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For my mother –

The bravest most courageous person I know.
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Prologue
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I entered the world with a massive defect. I attracted death. Like a magnet. I could feel it all around me. It wrapped its icy fingers tight around my chest, leaving me no room for escape. It enveloped me, draped over my shoulders like a heavy dark shroud.

The day I was born my cousin died in a car accident. Eight days after my birth, while holding me in her arms my mother’s mother closed her eyes, bowed her head, and breathed her last breath. At four years of age, while sleeping at her house, my mother’s sister suffered a cerebral hemorrhage caused by an aneurism.

The gurgling sound of retching woke me. I opened my eyes to see my aunt on the other side of the bed, eyes open and rolled to the back of her head, vomit oozing out of her mouth. I ran around the bed and brought the small garbage pail to her bedside. I shook her shoulder trying to wake her, to get her attention. She didn’t speak or move. I called my mother. And then I dialed 911. 

I brought bad luck to all around me. Pets only reinforced my beliefs. Dogs died prematurely. One suffered a heart attack at only three years of age. Another suffered smoke inhalation.

*
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The candle’s flame danced and burned on the kitchen table, holding me mesmerized in front of it. I’d been drinking water and spilled some. I reached for a paper towel on the other side of the candle to wipe up my mess. 

The paper towel seemed to slice right through the orange, flickering flame. I never saw anything so amazing! As if it were a magic trick that needing perfecting, I tried it again and again and again, until I felt the scorching heat move with me and the smell of fire tickling my nose. I didn’t know what to do with the paper towel. It was burning so fast and the flame kept growing. 

I looked around quickly wondering what to do. I had only an instant to decide. My mother lay on the living room couch, napping in front of the TV. I didn’t want to wake her, afraid she’d be mad I played with the candle. I threw the blazing paper into the plastic garbage pail next to the table. 

The fire grew and now large flames shot out of the pail. I blew on the fire, trying to put it out like a birthday candle. It didn’t help. The smoke detector sounded, chiming in a steady rhythm of loud beeps, like an obnoxious car alarm.

I felt arms pick me up and spin me away from the shooting flames and melting pail. My mother screamed for me to get out of the house as she ran for the hose attached to the kitchen sink. I stood frozen in place. I couldn’t leave. I couldn’t leave her to die trying to fix my mistake. 

Once the fire was under control Mom poured huge pots of water into the garbage, and eventually picked up the pail and placed it in the sink with continuous water running over it. We didn’t even look for Lucky, our five year old pug, until well after the fire had been extinguished. She hadn’t come out at all. Not to go for a walk. Not for a drink of water. Mom called Lucky. She didn’t move from her spot under the kitchen table.  

Small dog, small lungs.

There were others, too. We had a gerbil, Frisky. I took Frisky out and held him in my hands, petting him gently with my pointer finger while my mother cleaned his tank. I held Frisky up near my nose. 

“Who’s the sweetest little gerbil?” I asked. 

Frisky, living up to his name liked to move a lot. I didn’t want to drop my squiggling ball of fur, so I tightened my grip just a bit. 

Frisky bit me. I yelped as I dropped him on the floor. Mom, squeamish around him to begin with, panicked and dropped the twenty gallon glass tank squarely on him. Gerbil pancake. 

The most devastating loss of all came at eight years old. My father left for work in the morning and never came back. He suffered a massive heart attack on the train. No pain. No warning. 

The only constants in my life were my mother, my best friend Maria, who saw past my defect, and the great black cloud of despair that ruled my world. It was the only thing I could count on to never leave me alone. 

Until Jordan changed my life.
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One
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I looked around the swarm of people as I felt my stomach twitch and lurch. I hated being in a crowd. I felt like they stared and laughed at me, like they knew with just a simple look that I was defective. 

I twirled my dirty blonde hair around my pointer finger as I scanned the lobby of the movie theater. I looked to see if I recognized anyone, hoping by some miracle that a kind face might stand out. And then I saw him. 

My heart hammered against my chest with excitement. I felt the swish of blood flowing through my body with every heartbeat. The drumming of my pulse pounded in my ears. I tried to take my eyes off him, to force them away, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t move. 

Or breathe.  

His eyes lit with recognition and his lips curled up. In that fraction of a heartbeat, nothing else in the world existed.  

Coming to my senses I immediately dropped my eyes to the ground. It wasn’t me he smiled at, couldn’t have been me, I realized. Maria Deluci stood next to me. My beautiful best friend. He must have smiled at Maria. Next to her I was invisible. 

Even at fourteen, Maria knew how to use her big brown eyes and long, wavy hair to get attention. And if that didn’t work, she had no trouble walking over to a complete stranger and striking up a conversation. Maria would never be considered a wall flower. I on the other hand could only aspire to be a wall flower. I was more like wall glue. 

Maria had been lucky enough to score Jordan Brewer as her guide when she visited the high school last April. She took that to mean they were lifelong friends. But Maria wasn’t looking in his direction at the moment. My body trembled on the inside. I wanted to take another peek at him. But I didn’t dare. I didn’t want to get caught staring, especially since he didn’t know who I was. 

I needed to clear my mind, get it off him. I turned to the concession stand. The lines were already crazy long with people buying treats. The smell of freshly popped popcorn wafted to the ends of the lobby. But my attention remained elsewhere. 

“Hi, Stephanie.”

I sucked in a deep breath of air and spun toward the voice. He stood a foot in front of me. Twelve measly inches separated us. Close enough to feel warmth radiating off his body. 

I swallowed hard, my eyes fixed on him. Jordan spoke to me. He actually said my name out loud for everyone to hear. Awestruck and mystified, I looked into his dark eyes, getting lost in them. 

“You’re here.” 

Of all the dumb things I could’ve said, that was about the dumbest. Of course he was here. Where else would he be?  

He chuckled, a twinkle in his eyes and said, “See you.” 

He disappeared somewhere in the midst of the pack waiting to be let into the theater. What an impression I must have made. I felt like I just lit a giant neon sign on my forehead blinking “Loser.” 

I went back to twirling my hair around my finger, scanning again. I stood on my tiptoes and craned my neck ever so slightly, trying to look cool and totally nonchalant. I just wanted to look at him, just one more moment. As if I’d ever be satisfied. But I couldn’t find him. 

“What was that about?” Maria asked with a look of horror.

Fear immediately replaced the excitement I’d been feeling. The night could only get worse. If Maria figured it out, she’d tell him for sure. 

I shrugged, “I don’t know,” I answered in a small voice trying to keep any hint of anxiety off my face. 

“I mean he didn’t even say hello to me. How rude!”

Relief washed over me. She wasn’t the least bit suspicious.  I released my breath. I had to keep my emotions in check. Maria couldn’t know I liked him. I couldn’t bear the humiliation. Especially since, two weeks ago, she persuaded me to call him and find out if he liked her.

When school started, Maria met some random guy named Sammy and thought he was going to ask her out. Maria wasn’t sure she wanted to be Sammy’s girlfriend. But she wanted to be someone’s girlfriend. 

She had a thing for Jordan, but not because he turned her into a pile of melted butter, like he did with me. Maria was interested in Jordan because he could help her social standing in our new school. Being older and incredibly hot, she believed he could offer instant popularity, and make her the envy of all the freshman girls who swooned over him, myself included. 

And so, she talked me into calling him, by making the case of how helping her, would be helping myself as well. It was an obligatory call. A call of duty. 

While doing nothing at her house one night, Maria grabbed my cell phone and punched in Jordan’s phone number. She hesitated for a brief moment before hitting send and handed me the phone. 

“What am I supposed to do?” I asked mortified.

“Just find out if he likes me,” she answered sliding over to sit next to me on the bed.

I sat frozen, listening to the ringing phone. My stomach fluttered wildly, wondering what to do if it went straight to voice mail. I couldn’t possibly leave a message. 

“Hello.”

Hang up, I told myself. What if Jordan announced in front of everyone at school I called? They would laugh me out of the building. Where does a freshman girl come off calling a senior boy, who has never even spoken to her?  

“Hi,” I finally answered after clearing my throat. “Jordan?” Like the possibility existed it could be anyone else. 

“Yesssss  .  .  . ” he drew the single word out and extended it, almost turning into a question.

“Did he answer?” Maria mouthed. 

I nodded.

Mentally I marked this moment. I coded it to store in long-term memory. I was going to talk to him. To the boy I had a secret crush on since high school orientation six months earlier. My goal: talking him into going out with my best friend. 

This was so not right.

“Hi. Jordan?” My voice went up an unnatural octave as I said his name. My hands trembled, my stomach did somersaults and I felt my face getting red hot from nerves. I ran my pointer finger and thumb over the piping of a throw pillow on Maria’s bed. “You don’t know me, but my name is Stephanie Barrano. I’m Maria’s friend.”

“I know you.”

The possibility existed for him to know who I was. He’d seen me with Maria often enough. When we’d get to school early she made sure to pass by his locker. Most of the time he’d be there talking to his friends. She’d drag me over to talk to him and I’d just stand there. Staring. Or worse, I’d gnaw on my finger nails, with my eyes downcast, drawing lines in the tile with my toes.

“I’m sure you don’t,” I began a long almost incoherent ramble. “What I mean is, I seriously doubt it, cause, um, Maria talks to you, and you talk to each other, but you and I, we’ve never really spoken.”

“That’s because you ignore me, but I know who you are,” he insisted.

I ignored him?  That proved he couldn’t possibly know me. When Maria dragged me down the main hall of school, right over to Jordan’s yellow locker, I held on to his every word, trying with great difficulty for him not to notice how intensely aware of him I was. And I always said hello and goodbye. He’d mistaken me for someone else. I didn’t expect a miracle, but still it stung. 

“It doesn’t matter. I’m calling about Maria.” She hit me hard in the stomach. “I mean, I don’t know if you know him, but this guy Sammy Cooper wants to ask her out.”

Maria inched closer and put her ear next to the phone.

“He’s a loser. Tell her to stay away from him.”

I didn’t know what to say, but I wasn’t ready to end the call. “She likes him,” I started, “but I’m pretty sure she likes you more.” This time she jabbed me hard in the ribs and I winced.

“Are you alright?” he asked. 

“Fine,” I answered, getting off the bed and out of the line of fire. “Just stubbed my toe. I was thinking, maybe if you like her, too . . .” 

He interrupted. “I have a girlfriend.”

“Oh.” I answered, feeling much more disappointed than I should have. I should have been relieved. If he didn’t have a girlfriend, the possibility existed Maria may have soon taken that title. And I would’ve helped. At least I didn’t have to suffer that indignity.  

“Tell Maria to call me. Sammy really is bad news.”

“I will.” I wished I could find something to say that would hold his interest and keep him on the phone a little longer. But there was nothing more to say.

“Bye.” 

And then it was over.

A theater attendant approached and pulled back the red rope. Movement multiplied as people filtered from the lobby to the concession stand or into the theater. Maria nudged me forward. We skipped the treats, having snuck pretzels and water in our oversized messenger bags. We found two seats in the middle of a row about ten places back from the screen. 

Sitting this close made it difficult to look around undetected. I kept shifting in my seat, trying to find him and whomever he was with. No matter which way I looked, I couldn’t spot him. 

I listened intently to the conversations around me hoping to hear something helpful, his voice, his name. Anything. I didn’t. The lights went dark and my mind drifted. I couldn’t pay attention to the movie. Wizards flew across the screen and I sat dreaming of Jordan. 

After the movie, Maria and I began our walk home. A cool breeze blew through the early October air. I looked up at the starry sky about to make a wish when a pair of hands covered my eyes. I let out a frightened shriek. Once I heard Maria’s laugh I knew I had nothing to fear.

“Guess who?” A gruff male voice said.

I stood speechless, trembling with excitement.

“Go ahead, guess,” he demanded still trying to disguise his voice. 

I’d recognize him anywhere, “Jordan.” 

He took one hand off me completely and slid his other around my shoulder. “Now do you believe I know who you are?”

“I guess,” I wanted to hide how thrilled I felt he did. 

I looked at his arm still draped over my shoulder and hoped he forgot he placed it there. A million thoughts ran through my head. I kept searching for the right words, but they never made their way from my head to my mouth.

I couldn’t believe how tongue-tied I was. I wanted to talk. I wanted to be witty and funny. But I couldn’t think of anything except how good it felt to have his arm around me.

“I thought I’d walk you children home.” 

I felt blood race to my cheeks at the thought of his company. And then his words sunk in, one word in particular.

“Children?” I asked. A twisting of my stomach made me feel queasy. Is that what he really thought of us?  

He smiled. “I am a lot older than you two.”

“Oh please, a few years,” Maria rolled her eyes, “Get over yourself!”

“According to this,” he took his arm off my shoulder, pulled out his wallet and handed me a photo ID, “I’m twenty-one. This gets me into bars, clubs. Anywhere I want to go.”

“Let me see that,” Maria snatched it out of my hand.

“How old are you really?” I asked. 

“Eighteen,” he answered. 

“Anyone with half a brain would realize this is a fake,” Maria said as if she were an expert on the subject.

Jordan snatched his ID away from Maria, placed it back in his wallet, and then put his arm around my shoulder again. This time he made a conscious decision to put it there. Something about this small gesture made me feel pretty and frilly, and lighter than air. I couldn’t wipe the wide, clownish grin off my face.  

We lived seven short blocks from the movie theater. Jordan walked with us all the way home. More than half way there, he pointed his house out as we passed it. I perked up with interest. 

He lived in front of the bus stop. I never noticed him outside. Maria and I stood off to the side in the morning, away from the others. I often kept my head down, eyes glued to the cement as I stood there, unless Maria and I were speaking. The other kids made me nervous. They knew each other and made fun of everyone. I wanted to keep off their radar. 

And then he looked at me, “So, Steph, what did you think of the movie?” 

I stood speechless. What could I say? Uh Jordan, I don’t remember the movie. I am super focused on the fact you live directly in front of the bus stop, yet I have not once seen you on the bus? 

Maria saved the day, “I loved the way they flew on the broom sticks. If only I could do that.”

I looked down at the ground and smirked thinking she already does. 

“Hey,” Jordan squeezed my shoulder, “What’s so funny?”

I shook my head, and worked hard to wipe the smile off my face. “Nothing.”

“How come you don’t talk to me?” 

“I did on the phone.” The words slipped out before I had time to think. I darted my eyes to the side and bit my bottom lip feeling queasy again.

He grinned. “I mean when you see me.”

I shrugged and looked down. “I don’t know. I guess I don’t have much to say.”

He raised an eyebrow and chuckled, “Yeah, right.” 

“Why do you care?” I challenged.

He ignored the question completely, which made me wonder, why did he care?  

“One of these days I’ll get you to talk,” he assured me.

Much too soon we arrived home. My moment with Jordan ended. Before heading up the steps to our respective homes right next door to each other, Maria kissed Jordan on the cheek and said goodbye. I started to head up my side of the steps when he called to me.

“Stephanie.”

I turned wondering what he could possibly want.

“No goodbye kiss?”

I almost choked. I thought I imagined it. But he stood there, waiting. I half expected to see smoke rising up around us while slow music played in the background. I thought of B-rated movies starring gorgeous actors cast as lovesick teenagers. And there I stood, in my first starring role, the unknown love interest. It was an opportunity I wasn’t about to pass up. 

I kissed him on the cheek, said goodbye, and went in the house. I ran to the window and looked out after him. I watched his figure for as far as I could see, growing smaller and smaller in the distance.

My mother came into the living room and asked if I had a good time.

“The best,” I answered.

I went to sleep that night with a smile plastered on my face. In a boy/girl sort of way, Jordan knew I existed!
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Two
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Long before the day arrived, I knew this Halloween would be unforgettable. Every year, Maria’s mother, along with my own, would go on about how kids of today don’t know how to have fun. They told endless stories about the good old days, and what they did to celebrate their days of tricks and treats. 

Maria thought this year, our first in high school, was the perfect one to revive a crazy, but fun tradition, and get it back on the map. She knew if she succeeded, she’d go down as a legend! 

For the two weeks leading up to Halloween, Maria operated at full throttle, getting both participants and supplies. With her unrelenting visions and promises of how we would be worshiped, she managed to convince me, and five school friends, we had to give it a shot. 

We were going “Bombing.” 

The objective: to cover each other in a foamy sticky mess of eggs and shaving cream. Once our classmates arrived we set out fully armed with: two dozen eggs and three Barbasol cans each, regular, not menthol. Menthol would burn if it got in our eyes. 

We ran home from the bus and quickly changed into layers of our oldest, grungiest clothes. After throwing on a pair of jeans, I swept my dirty blond hair off my shoulders up into a ponytail. Maria wore a baseball cap to protect hers.

We barely cleared the porch steps before the fun began. Fragile white orbs flew through the air like ping pong balls landing with a thump and a splat, sometimes on the hard concrete, sometimes on the back of someone’s head. The shaving cream - white confetti - decorated us and the landscape.

A pack of fluffy white ghosts, we headed down the blocks of our neighborhood, leaving a white, slug-like trail behind us. One of the girls in the group, Beth, asked Maria if she knew where Jordan lived. 

“Sure,” Maria said and led the way.

“He’s got a girlfriend,” I said tapping my foot and rolling my eyes impatiently realizing Beth liked him. 

“I’m sure they broke up by now.” Maria chimed in. 

I didn’t answer. I hoped they did break up but not so Beth could go out with him.

Maria was brazen, not at all intimidated. She walked right up to his house and rang the doorbell. When his mother answered, Maria spoke to her like they were old friends.

Once she returned to us, Maria barely had a chance to open her mouth before Beth interrupted, “Is he home?” 

She reminded me of a circus dog waiting anxiously to jump through a flaming hoop to get its prize. The reward: Jordan. Beth kept fidgeting with her hands and giggling for no reason. I found this particularly annoying. When she laughed, she sounded phony and nasal, almost like an annoying car alarm. A feeling of anger bubbled up inside me. 

“He should be home in about fifteen minutes.” Maria informed us. “He stayed for a meeting with the school newspaper.” 

Jordan wrote for the newspaper? I had no idea. I’d have to be sure to read his column. Just one more thing to admire. I wondered what other things I’d yet to learn about him, and if I’d have the opportunity to find out.

“Let’s go. I don’t feel like waiting here,” I said in a huff.

“I want to wait, let’s wait,” Beth whined. 

I wanted to drag her away. I looked at her long skinny body. I didn’t like it. She was too thin, unlike me, who sat on the other side of the scale. I noticed for the first time her thick long eye lashes and wondered if Jordan would notice them too. I heard guys like girls with long eye lashes. 

I kept sizing myself up to Beth. Although I’d rather stick knives in my eyeballs than admit it, I admired the way the sun rays reflected copper highlights from her shiny auburn hair, unlike the dull frizzy mess I had to contend with. And her chestnut eyes perfectly matched with her hair and olive skin tone. 

Again I found fault with my boring brown eyes and pale skin. I often thought God tossed aside his plan for me and stuck me with whatever parts he had left over. I could have been gorgeous with light colored eyes. Or if my hair and skin tone were darker. But I had to live with what I was given, and be grateful for it, even if I didn’t agree.

I saw something out of the corner of my eye. My heartbeat changed. It picked up pace, beating harder, quicker. Jordan walked our way. Decked out in a pair of jeans and a nice shirt, he was in no manner dressed to hang out with a bunch of girls covered in gook. Still I had hope.  

He acknowledged us briefly with a smile and a quick wave of his hand before disappearing into his house. 

“See, he doesn’t want to hang out with us,” I said.

“Yes he does. You’ll see,” Beth assured me, widening her eyes for emphasis.

I couldn’t believe her. Could she be any more obvious?  And in the condition we were in?  I certainly didn’t want him to see me with egg yolk frizzing up my hair. I wondered how Beth could be so confident. And then I realized she didn’t look that bad. She wasn’t covered in nearly half as much junk as the rest of us.

I started up the ruckus again spraying Maria, knowing she wouldn’t mind. And even if she did, she’d get over it. A flock of sheep, the rest of the group followed and then my moment of glory came. 

“Look, Beth’s still clean,” I announced, wishing I had opted for the menthol.

I wonder what he’ll think of you now, I laughed to myself, an evil menacing laugh sounding in my mind. That is, until I felt a tap on my shoulder. 

I turned toward the touch, surprised to find Jordan standing behind me, a smirk on his face. Reflexively, as our eyes met, my lips drew up into a smile.  And then I saw it. His hand attached to a large white, shaving cream filled paper plate, closing in on me. There was no time to duck or move before it hit me square in the face. 

He stood, holding his stomach, laughing, a deep belly jiggling laugh. It was pretty funny. I didn’t mind half as much as I pretended to because he came to me first and spent the rest of the day by my side. 

Poor Beth, she didn’t have a chance.

*
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Halloween proved to be a nice break from my usual routine. Every school day since, like every school day before, I woke in the morning dreading the new day. 

“Call in now for your chance to win two tickets to . . .” I hit the snooze button and closed my eyes. 

“Today’s weather, a beautiful fall day with winds ranging . . .” I shut off the alarm. 

I let out a long tired breath and threw the covers off, knowing that was the first and most important step. My eighth grade teacher used to say, getting out of bed was the hardest thing to do each day. Not certain I believed him, I slowly lumbered out of bed, stretched and yawned until my mother came in. 

“Why aren’t you dressed yet?  You should’ve been up ten minutes ago. Let’s go.” 

I moved in slow motion in the morning, chewing each bite of breakfast twenty times, and doing my best impression of a snail while getting dressed. 

A reason to procrastinate was never hard to find. A form I forgot to have signed, homework I didn’t finish, a discussion on why I couldn’t quit school and go to work. 

“Mom, can I stay home today?  I have a headache.”

“A headache, huh?”

I nodded.

“And yesterday, it was a sore throat, and the day before that you were certain you had appendicitis.”

I didn’t mean to be difficult. I just hated school. Hated it. Not because it was hard. I knew if I stayed awake while my teachers droned on, I could make honor roll without studying. Academics, not a problem. The trouble with school came from socializing. I hated the other kids. Mostly because they hated me, at least the ones I went to middle school with. The others didn’t even know I was there. 

I didn’t look like the popular girls with their perfectly sculpted bodies. I wasn’t fat. Just meaty, actually, “zaftig” is how my mother described me. She told me I was full figured like Marilyn Monroe. Great. That gave me a lifetime of unhappiness and a premature death to aspire to.  

Maria was part of the popular crew. Everyone flocked around her. It didn’t matter that she was a freshman. She walked in on the first day as if she were crowned queen of the school. And it worked. Guys swarmed around her, and surprisingly, the girls welcomed her too. People laughed at her jokes, even the ones that weren’t funny. I was treated more like a shadow, something you know is there but ignore. 

Maria always seemed to know what to say. She could think of a witty come back in an instant. I found that biting comment long after I could’ve used it, if I was lucky. 

Like last year, when Vinny asked us if we wanted a pig for a pet. He explained his grandparents moved from a farm in New Jersey, to an apartment building in Brooklyn. His grandparents always considered the pig a part of the family, so it lived indoors with them. The problem: the apartment building didn’t allow pets. They couldn’t imagine who would’ve complained about the pig. But someone did, and they needed to find it a good home.

I ran the scenario through my head over and over again. I found it funny, a pig as a pet in Brooklyn. What a ridiculous concept. I pictured a gray haired old lady walking her pig on a leash. And then it hit me. I knew who ratted them out!

“The pig squealed!” I said, snickering.

“What?” Maria asked.

“The pig squealed, don’t you get it?” I asked.

“About who’s going to the movies Friday night?” Maria asked. 

It took me a moment to realize I’d been so deep in thought, I missed the fact that Vinny left us, and the conversation moved on. I vowed to keep my whimsical thoughts to myself in the future. 

Maria just plain overpowered me. 

She didn’t mean to; it came natural to her. She spoke her mind with ease and tried to speak mine as well. As much as I loved her, I resented always being in her shadow. 

And then there was the whole “cloud of death” thing, hanging over my head. So either way, I was always walking in a shadow of some sort.  

As far as school went, I felt hopeless. I couldn’t drop out. I was too young to work full-time. I had to suck it up and make the best of it. I walked out of the house, my mother calling out pleasantries behind me like, “Have a good day!” and “Don’t forget to smile. You look so much more approachable when you smile.” 

I knew it was going to be one of those days.
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Maria wasn’t waiting for me on the porch. I stood outside a few minutes, expecting her to come bounding out any second. Nothing happened. I rang the doorbell and looked around while waiting for someone to answer.

Maria opened the front door, still in her pajamas, her hair disheveled. She looked pale, her eyes half closed. I didn’t need her to tell me. She was sick.

“Feel better.” 

Maria grunted something in return before closing the door again.

I took a deep breath and considered hiding in the backyard until my mother left and then sneaking back in the house. I could do it, but by dinner time she’d get an email from the school regarding my absence. 

Realizing I had no other choice, I started walking to the bus stop. I spotted a rock the size of my fist lying on the cement. Surprised no one used it to break a window, I kicked it in front of me. Frustrated the day was already off to an awful start, I kept my eyes down and focused on advancing the rock. Just as I reached the bus stop, I brought my foot back and struck it one last time, as hard as I could, into the street.

“Hey, what did that rock ever do to you?”

I turned toward the voice, my heart thundering in my chest. I swallowed hard.

“Jordan? What are you doing here?” I sounded almost accusing as I tried to hide my embarrassment. 

He turned to glance at the house behind him, “I live here.”

I rolled my eyes, “You know what I mean.”

He smirked. “My car is in for repairs.”

Now I understood why I never saw him on the bus with us.  

“So does that mean you’re going to grace us peasants with your presence?”

“Just this once,” he joked.

In Brooklyn, we didn’t have nice new (or not so new) yellow school buses, not in high school. We were given a metro card for public transportation, if we were lucky. The bus screeched to a halt in front of us with its unmistakable greeting, a rumbling engine and obnoxious exhaust fumes. We watched the doors fold open five feet in front of where we stood and waited while the others got on. 

“Ladies first,” Jordan swept his arm in front of me in a gallant gesture. 

I climbed on the crowded bus and moved along, looking for some place to sit. I thought my eyes deceived me when I saw open seats in the middle, including an open two-seater. I dove in, wondering if Jordan would follow, or if he’d continue all the way to the very back where the cool kids sat.  

I settled down, rearranging the books I carried so they wouldn’t fall if the bus made any sudden stops. I did my best not to look delighted as Jordan plopped down next to me.

“So this is how you young ‘uns get around?” He grinned.

“Do you ever think of anything besides how old you are?” 

Jordan ignored my question, as usual. I looked out the window, racking my brain for something to say, anything that could be construed as interesting conversation. 

“Hey, Steph,” he leaned in close to me, as if he were about to tell me something he didn’t want anyone else to hear. “See that guy two rows up, aisle seat?”

I craned my neck around the bench in front of us. “You mean the one with the briefcase?” I recognized Jonah, everyone’s favorite nerd. I mean could anything be dorkier than carrying a briefcase to school?

“I think you should talk to him, you know, go say hello.” Jordan pressed his lips together tight, trying to suppress laughter, and doing a bad job of it. “I think he likes you,” he composed himself enough to get out. “He keeps looking over here.”

“What?  You think I can’t do better than Jonah?” I asked offended.

For a moment Jordan’s whole demeanor changed. The playfulness replaced with an air of seriousness. “There’s nothing you can’t have if you want it bad enough,” he answered.

I looked at him fascinated. The corners of my mouth crept into a slight smile. I wondered if there was hidden meaning in that. Did he realize what he was encouraging?

“Did you ever consider it’s you he’s looking at?” I asked.

All traces of humor and laughter were completely forgotten. I didn’t wait for him to answer, knowing he probably felt even more uncomfortable than he looked, if at all possible.

“After all, I’m sure he’s not used to seeing a car driving, upper classman such as you, slumming it on the bus with us children,” I made certain to over-emphasize the last word in a mocking tone.

“See, I knew I wanted to hear what was going on up there,” Jordan snickered while messing my hair.

He got it. He understood my sarcasm, my sense of humor. I realized he might very well be the most perfect specimen of the male species ever made.

Jordan’s head snapped forward to the front of the bus. Just as quick he looked back. Confusion replaced the look of confidence that usually resided on his face. His eyes narrowed. He was on high alert.

“Do you smell that?” Jordan asked.

“What?” I had no idea what he was talking about. No sooner did I answer, but a cloud of white smoke came billowing from the front of the bus. 

I swallowed hard, feeling the cold icy fingers of the dark cloud that seemed always to loom nearby, crawling up my back. The hairs on my arms rose. My lungs constricted, breathing felt hard and labored. A panic attack. I didn’t want anything to happen to him. Most of all, I didn’t want Jordan to know it was my fault. 

I squeezed my eyes shut hoping everything would be back to normal when I opened them. Jordan’s grip on my arm snapped me back into the moment. 

The bus stopped moving. Passengers rose from their seats and started yelling and demanding the driver open the doors, while flooding into the aisle. Not quite pandemonium, but well on its way. 

“Doors are jammed!” Someone yelled back. 

Jordan looked at me, his eyes nervous and unsure. “Switch places,” he ordered.

My mind became jumbled from the commotion surrounding me. With a sinking feeling in my stomach, I had no choice but to listen to him. 

We stood. I squeezed behind Jordan into his seat, thinking him even more gallant and charming, allowing me the opportunity to be closer to the aisle, and therefore escaping before him. Boy was I wrong.

Jordan reached over his head to the metal bar that ran along the side of the bus. With acrobatic grace he pulled himself up, brought his legs in to his chest and kicked them out at the emergency window in front of him, right next to where I’d been sitting. As if dismounting from a gymnastic apparatus, Jordan went flying through the window and stuck his landing. 

I was bewildered by his sudden actions. I had no idea what happened. The earsplitting clamor of the window being kicked out of its frame paralyzed me. I expected it to break and tiny shards of glass to fly everywhere. Frightened, I brought my arms up to shield my face. Screams from the already nervous passengers grew louder as a reaction to the crashing sounds of Jordan’s escape. 

Never having seen anything so daring, I felt the thrill of adrenaline rush through me. A wave of relief crashed against my mind, weakening the hold of the cold, clammy hands, gripping my heart. The dark cloud receded, but only a little bit.  It still hung near enough to storm over me, at any minute. 

Jordan stood on the ground next to the bus smiling smugly like nothing out of the ordinary happened. I kept my eyes glued on him. His arms motioned to me in a frantic manner. By the time I understood he wanted me to throw myself out the window as well, the bus doors opened. 

Seeing how close I was to safety, I squeezed out of my seat and pushed my way into the aisle. I wasn’t far from the doors, but worried I might get trampled if I didn’t continue pushing forward. In less time than it felt like, I found myself jumping off the bottom step of the still smoking bus and running toward Jordan. 
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