his fingers with mine. Even in my fog I definitely noticed. Usually, I would have withdrawn by crossing my arms over my chest in the universal body language code for not interested in you touching me, but instead I let him hold my hand. I let myself take some comfort from the connection, even if he wasn’t really offering any.

      Honestly, I had no idea what to think about Abram, whether he was actually offering comfort, why he was holding my hand…so I didn’t think.

      Soon we were back in the alley and entering the back door of the venue. Willis was the only one left in the backstage area; he stopped mid-pace as we entered. “You’re late as a Chevy to a fuel efficiency contest. It’s been ten minutes.”

      “We’re not late. We’re early,” Abram drawled, squeezing my hand then releasing it. He crossed to the cooler and pulled out a Coke while I sunk back to the bucket I’d been sitting on earlier.

      “Early? You said you’d be back in seven minutes. It’s been ten.”

      “Yeah, but I meant fifteen.” Abram paired this by lifting his broad shoulders in a shrug, then adding an unapologetic and crooked smile.

      Willis turned his scowl to me. “Are you ready?”

      I opened my mouth to respond but Abram cut me off, “No. She threw up twice during the walk. She can’t play, unless you want her tossing chunks all over the stage.”

      Again, I opened my mouth to interject. This time Willis cut me off. “No, no! You stay back here, I can’t have glitter at a confetti party.” He rubbed his bald head and stomped toward the steps, muttering as he went, “We’ll figure it out.”

      “You’re welcome,” Abram said between swallows of Coke, bringing my attention back to him.

      “Why did you do that?”

      “So you’ll owe me one.”

      This only served to intensify my frown. “I don’t owe you one. I didn’t ask for your help.”

      “Fine. Then I did it because I’m a nice guy.”

      I shook my head. “You’re not a nice guy.”

      He grinned, looking positively wolfish. “No. I guess I’m not. But you’re a nice girl. You bring out my altruistic side.”

      “Hmm…” I squinted at him and said nothing else, but I felt a little bit better.

      This, this right here, this exchange between Abram and me was likely the source of my improved spirits. If I’d met Abram last year I likely would have run in the other direction. But now I was talking to this smart, charismatic, undeniably hot musician and hadn’t once considered that I might be reduced to a blubbering fool.

      I was officially adulting.

      I was engaging in discourse with a guy to whom I was attracted, but whom I would never consider dating. Bonus: I wasn’t trying to change the subject to musical theory, or some other tactic meant to distract.

      Abram mimicked my squinty stare—though his was joined by an amused smile—and tossed his empty Coke bottle in the trash. “Wait for me after the set, I’ll take you home.”

      “No thanks, I’m taking the train.”

      He stopped in front of me on his way to the stage and straightened his bow tie before sliding his long-fingered hands—bass-player hands—down the front of his suit jacket. The suit wasn’t tailored very well and was baggy around his middle. Obviously he’d sized up so the shoulders would fit but hadn’t invested in tapering it to fit his torso.

      “You’ll wait. Remember? If you’re too sick to play the piano, then you’re too sick to take the train.”

      “I live in New Haven. That’s a long drive.”

      He shrugged, turned, sauntered to the steps, and called over his shoulder, “I like long drives.”

      I heard the recorded music cut off and Fitzy announce the last set followed by an upbeat number. I stayed on my bucket, my arms folded across my stomach, for three and a half songs, considering my options and trying not to think about Martin.

      I ultimately decided I would think about Martin, but not yet. I’d wait until I was at home, just in case thinking about Martin made me cry. Also, thinking about Martin often led me to compose music. I was not above exploiting my memories of him or the feelings associated with unexpectedly seeing his face in the crowd for my own purposes. I liked to think of it as channeling my angst.

      Yes, thinking about Martin later with a blank sheet of music and boxes of wine and tissues was definitely for the best.

      Furthermore, I decided Abram could enjoy a nice, long car ride all by himself. I was going to take the train.

      I pulled on my jacket, hooked my bag over my shoulder, grabbed another Coke from the cooler, and left via the backdoor. I didn’t feel it necessary to leave a note; rather I would call Willis in the morning and apologize for flaking out.

      I was ten steps from the backdoor when I saw him, or rather, the silhouette of him. The city lights were at his back, his face cast in total shadow.

      I stopped. Everything stopped, or slowed, or suspended. It was a moment out of time, a singularity.

      Then Martin moved and everything started again.

      My heart slammed against my ribs, making me flinch and flush as he straightened away from the corner of the building. And I regretted my decision to postpone thinking about Martin. I should have sorted through my feelings inside, because now the momentum of my emotions choked me, leaving me defenseless. I couldn’t actually form words. Martin hovered at the end of the alley, waiting, like he expected me to speak first.

      But what could he possibly want to hear from me? We were together for one week and we’d ended badly. I’d purposefully avoided all mention of him—online and elsewhere. Even so, I couldn’t help but know some details. Those details told me he’d withdrawn from college last semester and moved to New York. I guessed the rest—he was doing splendidly as a boy wonder venture capitalist.

      Our mutual silence stretched and I grew certain he definitely expected me to break it, like we were in the middle of a conversation and it was my turn to speak, the ball in my court. Eventually it must’ve become obvious I wasn’t going to be the one to modify the state of our conversation inertia.

      He cleared his throat as one of his hands came to his jacket and he touched the front of his coat.

      “Parker,” he said. I felt the single word in my bones, though it sounded like a casual greeting. But it struck a chord because I never thought I’d hear his voice again.

      I shifted on my feet, also cleared my throat, and tried to mimic his unaffected intonation. “Sandeke.”

      Another long moment passed where neither of us made a sound or movement. It was a bizarre situation to find oneself in for many reasons, not the least of which was all the busy goings-on surrounding us—people rushing by on the sidewalk, cars and buses and taxis whizzing behind him. I heard and felt the subway beneath my feet, the muffled music behind me, horns blaring, sirens whining. But we were still and silent.

      Then abruptly, walking toward me, he said, “Do you need a ride?”

      I shook my head. “No. No, thank you.”

      “I have a car. Do you live in the city?”

      “No. I’m still in New Haven.”

      “I see…”

      He stopped, now some five feet away. His gaze traveled up then down my body and he stuffed his hands in his pants pockets, his exquisite eyes remote and guarded when they landed on mine. I could see him clearly now beneath the light of the alley, and what I saw made my chest ache with the unfairness of him. I couldn’t help but devour his features, recommitting his face, both familiar and unfamiliar, to memory.

      He looked older, more like a man, and there was a new hardness in his face. He also might have been an inch taller, or maybe not. Perhaps he just carried himself differently. I didn’t know how it was possible, but he felt even more imposing than he had before, and the gulf between us felt wider than ever.

      This was hard. My heart hurt.

      I thought I’d matured, grown from a repressed girl into a woman with an adequate amount of aplomb, worldliness; but I could see now that I still had a long way to go. Or perhaps I was always going to be part doofus. Perhaps it was in my genetic makeup to be a perpetual kid. Just standing near him made me feel like an imposter, like a poser trying to play grown up.

      He was inspecting me. I could see the calculating gleam in his eyes; I was a problem that needed to be solved. I felt the heavy heat of embarrassment surge uncomfortably from my chest to my neck. Old Kaitlyn raised her hand and suggested I should hold very still and close my eyes until he got the message and left me alone, or thought I’d transformed into a large rock or a living statue.

      Old Kaitlyn sure was a nut.

      Whereas new Kaitlyn suspected that the chances of making it through the next ten minutes without bursting into tears were about three percent. New Kaitlyn was also very frustrated because she wanted to be over Martin Sandeke. She wanted to be able to see him without becoming an emotional pendulum.

      However, both new Kaitlyn and old Kaitlyn wanted nothing to do with drama or angst or unwinnable arguments. I was over being a hot mess and wallowing. I had no idea why he was here, but every instinct told me to extract myself as soon as possible if I wanted to avoid future pitiful behavior.

      I decided to embrace new Kaitlyn’s frustration. Old Kaitlyn’s suggested antics would get me nowhere. Whereas I could channel frustration into something useable, maybe even transform it into false bravery.

      “Well, I’ll see you around.” I gave him a flat smile, thankful the alleyway was dim because it would mostly hide the impressive blush burning my cheeks, nose, forehead, and ears.

      I moved as though to walk past him, and he quickly countered by stepping to the side, blocking my path. “Do you want to get a drink?”

      “Oh, no thanks. I have a drink.” I held up my Coke as evidence, trying to keep my voice steady and polite.

      The corner of his mouth tugged to the side. “I meant, do you want to go somewhere to drink? Coffee?”

      My eyes cut to his. “What about your date?”

      “What about her?”

      “Well, would she come with us?”

      His gaze searched mine. “Would you be more or less likely to say yes if she did?”

      This question hurt my heart and sounded like a riddle, so I ignored it. “Nah, I have work in the morning and I’m pretty tired.”

      “Work? Another show?”

      “No.” I pressed my lips together, not wanting to admit I was basically restarting college in the spring, and worked as a singing barista at the Bluesy Bean. But then I decided I was being a ninny and had nothing to be ashamed of. Martin had always been meant for a different world than mine. We were opposites, we always had been, always would be.

      I lifted my chin and glanced beyond him as I explained, “You know that coffee shop with the blue bean hanging over the door? The one next to the row of bars on Crown Street?” I forced myself to meet his gaze again, adding, “Well, I work there now. I’m one of the singing baristas.” I was pleased I was able to admit this without a fresh wave of embarrassment. As well, my voice sounded conversational and entirely normal.

      His eyebrows furrowed, transforming his achingly handsome face into a sexy scowl. “You’re working at a coffee shop? Why?” he demanded.

      I shrugged. “Why do people work? To make money.”

      “Did your mother cut you off? After—”

      I interrupted him, not wanting to hear what came after after. “No. Not at all. Nothing like that. I just—”

      I stopped myself from explaining, abruptly wondering why we were talking at all. What was the point of this exercise in masochism? I had a nine-month-old wound that felt remarkably fresh. A dull ache had set up camp in my chest and was expanding, inflating to my throat, and pressing against my ribs.

      “Listen.” I sighed as I glanced beyond him again, my eyes beginning to sting. Now that the shock was wearing off, looking at him was becoming increasingly difficult. “I need to go. I have a train to catch.”

      “I’ll drive you.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Parker, let me drive you.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?” he asked quietly, sounding less pushy than curious.

      I was about to respond with the truth, that being around him made me feel like I’d made no progress over the last nine months; that I was at a minimum infatuated with him if not still completely in love with him; that I had no desire to cry in his car. I had no desire to cry anywhere ever again.

      But we were interrupted by the sound of a door closing, sauntering footsteps, and Abram tossing his arm over my shoulder.

      I glanced up at my bandmate, confused by his sudden closeness. “Because she already has a ride,” he drawled.
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