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​September 5th, 1995

First day of junior year.

That's what I wrote at the top of this notebook—blue spiral-bound, ninety-nine cents at Walmart, the kind with the cardboard back that gets soft if you spill Coke on it. First day of junior year, like it mattered, like anyone would care in ten years or fifty years or whenever I'm dead and this notebook is in a landfill somewhere turning back into pulp.

Dr. Chen says I should keep writing things down. She says it helps me "process my emotions" and "track my progress." That's what therapists say when they don't know how to fix you but need to justify the ninety dollars an hour your mom's insurance barely covers. Write it down. Track it. Process it.

Like emotions are math problems you can solve if you just show your work.

But I'm doing better this year. Dr. Chen says so. Mom says so. Even Principal Matthews said something about "a fresh start" when he signed my schedule in his office last week, like junior year was some kind of do-over, like the Riley thing hadn't happened, like we could all just pretend I was a normal kid who did normal things.

I am a normal kid who does normal things.

That's what I tell myself when I wake up at three AM and can't remember why I'm awake or what I'm supposed to be feeling or if other people's hearts hammer like mine does for no reason at all.

School looks the same as it did in June. Red brick, two stories, the kind of building they put up in the seventies when architecture meant rectangles and function meant fuck aesthetics. The parking lot smells like hot asphalt and teenage desperation. Someone's already spray-painted "CLASS OF 96" on the dumpsters behind the gym. Lakewood High School, home of the Lancers, go team, rah rah, all that bullshit.

I got here early. Seven-fifteen, even though first period doesn't start until eight. Mom was still asleep—passed out is more accurate, but we don't use that word in our house—and Riley had already left for his own school. He's a sophomore now at Lakewood Middle, which is technically a middle school but has ninth graders because the district is too poor to build another building.

We don't talk much anymore, Riley and me. Not since the creek. Not since Dr. Chen and the incident reports and Mom crying in Principal Matthews's office saying she didn't know what to do with me, didn't know where she'd gone wrong, didn't know when I'd become this.

This.

Like I'm a thing instead of a person.

Maybe I am.

I walked through the hallways with my backpack—Jansport, black, three years old, one strap fraying where I chew on it when I'm thinking—and tried to look like I belonged. That's the trick, Dr. Chen says. Act like you belong and eventually you'll feel like you belong.

Fake it till you make it.

Except I've been faking it for seventeen years and I still don't feel like I've made anything.

Locker 247. Combination 32-18-7. I have it memorized the same way I memorize everything—obsessively, completely, like if I just collect enough data the world will start making sense. Inside: blank notebooks, new pens, a schedule that says I have English first period with Ms. Harwell, Algebra II second period with Mr. Patterson, History third, Chemistry fourth.

Lunch is fifth period this year. That's new. Last year it was fourth. Small change, probably meaningless, but it feels significant somehow. Like the whole structure of my day has shifted and I'm supposed to just adapt, just go with it, just be flexible.

I'm not good at flexible.

I went to the bathroom before first period. Washed my hands twice. Looked at myself in the mirror—same face I've had for seventeen years, pale skin, dark hair that won't stay flat no matter how much gel I use (got it from Dad, the hair and the pale skin and probably whatever's wrong inside my head too). My eyes looked tired. They always look tired.

"You're fine," I told my reflection. "This year is going to be fine."

My reflection didn't look convinced.

First period: Ms. Harwell's English class. She's new this year—late twenties, enthusiastic, one of those teachers who still believes in making a difference. She had us go around the room and say our names and "one interesting thing about ourselves."

I hate this exercise. Hate it with the kind of hatred people reserve for war criminals or child molesters or Nickelback. What's interesting about me? I tried to drown my little brother when I was fourteen? I see a therapist twice a week because nobody trusts me to be alone with sharp objects? I spend most nights lying awake wondering if I'm real or if I'm just pretending to be real and everyone can tell but they're too polite to say anything?

"I like to draw," I said when it was my turn.

It's true. Sort of. I used to like to draw. Haven't done it much lately, but I used to fill notebooks with sketches—people, buildings, hands, whatever. There's something satisfying about taking something three-dimensional and making it flat, taking something real and making it lines on paper.

Making complicated things simple.

That's what I like about it.

Ms. Harwell smiled at me like I'd said something meaningful instead of something safe. "That's wonderful. We'll be doing some creative writing this semester. Maybe you can illustrate some of your work."

I nodded. Smiled the smile I practice in the mirror sometimes, the one that looks friendly without showing too much teeth. The one that says I'm normal, I'm fine, I'm just like everyone else.

Sitting two rows over: some girl I don't know. Brown hair, green sweater, chewing on her pen. I'll probably never learn her name. That's how it works—three hundred kids in my grade and I know maybe twenty of them, and those twenty wouldn't call us friends, just people who exist in the same space and occasionally acknowledge each other's presence.

Sitting behind me: Kevin Martinez, who smells like corn chips and reads X-Men comics during class. He's okay. Doesn't talk much. We sat together at lunch once last year when all the other tables were full. He didn't ask me any questions. I appreciated that.

The day continued like days do. Algebra II was algebra. History was history. Mr. Dawson spent forty minutes talking about the Treaty of Versailles and I took notes in handwriting that got smaller and smaller as the period went on, like my hand was trying to disappear.

Chemistry fourth period. Lab partners assigned randomly. I got paired with Jennifer Corso, who's pretty and popular and looked at me like I was something stuck to her shoe when Mr. Hendricks read our names together.

"Hey," she said. Polite. Distant. The tone you use with strangers at bus stops.

"Hey," I said back.

We'll spend the whole semester working together and she'll never learn my name. I know this the way I know other true things, like water is wet and the sky is blue and some people are just born wrong.

Lunch fifth period. New schedule, new lunch period, new chance to sit alone and pretend it's a choice.

The cafeteria smells like grease and industrial cleaner and teenage hormones. I got in line—mystery meat on Monday, it's tradition—and scanned the room. The popular kids at the center tables. The jocks near the windows. The band kids in the corner. The invisible kids like me scattered around the edges, trying not to take up too much space.

I sat at a table by the emergency exit. Put my tray down. Opened my notebook and pretended to read while I ate.

Nobody joined me.

That's fine. I'm fine. I don't need anyone to sit with me. Solitude is just independence by another name.

(That's what I tell myself.)

(I don't know if I believe it.)

After school I walked home—forty-five minutes through neighborhoods that all look the same, past houses where normal families live normal lives. I could hear TVs through windows. Smell dinner cooking. See station wagons in driveways.

Our house is on Maple Street. One story, beige siding, lawn that hasn't been mowed in three weeks because Dad left and Mom drinks and I don't care enough to do it myself. The gutters are full of leaves from last fall. The paint is peeling around the windows. Everything about our house says gave up, gave up, gave up.

Mom was on the couch when I got home. Asleep or passed out, hard to tell the difference anymore. A wine glass on the coffee table—White Zinfandel, the cheap stuff that comes in boxes. Oprah on the TV, talking about something inspirational probably.

Riley wasn't home yet. Soccer practice or friend's house or anywhere that wasn't here. I don't blame him. If I had somewhere else to be, I'd be there too.

I went to my room. Closed the door. Sat on my bed and stared at the wall.

This year is going to be fine.

I'm doing better.

Dr. Chen says so.

I pulled out this notebook and wrote: First day of junior year.

And then I didn't know what else to write. What else is there? I went to school. I sat through classes. I came home. I'm here now, in my room, writing this, and tomorrow I'll do it again, and the day after that, and the day after that, until June when they let us out for summer and I can spend three months not pretending to be a person.

Dr. Chen would say this is negative thinking. Dr. Chen would say I should focus on the positive. Dr. Chen would say—

Dr. Chen doesn't have to be me.

Tomorrow: Tuesday. Same building, same classes, same life.

I'm doing better this year.

I have to be.

What's the alternative?
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​September 8th, 1995

Friday. End of the first week.

I tried to sit with people today at lunch.

That's what Dr. Chen would call "reaching out" or "making an effort" or some other therapy-speak that makes normal human behavior sound like climbing Everest. But I tried. I really did. Saw Travis Vickers and Tyler Mendez sitting at a table with some other guys from the football team and thought: Why not?

Why not try to be normal? Why not attempt to be the kind of person who has friends and goes to parties and doesn't spend Friday nights alone in his room wondering if anyone would notice if he disappeared?

So I walked over with my tray—pizza today, the rectangle kind with the cheese that peels off in one greasy sheet—and stood at the edge of their table.

"Hey," I said. "Mind if I sit?"

Travis looked up. Took maybe half a second to assess me—shorter than him, skinnier than him, not on any sports teams, not in any clubs, not anything that registered as mattering. Then he smiled. Not mean, not mocking. Just polite.

"Actually, man, we're saving these seats. Sorry."

There were four empty seats.

Nobody was coming to sit in them.

I knew this. They knew I knew this. But we all played along because that's what you do. You pretend the rejection is about logistics instead of the fact that some people are worth saving seats for and some people aren't.

"No problem," I said. Kept my voice light. Easy. Like it didn't matter, like I'd just been asking out of curiosity instead of desperation. "See you around."

I walked back to my table. The one by the emergency exit. The one with the uneven leg that rocks when you put weight on it. The one that's always empty except for me.

Sat down. Ate my pizza. Tasted like cardboard and humiliation.

Here's what I don't understand: What makes someone worth saving a seat for? What invisible quality do Travis and Tyler and the rest of them have that I don't? Is it something you're born with? Something you learn? Can you fake it if you study hard enough?

I've been watching them all week. Taking notes. Not in the notebook—that would be weird—but in my head. Cataloguing. Analyzing. Trying to understand the formula.

Travis Vickers: Six-two, two hundred pounds, linebacker on the football team. Laughs loud, talks louder. Calls everyone "bro" or "dude." Wears his letterman jacket even though it's still seventy-five degrees outside. Teachers like him because he's polite to their faces even if he's copying homework in the hallway.

Tyler Mendez: Six feet exactly, running back, drives a Ford F-150 his dad bought him for his sixteenth birthday. Has a girlfriend—Amanda Peterson, cheerleader, blonde, perfect. They hold hands in the hallway. She carries his books sometimes. He opens doors for her. They look like a commercial for what teenage love is supposed to look like.

And then there's me: Five-eleven (five-ten-and-three-quarters if I'm honest), a hundred forty-five pounds, no sports, no clubs, no girlfriend, no friends, no nothing. I open doors for people sometimes but they never say thank you. They just walk through like the door opened itself.

Maybe I'm invisible.

Maybe that's my superpower. Invisibility. Not the cool kind where you can sneak into girls' locker rooms or rob banks. The boring kind where you're just not there, even when you are.

After lunch I had Chemistry with Jennifer Corso. We're lab partners, remember? She showed up two minutes late, sat down without saying hi, and spent the entire period texting someone under the desk while I did the lab assignment by myself.

At the end of class Mr. Hendricks collected our worksheets. Put Jennifer's and mine together since we're partners. She got the same grade I did even though she didn't write a single word.

"Thanks," she said when the bell rang. Grabbed her stuff and left before I could respond.

I wanted to say something. Wanted to tell her that thanks doesn't mean anything when you didn't do any of the work. Wanted to ask her what makes her so special that she gets to coast through life on other people's effort while I'm grinding myself into nothing just to be considered half as worthy.

But I didn't say anything.

Just packed up my stuff and went to my next class and pretended it was fine.

After school I walked home the long way. Through the park, past the creek where the Riley thing happened. The water's lower in September, sluggish and brown, full of leaves and trash and probably some kid's lost bike. I stood on the bridge and looked down at it.

Two years ago I held my little brother's head under that water and watched him struggle. Watched his hands claw at my wrists. Watched the bubbles slow down. Felt something in my chest—not quite pleasure, not quite satisfaction, just... interest. Curiosity. A desire to know what would happen if I just kept holding him down.

I pulled him out.

I did.

That counts for something.

Doesn't it?

Dr. Chen says I was experiencing "intrusive thoughts" and "dissociative tendencies." Dr. Chen says I didn't really want to hurt Riley. Dr. Chen says lots of things that are probably bullshit but I nod along with because what's the alternative? Admit that I held him under because I wanted to see what would happen? Admit that I only pulled him out because someone might have seen? Admit that sometimes I wonder what it would have felt like if I'd just let go?

You can't say those things to therapists.

They write them down. They tell your parents. They make you take pills that don't work and send you to programs with other broken kids where you all sit in circles and pretend you're getting better.

So I say what she wants to hear. I make the right faces. I show up twice a week and talk about my feelings (which I don't have) and my progress (which I'm faking) and my goals (which don't exist beyond make it through another day without anyone realizing what I am).

And she believes me.

Everyone believes me.

That's the trick, I think. Everyone's so desperate to believe you're okay that they'll accept the thinnest performance as proof. Smile at the right times. Say the right words. Don't make too much noise or take up too much space or remind them that you're there.

And they'll let you be.

I got home around four. Mom was awake this time, sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee that was probably half Bailey's. She looked up when I walked in.

"How was school?"

"Fine."

"Just fine?"

"Yeah. Fine."

She wanted more. I could see it in her face. Wanted me to sit down and tell her about my day like she was a real mom and I was a real son and we had the kind of relationship where that happened. But we don't. We haven't since Dad left, maybe longer. Since before Riley, definitely. Since I was old enough to realize that the person who was supposed to protect me was too drunk and too broken and too tired to protect herself.

"I have homework," I said.

"Okay, honey." She took a sip of her coffee. "Let me know if you need anything."

I won't need anything.

I never do.

Riley got home around six. Went straight to his room. We passed each other in the hallway and he looked at me like you'd look at a snake—cautious, ready to run, making sure he knew where the exits were.

I don't blame him.

If I were him, I'd be afraid of me too.

Dinner was leftover pizza. Ate it cold in my room while doing Algebra homework. The problems are easy if you follow the formula. Everything's easy if you just follow the formula. X equals this, Y equals that, solve for Z.

I wonder if there's a formula for people. For being the kind of person people want to save seats for. For being worth something.

If there is, I haven't figured it out yet.

But I will.

I have to.

Dr. Chen says I'm doing better this year.

She says I'm making progress.

She says I'm going to be fine.

Sometimes I wonder if I'm real or if I just think I am.

Sometimes I wonder if anyone would notice the difference.
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​September 12th, 1995

Tuesday. Fourth day of the second week.

Ms. Harwell assigned a creative writing project today. "Express yourself," she said, like self-expression was something you could just do, like everyone had a self to express and the only challenge was finding the right words.

I don't know what my self is.

I don't know if I have one.

But I know how to draw.

After school I went to the art room. It's in the basement, past the boiler room and the janitor's closet and the forgotten territory where nobody goes unless they have to. The art teacher is Mrs. Lin—sixty-something, always covered in paint, the kind of teacher who's been here so long she's become part of the building's infrastructure.

She looked surprised to see me.

"Can I help you?"

"I was wondering if I could use the room. To draw. I won't get in your way or anything, I just—" I stopped. Sounded desperate. Tried again. "I like to draw. I thought maybe I could do it here instead of at home."

Home where Mom drinks and Riley hides and the walls are beige and everything smells like giving up.

Mrs. Lin smiled. "Of course. Make yourself comfortable. Just clean up when you're done."

She went back to grading or painting or whatever art teachers do after school. I found a table by the window—north-facing, good light—and pulled out my sketchbook.

It's not the blue spiral notebook. That's for writing. For Dr. Chen. For processing.

This is different. This is a real sketchbook—hardbound, thick paper, the kind that doesn't bleed when you press hard with a pencil. I got it two years ago, before everything went wrong, back when I still thought I might be good at something.

Most of the pages are empty. Some have half-finished drawings—a hand, a building, Riley's face from when he was younger and didn't look at me like I was a bomb waiting to go off.

I started sketching the room. The tables, the sink, the pottery wheel in the corner that probably hasn't worked in ten years. Not because it was interesting, but because it was there. Because drawing helps me understand how things work. How pieces fit together. How three-dimensional space becomes two-dimensional representation.

How complicated things become simple.

There's a formula to drawing. Perspective, proportion, light and shadow. You follow the rules and the picture emerges. You can't fake it—either you understand how things fit together or you don't.

I understand.

That's the thing nobody gets about me. I understand how things work. I can look at something and see the structure underneath. The bones. The machinery. The system.

People are harder. People don't follow formulas. Or maybe they do and I just haven't figured out the equation yet.

I drew for an hour. Mrs. Lin left around four-thirty, told me to lock up when I was done. I stayed until five. Drew the whole room from three different angles. Perspective shifts, light changes, same objects looking completely different depending on where you're standing.

That's what I like about drawing. It's honest. A line is a line. A shadow is a shadow. There's no pretending, no performance, no wondering if you're doing it right. You either capture the thing or you don't.

I locked up like Mrs. Lin asked. Walked home in the September heat that felt more like July. Climate change, probably. We learned about that in Science last year. The earth getting warmer, ice caps melting, everything going to shit because humans can't help but destroy things.

I get that. The destroying things part.

I'm good at it.

Mom wasn't home when I got back. Car gone, house empty, just me and the quiet. Riley had soccer practice. Wouldn't be back until seven.

I sat at the kitchen table and kept drawing. Started a new page—hands. I've always had trouble with hands. Too many joints, too many angles. You have to understand the anatomy to draw them right. Have to know where the bones are, how the tendons connect, why the thumb moves different from the fingers.

I drew my own hand. Left hand, because my right was holding the pencil. Studied the knuckles, the veins, the way the skin stretched over bone.

This is the hand that held Riley underwater.

This is the hand that gets clenched into fists at night when I'm lying awake wondering what's wrong with me.

This is the hand that waves at people who don't wave back, that reaches for doorknobs, that writes in notebooks, that tries to be normal.

It looks like a regular hand. Five fingers, opposable thumb, lines on the palm that palmreaders say tell your future. Nothing special. Nothing monstrous.

You can't see what's wrong with someone by looking at their hands.

You can't see anything.

Riley came home at seven-fifteen. I heard his backpack hit the floor in the hallway, heard him go straight to his room without saying hello. The door closed. Locked. He's been locking his door since the creek.

I don't blame him.

I should, right? Should be angry that my own brother is afraid of me? Should feel something about the fact that we live in the same house but might as well be strangers?

But I don't feel anything.

Just that same emptiness. That same sense that I'm supposed to be experiencing an emotion here but the circuit isn't connecting. Like there's a wire loose somewhere inside me and nobody knows how to fix it.

Dr. Chen would say I'm "emotionally guarded." Dr. Chen would say trauma (what trauma? nothing bad has happened to me, I'm the bad thing that happens to other people) can make you "shut down." Dr. Chen would prescribe more journal writing, more processing, more thinking about my feelings until I manufacture some that seem appropriate.

But what if there's nothing there to process? What if I'm just empty? What if some people are born without the part that makes them human and they spend their whole lives pretending, performing, trying to pass?

I finished the drawing of my hand. It came out pretty good. All the joints in the right place, shadows falling correct, anatomy accurate.

A perfect picture of something broken.

Mom came home at eight. Brought Chinese takeout—apology food. She does this sometimes. Disappears for hours and comes back with things she thinks will make it okay. Egg rolls and fried rice and sweet and sour pork that tastes like guilt.

"I got your favorite," she said.

It's not my favorite. I don't have favorites. But I said thank you and ate some anyway because that's what you do. You perform gratitude. You make the right faces. You pretend.

Riley ate in his room again.

Mom and I ate at the table in silence. The TV was on in the living room—some sitcom, canned laughter telling us when things were funny. We weren't funny. We were just two people eating food we didn't want in a house that felt more like a tomb.

"How's the drawing going?" Mom asked.

She remembered. I'd mentioned it once, maybe twice. Surprised she retained it through the wine fog.

"Good," I said. "Thinking about joining the art club. If there is one."

"That's wonderful, honey. That's really good. You should have hobbies. Normal hobbies. Dr. Chen says—"

"I know what Dr. Chen says."

Silence. Mom looked hurt. I should feel bad about that. Should apologize. Should make it right.

Should, should, should.

But I just ate another egg roll and waited for her to let it go.

She did. She always does. Takes the path of least resistance. Easier to ignore problems than address them. Easier to drink than deal. Easier to pretend everything's fine than admit your older son is broken and your younger son is terrified and your house is falling apart and your husband left and you're not strong enough to hold it together.

I went to my room after dinner. Drew until midnight. Filled three pages with different hands—Mom's hands holding a wine glass, Riley's hands clenched into fists, Mrs. Lin's hands covered in paint, Jennifer Corso's hands texting under the desk.

Hands doing things. Hands being useful. Hands connected to people who knew how to be people.

I fell asleep with my pencil still in my hand.

Dreamed about drawing. About reducing the whole world to lines and shadows. About making everything simple, everything understandable, everything following the formula.

In the dream it worked.

In the dream I finally figured out the equation.

But when I woke up I couldn't remember it.

Just the feeling of almost understanding.

Almost being enough.

Almost.
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​September 19th, 1995

Group project in History. Four people per group. Mr. Dawson assigned them randomly, or maybe not randomly, maybe he has some system for making sure the smart kids carry the dumb kids and everyone gets a passing grade regardless of whether they actually learned anything.

My group: Me, Sarah Chen (no relation to Dr. Chen probably), Marcus Williams, and Brett Hoffman.

Sarah's smart. Straight A's, always raising her hand, the kind of student teachers love because she makes them feel like they're actually teaching. Marcus is on the basketball team. Tall, quiet, wears headphones between classes. Brett is—I don't know what Brett is. Generic. Unremarkable. The kind of person you forget exists until you're assigned to work with them.

The project: Create a presentation on the Treaty of Versailles and its role in causing World War II. Due in two weeks. Worth twenty percent of our grade.

"So," Sarah said after Mr. Dawson finished explaining. "We should probably meet after school. My house? Tomorrow?"

Marcus checked his phone. "I have practice until five."

"Six then?"

Brett shrugged. "I can probably do six."

They all looked at me.

"Sure," I said. "Six works."

We exchanged phone numbers. Well, they exchanged phone numbers. I wrote mine down on a piece of paper and handed it to Sarah. She added it to her planner—one of those fancy ones with colored tabs and motivational quotes. Probably has her whole life organized in there. Probably never forgets anything. Probably never lies awake at three AM wondering if she's real.

After school I went to the art room again. It's becoming routine. Fourth day this week. Mrs. Lin smiled when I walked in, like she was expecting me.

"Back again?"

"If that's okay."

"Of course it's okay. You're welcome here anytime."

Welcome. Strange word. Welcome suggests wanted. Suggests belonging. Suggests someone's happy you showed up.

I don't think I've ever been welcome anywhere.

I drew for two hours. Started a new project—faces. Trying to capture expressions. Happiness, sadness, anger, fear. The muscles involved, the micro-movements, the tiny details that communicate emotion.

I drew them from photographs in magazines Mrs. Lin had lying around. National Geographic, Time, Life. People from around the world, frozen in moments of feeling.

A woman laughing in Kenya. A child crying in Bosnia. A man's face twisted in rage at a protest in Los Angeles.

I could copy the expressions. Could get the details right—the crinkle around the eyes, the downturn of the mouth, the tension in the jaw.

But I didn't understand them.

Couldn't feel them.

It was like copying a language I didn't speak. Getting the sounds right without understanding the meaning.

Mrs. Lin came over around five-thirty. Looked at my drawings.

"These are very good," she said. "You have real talent. Have you thought about taking AP Art next year?"

"Maybe."

"You should. You clearly have the skill. And you seem to enjoy it."

I don't know if I enjoy it. I don't know if I enjoy anything. But I like the process. Like the formula. Like the way everything makes sense when you break it down to lines and shadows.

"I'll think about it," I said.

She patted my shoulder—brief, motherly—and went back to her desk. The touch lingered. Nobody touches me anymore except doctors and therapists and people who are required to by their profession. Even Mom keeps her distance. Even Riley.

Especially Riley.

I stayed until six. Locked up. Walked home through the September dusk that smelled like cut grass and gasoline and the particular loneliness of small-town Ohio where everyone's going somewhere and you're just walking.

Mom's car was in the driveway when I got home. Riley's bike was in the garage. Voices inside—they were talking, actually talking, not just existing in the same space. I stopped on the porch and listened.

"I'm worried about him." Mom's voice. Slurred. She'd started drinking early today.

"Don't be." Riley. Flat. Careful. "He's fine. He's always fine."

"But he's so isolated. He doesn't have any friends. He just draws all the time. Dr. Chen says—"

"Dr. Chen doesn't know anything. She didn't stop him before and she won't stop him now."

Silence.

"Riley, don't say things like that. Your brother is getting better. He's making progress."

"Mom." Riley's voice lower now. I had to strain to hear. "He's not getting better. He's just getting better at pretending."

More silence. Then Mom crying. Then Riley's door slamming.

I waited on the porch for five minutes before going in. Gave Mom time to compose herself, to wipe her eyes, to pretend everything was fine.

She was in the kitchen when I walked in. Red eyes, fresh wine glass.

"Hey, honey. How was school?"

"Fine."

"I'm making spaghetti for dinner. That okay?"

"Yeah. That's fine."

I went to my room. Closed the door. Sat on my bed and thought about Riley's words.

He's just getting better at pretending.

He's right.

I am getting better at pretending. Better at the performance. Better at saying the right things, making the right faces, existing in a way that doesn't alarm people.

But is that progress? Is that getting better? Or is it just getting better at the disease?

Dr. Chen would say it's neither. Dr. Chen would say I'm catastrophizing. Dr. Chen would say—

Fuck Dr. Chen.

I opened my sketchbook. Started drawing Riley's face from memory. Not the way he looks now—scared, careful, always checking exits. The way he looked before. When he was nine and I was fourteen and we were still brothers instead of bomb and blast radius.

He was smiling in the drawing. Looking at something off-page. Happy.

I tried to remember what had made him happy. Tried to remember what we'd been doing when I'd seen that expression. Tried to remember if we'd ever actually been close or if that was another lie I told myself to make the current situation feel like loss instead of just continuation of what always was.

I couldn't remember.

The face in the drawing looked wrong. Too stiff. Too forced. Like the smile wasn't real, like I'd drawn what I thought happiness looked like instead of what it actually was.

I erased it. Started over. Same result.

Third try. Fourth. Fifth.

Couldn't get it right.

Gave up.

Drew his face the way it looks now instead. Scared. Guarded. Real.

That one came out perfect on the first try.

Dinner was quiet. Spaghetti from a jar, garlic bread from frozen. Riley ate fast and left fast. Mom tried to make conversation—asked about my classes, my day, my drawings—and I gave her the minimum responses required to maintain the illusion of communication.

"Yes."

"No."

"It's fine."

"I don't know."

After twenty minutes she gave up. Refilled her wine glass. Turned on the TV.

I did the dishes. Cleaned the kitchen. Went back to my room.

Homework took an hour. Easy stuff. Following formulas. Plug in X, solve for Y, write down the answer.

If only people worked this way.

If only there were formulas for connection. Equations for belonging. Clear rules for how to be human.

Maybe there are and I just don't know them.

Maybe everyone else got the rulebook and I was absent that day.

Maybe some people are born without the capacity to understand and they spend their whole lives faking it, hoping nobody notices, trying to survive in a world that wasn't built for them.

Sometimes I wonder if I'm real or if I just think I am.

Sometimes I wonder if anyone would notice the difference.

Sometimes I wonder if wondering about this is normal or if it's proof of exactly what I'm afraid of.

I fell asleep with these questions.

Woke up at three AM with my heart pounding and my sheets twisted and the certain knowledge that something is deeply, fundamentally wrong with me.

Woke up knowing that no amount of drawing or therapy or pretending will ever fix it.

Woke up knowing that Riley is right.

I'm not getting better.

I'm just getting better at pretending.

And maybe that's worse.
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​CHAPTER 5
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​September 26th, 1995

I saw her today.

Really saw her.

Elisabeth Flowers.

I've known her name since last year—we had English together sophomore year, sat three rows apart, never spoke. She was just another student. Another face in the crowd. Another person who didn't notice I existed.

But today was different.

Today something shifted.

It was after lunch, between fifth and sixth period. The hallway was crowded—everyone pushing toward their next class, that particular chaos of three hundred teenagers trying to get from point A to point B in four minutes. Lockers slamming, people shouting, someone's boombox playing Bush or Nirvana or one of those other bands everyone pretends to like.

I was walking to Chemistry. Not paying attention to anything in particular. Just navigating the crowd, keeping my head down, trying not to take up too much space.

Then I heard it.

Her laugh.

Not the polite laugh you use when teachers make bad jokes. Not the performative laugh girls do in groups when they're trying to be heard. Real laughter. The kind that starts somewhere deep and bubbles up without permission. The kind that sounds like surprise and joy mixed together.

I stopped. Turned around. Tried to find the source.

She was standing by the water fountain with her friend—Amanda Peterson, cheerleader, blonde, the one who's dating Tyler Mendez. They were looking at something on Amanda's phone, and Elisabeth was laughing at whatever it was.

The laugh started low, almost a chuckle, and then climbed higher. Her head tilted back. Her hand came up to cover her mouth—automatic, like she was embarrassed by her own joy. Her hair caught the light from the windows—brown with hints of red, or maybe blonde, hard to tell in the fluorescent mix. Long enough to touch her shoulders when she moved.

She was wearing jeans and a flannel shirt. Doc Martens. A necklace—couldn't see what kind from this distance. Backpack over one shoulder, falling down, she kept hitching it up without looking.

Pretty.

She was pretty.

I'd never noticed before. Never really looked. She was just Elisabeth Flowers, junior, someone who existed in the same building as me but in a completely different world.

But the laugh changed something.

Made her real.

Made her visible in a way she hadn't been before.

I stood there in the hallway watching her laugh and felt something in my chest. Not quite pain. Not quite pleasure. Something else. Something I didn't have a name for. Something that felt like hunger but sharper. Like wanting but more specific.

She stopped laughing. Wiped her eyes. Said something to Amanda that I couldn't hear. They walked away together, toward the stairwell, toward their next class, toward their lives that didn't include me.

I was late to Chemistry.

Jennifer Corso looked annoyed when I sat down. "Where were you? We're supposed to be starting the lab."

"Sorry," I said.

We did the lab. Or rather, I did the lab while Jennifer texted under the desk. Same as always. But I couldn't focus. Kept thinking about the laugh. About the way her head tilted back. About the way her hand came up to cover her mouth like joy was something to be embarrassed about.

About the way I'd never really noticed her before today and now I couldn't stop noticing her.

After school I went to the art room. Mrs. Lin was there, working on a sculpture—clay, something abstract, didn't ask what it was supposed to be.

"Back again," she said. Not a question. Just acknowledgment.

"Yeah."

I sat at my usual table. Opened my sketchbook. Tried to draw what I'd seen in the hallway.

Started with her face. Oval, slightly narrow. Eyes—what color were her eyes? I hadn't been close enough to see. Green maybe? Brown? Hazel?

Didn't matter for a pencil drawing. Just needed the shape. The angle. The expression.

Tried to capture the laugh. The way her face opened up. The way joy looked when it was real.

It came out wrong. Too stiff. Too formal. Like a police sketch instead of a person.

I erased it. Tried again. Same result.

Third try. Fourth. Fifth.

Couldn't get it right.

Mrs. Lin came over. Looked at the page covered in erased attempts.

"Having trouble?"

"Yeah."

"What are you trying to draw?"

"A person. Laughing."

She studied the sketches. "You're drawing the expression correctly. The muscles are right. The angles are accurate. But it doesn't feel real. Do you know why?"

I shook my head.

"Because you're drawing what you think laughter looks like instead of what it feels like. You're copying the mechanics without understanding the emotion behind it."

She was right.

I didn't understand the emotion.

Didn't know what that kind of laughter felt like from the inside. Had never experienced it myself. Couldn't imagine what would make someone throw their head back and let sound pour out without caring who heard.

"Try drawing from life instead of memory," Mrs. Lin suggested. "Find someone laughing and draw them while it's happening. Capture the moment instead of trying to recreate it."

"Okay."

She went back to her sculpture. I stared at my failed drawings.

Find someone laughing.

Find Elisabeth laughing.

That meant I'd have to watch her. Really watch her. Study her. Learn when she laughs, what makes her laugh, how the laugh changes depending on context.

That's not weird, right? That's just observation. Artists observe. That's what we do. We look at the world and we translate it into lines and shadows.

I'm just trying to understand how laughter works.

How she works.

How to capture something real instead of copying something empty.

I drew until six. Filled five pages with attempts that all came out wrong. Not because the technique was bad—the technique was fine. But because something was missing. Some essential quality I couldn't capture because I didn't understand it.

Walked home in the dark. September nights getting cooler now. Fall coming. Summer dying. Everything changing.

Mom was drunk when I got home. Riley was in his room with the door locked. I ate leftover spaghetti cold from the container and went to my room.

Lay on my bed and thought about Elisabeth Flowers.

About her laugh.

About the way she became real to me in that moment.

About the feeling in my chest that I couldn't name.

I pulled out the blue spiral notebook. The one for Dr. Chen. The one for processing.

Wrote: September 26th, 1995. I saw Elisabeth Flowers today. Really saw her for the first time.

Paused.

What else was there to say? That I'd noticed her laugh? That I wanted to draw it? That something had shifted and I didn't know what it meant?

I wrote: She was laughing. I've never seen someone laugh like that. Like joy was something real instead of something performed. I want to understand it. I want to capture it. I want to know what that feels like.

Is that normal?

Is this what it's like to notice someone?

Is this how it starts?

I closed the notebook. Turned off the light. Lay in the dark with my eyes open.

Tomorrow I'd see her again at school. Would probably see her in the hallway or the cafeteria or somewhere. Would she laugh again? Would I be close enough to really see it this time?

Would I remember what color her eyes were?

My heart was beating fast. That jackhammer thing. The thing that happens sometimes when I can't sleep, when I'm lying awake at three AM wondering what's wrong with me.

But this felt different.

Not anxiety. Not fear.

Something else.

Something that felt almost like excitement. Almost like purpose. Almost like there was a reason to pay attention tomorrow instead of just surviving another day.

I fell asleep thinking about her laugh.

Dreamed about trying to draw it. Page after page of failed attempts. Erasing and redrawing and erasing again. Never getting it right. Never capturing the thing that made it real.

Woke up at three AM with my heart pounding.

Couldn't fall back asleep.

Lay there until the sun came up thinking about Elisabeth Flowers.

About her laugh.

About the way I'd never really noticed her before today.

About the way I couldn't stop noticing her now.

About what that meant.

About whether this was normal or if it was just more proof that something inside me is wired wrong.

About whether it mattered.

Tomorrow I'll see her again.

Tomorrow I'll pay attention.

Tomorrow I'll try to understand.

This is how it starts, I think.

Whatever this is.

Whatever I'm becoming.

This is how it starts.
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​CHAPTER 6
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​October 1st, 1995 (Morning)

I woke up thinking about her.

Not a dream—I don't remember dreaming. Just the first conscious thought, the first thing my brain did when it clawed its way out of sleep: Elisabeth Flowers.

Her laugh. The way her head tilted back. The flannel shirt and the Doc Martens and the way she hitched her backpack up without looking.

It's been five days since the hallway. Five days of watching for her between classes. Five days of trying to be near her without being obvious about it. Five days of this feeling in my chest that I don't have a name for.

I think this is what people call a crush.

I think this is normal.

I think maybe—maybe this is what everyone else feels all the time and I'm just experiencing it for the first time at seventeen because something inside me is slow, broken, wired wrong.

But it feels good. That's the strange part. It feels like purpose. Like there's a reason to get up, to go to school, to exist in the world. Because she's there. Because I might see her. Because maybe today she'll laugh again and I'll be close enough to really see it.

Is this what it's like for everyone? This constant awareness of another person? This pull toward someone who doesn't know you exist?

If so, I get it now. I understand why people do stupid things for love. Why they write songs and poetry and make fools of themselves. Why they can't think straight, can't focus, can't be normal.

Because I can't be normal either.

Haven't been able to since September 26th.

I got dressed carefully this morning. Not my usual jeans and whatever t-shirt was closest. Actually thought about it. Picked the flannel shirt that's less faded. The jeans without the hole in the knee. Ran gel through my hair—too much at first, had to wash it out and start over.

Looked at myself in the mirror. Same face. Same tired eyes. Same person who's always been invisible.

But maybe today would be different.

Maybe today she'd notice me.

(What would I even say if she did?)

Mom was already up when I went to the kitchen. Eight AM on a Sunday, which meant she'd never gone to bed. Was still wearing yesterday's clothes. Coffee cup in front of her, probably half Bailey's.

"You're up early," she said. "It's Sunday."

"I know."

"Do you have plans?"

Plans. Like I'm the kind of person who has plans. Like I have friends to meet or places to go or a life that involves anything other than sitting alone in my room.

"Just going to the library," I said. "Need to work on that history project."

A lie. The project's done—I did my entire quarter of the work plus most of Sarah's because she had a family thing and Brett didn't show up and Marcus did the bare minimum. Finished it three days ago. Got an A, probably.

But Mom didn't need to know that.

"That's good, honey. Very responsible."

She took a sip of her coffee. Looked at me like she was trying to see something. Trying to find the son she used to have, before Dad left, before Riley and the creek, before I became whatever this is.

"You look nice," she said. "Did you do something different with your hair?"

"No."

"Well. You look nice."

I ate cereal standing at the counter. Lucky Charms—the marshmallows first, saving the boring pieces for last. A backwards way of eating, Riley used to say. Everything I do is backwards.

Riley's door was closed when I left. He sleeps until noon on Sundays. Smart. The less time awake in this house, the better.

The library isn't open on Sundays until one PM. But Elisabeth lives near the library. I know because I followed her home once. Not in a creepy way—just happened to be walking the same direction. Just happened to notice which house she went into. Just happened to remember the address.

325 Maple Avenue. Green Honda Accord in the driveway. Two stories, white siding, flower boxes in the windows that actually have flowers in them. The kind of house where normal families live. Where parents are married and sober and present. Where kids grow up loved and certain and never wonder if they're real.

I walked past it three times.

Slow, casual, just a guy taking a walk on a Sunday morning. Nothing weird about that. People take walks. People exercise. People exist in public spaces.

The third time, I saw movement in an upstairs window.

Her room, probably. Getting dressed or doing homework or whatever girls do on Sunday mornings. Did she think about anyone the way I thought about her? Did she wake up with someone's name in her head?

Probably not mine.

Probably didn't know my name.

We'd been in the same English class last year and she'd never spoken to me. Never even looked at me. I was furniture. Background. One of those faces you see every day but never actually notice.

But maybe that could change.

Maybe if I tried. If I became someone worth noticing. If I figured out the formula—because there had to be a formula, had to be rules, had to be some system for how people became visible to each other.

I walked to the park. Sat on a bench. Pulled out my sketchbook.

Drew her face from memory. Getting better at it. After five days of practice, I could almost capture the shape of her eyes, the angle of her nose, the curve of her mouth when she smiled.

Almost.

Still couldn't get the laugh right. Still couldn't capture what made it real instead of performed.

But I was learning. Taking notes. Building a catalog of observations:


●  She drinks Dr Pepper at lunch, not Coke

●  She's left-handed

●  She chews on her pen when she's thinking

●  She touches her hair when she's nervous

●  She has three freckles on her left cheek arranged like a constellation I don't know the name of



Is this normal? Is this what people do when they like someone? Pay attention? Remember details?

Or is this something else? Something that crosses a line I can't see yet?

I don't know.

I don't know what normal looks like.

I've been pretending to be normal for so long that I've forgotten what the real thing is supposed to feel like.

But this—this feels right. This feels like purpose. Like there's a reason for me to exist in the world. Even if she doesn't know it yet. Even if she never knows it.

Just knowing she's there, in that white house with the flower boxes, living her life—that's enough.

For now, that's enough.

I drew until my hand cramped. Filled four pages with variations of her face. Different angles, different expressions. Building a catalog. A library of Elisabeth.

The church bells rang noon. I should go home. Should eat lunch. Should do something productive with my Sunday.

But I walked past her house one more time instead.

The green Honda was gone now. Family out somewhere. Church, maybe, or brunch, or whatever normal families do on Sunday afternoons.

The upstairs window was dark.

She was gone.

And I felt it. That absence. That emptiness where her presence had been.

This is what it's like, I thought. This is what people mean when they talk about missing someone. About needing someone. About organizing your whole existence around another person's orbit.

I get it now.

I finally get it.

And maybe that means I'm becoming normal. Maybe that means I'm healing. Maybe Dr. Chen is right and I'm making progress and everything's going to be fine.

Or maybe this is just a new way of being broken.

A more socially acceptable way.

A way that looks like everyone else's damage so nobody notices how deep it goes.

I walked home in the October sun that felt more like September. Climate change. Everything's out of season. Everything's wrong.

Mom was asleep on the couch when I got home. Riley was up, eating cereal in the kitchen. We didn't speak. Just existed in the same space, careful not to touch, not to look at each other too long.

I went to my room. Lay on my bed. Stared at the ceiling.

Tomorrow is Monday. Tomorrow I'll see her at school. Tomorrow I'll find a reason to be near her, to watch her, to add more observations to my catalog.

Tomorrow I'll try to figure out how to make her notice me.

How to become someone worth noticing.

How to transform this invisible thing I am into something real, something solid, something that registers as human when she looks my way.

There has to be a formula.

There has to be a way.

And I'll figure it out.

I have to.

Because this feeling—this purpose, this pull, this constant awareness—this is the first thing that's felt real in longer than I can remember.

And I'm not ready to let it go.

Not yet.

Not ever.
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​CHAPTER 7
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​October 1st, 1995 (Afternoon)

I had always wondered how she smelled.

Not in the way you wonder about things that don't really matter—like whether it'll rain on Saturday or if the Mariners will ever win a World Series (they won't, not in my lifetime, and maybe that tells you something about hope and how it works in this world). No, this was different. This was the kind of wondering that gets into your bones like cold water, the kind that wakes you up at three in the morning with your heart hammering and your sheets twisted around your legs like rope.

Today I found out.

I was standing maybe three feet from Elisabeth Flowers—close enough to count the freckles on her left shoulder where her tank top had slipped down (three of them, like I'd catalogued, like I'd memorized), close enough to see the tiny scar on her chin that I'd noticed last week when she was laughing with Amanda—by the cafeteria's soda machine. The Coke machine, technically, though it also had Sprite and that new clear Pepsi stuff that tasted like regret and tried too hard. Everything in 1995 tried too hard.

The smell hit me like a brick wrapped in velvet.

Sun-warmed hair first—the kind of warmth you get from sitting in the bleachers during fifth period when you're supposed to be in study hall. Lilac soap, probably from the Body Shop where all the girls bought their stuff, those little bottles that cost seven dollars and smelled like someone's idea of a garden that never existed anywhere real. And underneath it all, something else. Something that couldn't be bought or bottled or stolen. Something uniquely her.

My heart was doing that thing again—that jackhammer thing where it feels like it's trying to punch its way out through my ribs, like that scene in Alien (the first one, the good one, before they fucked it up with sequels). If I could have reached inside my own chest and grabbed that traitorous muscle and squeezed it into submission, gained just one shred of courage from its silence, I still wouldn't have dared speak to her.

Some things you know in your bones. Some things are just true, the way the sky is blue and water is wet and girls like Elisabeth Flowers don't talk to boys like me.

Boys like me.

Let me tell you about boys like me, and then you'll understand why just standing this close felt like stealing something. Why breathing the same air felt like trespassing. Why memorizing her smell felt like a crime I was committing in real-time and couldn't stop.

The lunchroom at Lakewood High was the usual chaos. Lockers slamming like gunshots. Conversations bleeding into each other until it was just noise, just static, just the sound of three hundred teenagers pretending they knew who they were going to be when they grew up. The scraping of trays on those industrial tables that smelled like bleach and something sour, something that had gone bad years ago and would never quite wash out.

She was getting a Dr Pepper. I'd noticed she always got Dr Pepper, never Coke, never Sprite. Always Dr Pepper at exactly 12:47 PM, third lunch period, same machine, same spot. I'd been documenting it. Not in the notebook—that would be weird—but in my head. Building the catalog. Understanding her patterns.

That's not weird, right? Noticing things? Artists notice things. Observers observe. Scientists collect data.

I was just collecting data.

She reached for the coin slot. I saw her hand—left hand, she was left-handed, I'd documented that too—and the way her fingers moved. Delicate. Practiced. Like she'd done this a thousand times and would do it a thousand more.

I was standing behind her. Close enough to smell her. Close enough to see the individual strands of her hair catching the fluorescent light. Close enough to notice the tag sticking out of her tank top—Gap, size small, 100% cotton.

Close enough that if I reached out, if I just extended my hand, I could touch her.

I didn't.

Obviously I didn't.

But I thought about it. Thought about what her hair would feel like. Thought about whether she'd scream or just turn around confused. Thought about what I'd say if she did turn around, if she saw me standing there like a creep, like a stalker, like exactly what I was becoming.

The Dr Pepper can dropped into the slot. She grabbed it. Turned around.

Saw me.

Looked right at me for maybe half a second. Maybe less. Just long enough for our eyes to meet. Just long enough for me to see that hers were hazel—not green like I'd thought, but hazel with gold flecks that caught the light.

Just long enough for me to realize she was looking through me, not at me.

Just long enough for her to not register my existence at all.

She walked away. Back to her table. Back to Amanda and Jennifer and that whole crew of girls who moved through the halls like they owned the air itself.

I stood there by the soda machine. Breathing the space where she'd been. Still smelling lilac and sun-warmed hair. Still feeling my heart trying to escape.

This is what it felt like. This is what I'd been wondering about. This is what I'd been trying to capture in drawings that never came out right.

And it was better than I'd imagined.

And worse.

Because now I knew. Now I had the data. Now the smell was catalogued, memorized, permanently etched into whatever part of the brain stores scent memory.

And I wanted more.

Needed more.

The observation wasn't enough anymore. The documentation wasn't enough. The distant admiration wasn't enough.

I needed to be closer. Needed to understand not just what she smelled like but why. Needed to know what soap she used, what shampoo, what laundry detergent her mom bought. Needed to decode every element of that smell so I could—

What?

Recreate it? Bottle it? Carry it with me?

I didn't know. Didn't let myself think too hard about what I wanted. Just knew the wanting itself. The need. The hunger.

I bought a Coke I didn't want. Walked to my table. The one by the emergency exit. The one where I always sat alone.

Didn't taste the Coke. Couldn't taste anything except the ghost of her smell still in my nose, my lungs, my blood.

Across the cafeteria, Elisabeth was laughing at something Amanda said. That laugh. The one I'd been trying to draw for five days. The one that started low and climbed higher.

I could hear it from here. Could see the way her head tilted back. Could see her hand come up to cover her mouth.

Could see that she was real and alive and existing in the world completely unaware that I was cataloguing every detail, that I was building a library of her in my head, that I was becoming something I didn't have a name for yet.

The bell rang. Lunch over. Everyone stood up, grabbed their trays, moved toward their next class.

Elisabeth walked past my table. Close enough that I could smell her again. That lilac, that sun-warmth, that her.

I closed my eyes. Breathed it in. Held it in my lungs like a drowning person's last breath.

When I opened them, she was gone.

But the smell remained. Clinging to the air. Clinging to me.

I had Chemistry sixth period. Sat next to Jennifer Corso who didn't speak to me. Did the lab work by myself. Wrote down observations and measurements and followed the formula.

But my mind was somewhere else. In the cafeteria. By the soda machine. Three feet from Elisabeth Flowers. Breathing her in.

That night I couldn't stop thinking about it.

Lay in bed in the dark and tried to remember exactly how it smelled. Tried to separate the components. Lilac—what percentage? Hair—what kind of warmth? Skin—what did that smell like underneath the soap and the shampoo and the performance?

I'd never been this close to someone I wanted before.

Never wanted someone this much before.

Didn't know what it meant. Didn't know where it was going. Didn't know if this was normal or if I was already crossing lines I couldn't see.

But I knew one thing:

The observation phase was over.

Now I needed to understand. Needed to break down the elements. Needed to learn the formula.

Needed to figure out how to get closer.

Needed—

I stopped that thought. Didn't let myself finish it.

Because I knew where it was going. Knew what I was becoming. Knew that this feeling in my chest wasn't love or crushes or any normal thing.

This was something else. Something darker. Something that felt like hunger but sharper. Like need but more desperate.

This was the beginning of something I wouldn't be able to stop.

But I didn't want to stop it.

That was the worst part.

I didn't want to stop.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​CHAPTER 8
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​October 2nd, 1995

I can't stop thinking about yesterday.

That's what I keep telling myself as I sit in Algebra II, staring at equations I already know how to solve, watching Mr. Patterson's mouth move without hearing any of the words. Can't stop thinking about it. Like it's something happening to me instead of something I'm choosing, cultivating, feeding.

Can't stop thinking about the smell.

Lilac and sun-warmed hair and something underneath that I still can't name.

Can't stop thinking about those three feet of distance. How close I was. How I could have reached out and touched her if I'd wanted to. If I'd been brave enough. If I'd been crazy enough.

Can't stop thinking about the way she looked through me instead of at me.

This is normal, right? This is what everyone feels when they like someone? This constant awareness, this inability to focus on anything else, this feeling that the whole world has narrowed to one person and everything else is just background noise?

I tried to do my homework last night. Really tried. Sat at my desk with my books open, pencil in hand, ready to be responsible and normal and the kind of student who does his work on time.

Made it through three algebra problems before my mind drifted back to her.

Made it through half a page of history reading before I realized I'd been staring at the same sentence for five minutes without comprehending it.

Gave up. Opened my sketchbook instead.

Drew her face again. Getting better at it. The angle of her jaw, the curve of her cheek, those three freckles arranged like stars. But still couldn't capture the expression. Still couldn't get the laugh right.

Maybe because I'm drawing from memory instead of observation. Maybe because you can't capture something real when you're working from distance, from stolen glances, from three feet away at a soda machine.

Maybe I need to get closer.

The thought made my heart do that jackhammer thing again. Not fear, exactly. Not quite excitement either. Something in between. Something that felt like standing on the edge of something high and looking down and knowing you shouldn't jump but wanting to anyway.

I'm just more observant than other people, I tell myself. That's not weird. That's not wrong. Some people notice more details than others. Some people pay more attention. That's just how my brain works.

Artists observe. Writers document. Scientists collect data.

I'm just doing what comes naturally.

Right?

After Algebra, I have fifteen minutes before lunch. Used to spend them in the library. But now I spend them by Elisabeth's locker.

Not right by it. That would be obvious. But close enough. Near the water fountain, pretending to get a drink, pretending to read, pretending to be a person with a legitimate reason to exist in this specific hallway at this specific time.

She comes to her locker at 12:32 PM. Opens it at 12:33. Spends exactly two minutes getting her lunch, checking her makeup in the mirror she has taped to the inside of the door (I've seen it when she opens it wide—little compact mirror, pink frame, covered in stickers).

Today she was wearing jeans and a sweater. Green sweater. Same color as the flannel from last week. Does she know green brings out the hazel in her eyes? Does she choose it deliberately or is it just coincidence?

I need to know these things. Need to understand if her choices are conscious or random. Need to decode the system.

Amanda met her at the locker. They walked to lunch together, talking about something I couldn't hear from the water fountain. I waited thirty seconds—not too long, not too short, just enough to seem coincidental—then followed.

Same route I always take. Down the main hallway, past the gym, through the double doors to the cafeteria. Nothing weird about it. We're going to the same place. Hundreds of people take the same route.

I'm just one of them.

In the cafeteria, I got in line behind her. Not directly behind—that would be too close, too obvious. Two people between us. Close enough to hear her voice when she ordered (grilled cheese today, not the mystery meat), close enough to smell that lilac soap again.

My hands were shaking when I grabbed my tray. Had to concentrate on keeping them steady. Normal people don't shake when they're standing near their crushes, do they? Or maybe they do. Maybe that's what nervous means. Maybe I'm finally experiencing what everyone else has felt all along.

Maybe I'm becoming normal.

I found my table. Sat down. Pulled out my algebra homework—the problems I'd tried and failed to focus on last night—and pretended to work while I watched her across the cafeteria.

She ate slowly. Took small bites. Dabbed her mouth with a napkin between each one. Laughed at something Jennifer said. Drank her Dr Pepper (same as yesterday, same as always, the pattern holds).

I catalogued every detail:


●  She's right-handed when she eats (but left-handed when she writes—I've seen her in the hallway, taking notes between classes)

●  She picks at the crust of her grilled cheese before eating the middle

●  She touches her hair 2.3 times per minute on average (I counted)

●  When she laughs, her whole face changes—eyes crinkle, nose scrunches slightly, mouth opens wide

●  She has a small scar on her left hand between her thumb and index finger (how did she get it? when? does it hurt still or is it just evidence of old pain?)
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