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“I cannot believe you
planned your wedding under the assumption that my team wouldn’t
make it to the playoffs and yours would.” I say to Max as we sit at
the bar in his kitchen. This house used to be mine; I guess
technically it still is, but he’s been renting it from me for
several months. I know he and Belle want to buy it. Personally, I’d
just as soon give it to them, but until I can convince him to pay
me a price I consider fair… and by fair, I mean less than he’s
offering… I guess he’ll keep renting.

“But you didn’t make it to
the playoffs.” Max reasons with the logic that has always
infuriated me about my best friend.

“That isn’t the point. We
went to the Super Bowl last year, and the Gators’ season ended in
the first round of the playoffs.”

“I wasn’t coaching last
year.” He points out, but I continue.

“The point is, you planned
the wedding around the assumption that the Gators would go to
state…”

“Which we did. In fact, we
won.” He says, grinning proudly. When we were in high school, I got
moved up to varsity a year before Max, so I was on a State
Championship team when I was a freshman. We went back our senior
year but lost by a narrow margin. Now Max will get his championship
ring as a coach, and knowing Max as I do, that’s just the way he’d
want it.

“But if you’d assumed that
we were going to make it to the playoffs we might have.” I argue.
In reality, I know he’s known since they set a date in October that
any playoff action for the Ravens was a long shot, but I like to
take the occasional jab at Max because he’s so earnest it makes him
an easy target. Especially now that he’s pretty much living the
dream.

The truth is, I’m happier for Max than
anyone could be, but I’ve had an intense couple of months and more
than anything, I need my best friend. But this is his weekend, and
I don’t want to pile a bunch of drama on him so for the moment I’m
trying to keep things light.

I slap him on the back and say. “Seriously
man, good job. You got the girl. You got the education. You got the
job coaching the Gators. You did good.”

“Thanks, QB. I couldn’t have
done any of it without you… well at least, I couldn’t have gotten
Belle without you, and that’s the most important part.”

“Is she handling all the
pre-wedding stuff okay?” I ask with concern. Belle and I were
forced into a tenuous alliance a long time ago, but over the years
she’s become one of my best friends, and I know that the stress of
dealing with her mother and a wedding can’t be easy for
her.

“Sure. The wedding is small
and very casual.” He explains.

“So, what time is Fisher
getting here?” I ask.

Fisher is a great friend, and I know he and
Max have become really close these last few months since Max has
lived back here in Grassland and Fisher is only in Montgomery. But
if I’m honest I’m a little jealous of their friendship and was
looking forward to having my best friend to myself before his
wedding… not to sharing him with Fisher.

“They’re supposed to be here
around six. And then we’ll take off and go to Avery’s.” He
explains. We have his bachelor party tonight. The rehearsal
tomorrow and the wedding Saturday.

“What they?” I ask,
curiously.

“His girlfriend is coming
too.” Max answers.

“Fisher has a girlfriend?” I
say, a bit surprised to hear it.

“Yes, Belle and her maid of
honor Lilly are coming by soon to get her and take her with them to
the bachelorette party at Georgia’s.”

“Hmmm, Lilly is in town?” I
ask, trying not to act too interested.

“Of course.” Max says,
giving me a raised eyebrow. “She’s Belle’s best friend and the maid
of honor.”

“Oh yeah, of course.” I say
and then add. “Hmm, I uh, always thought Fisher might … you
know…play for the other team.”

Max thinks on it for a minute. “Oh no. You
don’t really think that, do you?”

“Yeah, we all did. You
didn’t?” I ask incredulously before explaining. “He could have had
anyone he wanted, but did you ever see him dating anyone… I mean
besides the convenient one-night stand?”

“Oh no.” Max says, shaking
his head.

“Man, you were one Clean
Marine. What’s the big deal? We were wrong, right?” I say with a
laugh.

Max shakes his head. “He didn’t say it was a
girlfriend. I just assumed it was a girlfriend. He said someone…
I’m bringing someone with me.” Max explains standing up and pacing
around the room. “Anyone can do whatever they want in their own
personal lives, but I’m a football coach in Alabama. This could be
bad.”

“Okay, just relax.” I say,
more amused by this turn of events than I should be.

“Was that a car?” Max asks,
his eyes big with terror.

I chew on the inside of my lip to keep
from laughing. “You want me to open the door and diffuse the
situation in case there’s like a rainbow flag flying out
there?”

“I can’t believe Belle and
Lilly haven’t gotten here yet. It’s gonna be all over town that
Coach Cooper was alone in his house with a gay couple and the NFL’s
most eligible bachelor!”

“Like you could have me.” I
tease as we make our way to the front door. I look out the window
while Max stands beside me, probably praying.

“Okay it’s good.” I assure
him. “It’s thin and tanned. I see long fluffy black hair and yes,
that’s definitely a curvy leg getting out of the car. Dude I think
you’re safe.”

“Really, it’s a girl?” Max
asks with relief, but then he watches me, and I know my face
probably transforms from comical to stunned to furious in about two
seconds.

“It’s not a girl?” He asks
with concern.

“No, it’s not a girl.” I say
angrily. “It’s Torie.”
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I hate coming back after
Christmas break. All the rich kids are happily showing off new
cars, laptops and iPhones. Meanwhile I'm a Gator superstar with a
flip phone, an archaic desktop and I share with my mom a well-used
hatchback with a booster seat in back. Even Max has a phone from
this millennium, and he has his own truck. Of course, the
difference is that while Max has to work for everything he has,
Georgia still buys his clothes and food... neither of which is a
small amount since the boy eats more than any two of our friends
and is still growing at seventeen.

My mom does her best, but
it’s not easy. She has three of us involved in lots of expensive
activities, not to mention clothing two girls who expect to have
everything everyone else has. To make matters worse, we had to give
up an ideal rental house in the county several years ago and move
to a more expensive apartment that would put us inside the Gator
school district. So, when it comes to the choice of a new phone or
better car verses kicking in on groceries and the utilities there's
no question. She hates it and it's practically the only thing we
ever fight about, but at the end of the day, what choice does she
have?

And if it’s not bad enough being
without a hot car, hot phone, or hot girlfriend… I’m saddled with a
best friend who could depress the happiest person on earth. A week
ago, he started the New Year in a state of euphoria over what he
believed to be the beginning of something with Belle Carpenter. Now
he’s gone the other way and is convinced that Belle hates him and
is out of his life forever. Their off-again, more-off-again
relationship is becoming too much for me.

And now the office has messed up my
schedule. I’m supposed to have my free period last, so I can do my
conditioning during school and then leave and be at work by 4:00.
That’s the way they did it last year and that’s the way Coach
assured me they’d fix it for this year, but instead I have free
period after lunch which means that I don’t have enough time to
eat, work out, shower, change and make it back to class. At
seventeen eating is high on my list of priorities, but spring
conditioning is mandatory for players. If they can’t fix my
schedule, it’s going to mean coming in at 6:00 like Max does. That
would be fine except that most days I have to take the girls to
school. I swing into the office and ask for Mrs. Asher, and I’m
told by a gothic-sophomore girl to take a number. I groan my
frustration, but then I resign myself to sit down and wait my
turn.

I open a book and lean forward to see
if I can catch a glimpse of whoever is in her office. It’s a new
girl… at least I’ve never seen her before. She’s got short, shiny
black hair and her clothes are mostly black – but not the freaky
black like the girl working the desk, but more like sexy-black;
black tank, black leather jacket, faded jeans and black boots. She
turns to the side and if I’m not mistaken her hair has a streak of
purple in the front. And even from here I can tell she’s built like
nobody’s business.

Just then the office door opens, and I
lean back quickly, trying not to look like I’m caught
staring.

“Trina, will you page Belle
Carpenter to the office to show Ms. Reyes around today. They have
their core classes together.” Mrs. Asher asks the office worker
behind the desk and then turns toward me.

“Carson this is Dr. Reyes
and his daughter Torie. Torie’s a sophomore transferring from
Ocala, Florida. Torie, Carson Jennings is a junior. He’s our
starting quarterback.”

I smile and extend my hand, but she
rolls her eyes and mutters.

“Football.”

And then she breezes past
me.

Mrs. Asher shrugs and follows her out
to introduce her to Belle. I groan inwardly. This semester is
getting off to an epic beginning.

Torie

“So, tell me what brings you
to Grassland Dr. Reyes?” Mrs. Asher asks as we all sit around in
her office after completing the initial registration
paperwork.

Thus far, my father has been making
polite small talk, but so far, she’s limited her questions to ones
that require a one-word response. He nudges me and answers in
Spanish, and I begin translating like a professional. As the second
oldest of six kids with two parents whose English skills are
marginal, I’ve been translating since I can remember.

“My practice in Ocala was
getting very large and taking too much time away from my family.
Two other doctors were interested in buying into it, so it was a
good time to sell and make some changes. Mobile is a smaller
opportunity and closer to our family and yet near enough to consult
on cases in Birmingham. We looked at several surrounding
communities and felt that Grassland was a good fit for our family.”
I answer with schooled indifference to the words that I’m
saying.

“Your translation is
exceptional.” She tells me with a warm smile. “You should consider
being an aide in Advanced Spanish. The teacher would love you and
it would look good on your transcripts.”

I translate her response to my father;
partly out of habit and partly because I know he’d be angry if he
felt I was leaving him out of the conversation. He responds first
and then I add my own answer.

“Torie has a 4.0. Her grades
speak for her… that was him.” I say and then add. “But thank you
for the offer. I will consider it.”

I know he understands more than he lets
on, and I’m sure he understood that. He won’t approve of me
publicly disagreeing with his answer, but he’d never call me out in
public.

“So, you mentioned something
about registering other children today?” She asks.

“Yes.” I translate. “We have
two at the elementary school, and one at the middle school. My wife
is taking them. I took our ninth grader to the freshman center
first and now we’re here. Five girls.” I answer for him and then
add, “And a boy who’s older than me.”

This earns me a glare and I decide it’s
time to stop adding to the conversation.

“Well Torie, we’re thrilled
you and your sisters are going to be part of our school system. And
I know it’s probably stressful to start in the middle of your
sophomore year, but I just registered a guy who’s in the middle of
his junior year and this is his 8th school since kindergarten, so
it could be worse. Now I’m going to take you out and introduce you
to a student with a similar schedule to yours. Belle is just the
sweetest things. She’s one of our cheerleaders and on the student
council.”

I smile politely, but just the
description of the cheerleader makes me hate her already. I follow
her out and we stop at the desk to pull some paperwork and then she
asks the office worker to page this Belle person. Then she
introduces me to a really hot football player, but I have a moral
objection to football players as a species, and guys who look like
him in particular; especially when he looks at my boobs before he
looks at my eyes. So, I scowl, and we keep going.

I hate it here already.

Max

“I mean, if she’d just say
something one way or the other. That’s all I’m asking for!” I
argue, and I can feel Carson’s hatred of me. I know I’ve gone down
a pathetic rabbit hole, but I really can’t seem to help myself.
Moping about Belle has become my life’s obsession, and I don’t
think I could stop it if I wanted to; and I do want to!

“You could try talking to
her.” He says lamely; we’ve had this conversation a few hundred
times since New Year’s.

“I’ve tried that.” I say
dejectedly.

“A wise man might take that
as a hint.”

“Go to hell.” I say with
disgust… mostly aimed at myself. I check my watch. “I gotta go. I’m
on new kid duty today.”

“Not the hot Latino
girl?”

“I wish.” I answer, although
in reality I have no interest in hot Latino girls or any other hot
girls who aren’t auburn ponytailed cheerleaders. “No, I’ve got a
belligerent full-back with a Napoleon Complex; recently relocated
from Washington State, but he’s lived everywhere.”

“Is he in your
classes?”

“No, he’s mostly in general
studies, but he’s in my computer sciences class. He brags about
being a super-hacker. And he’s got first period conditioning with
me and lunch. I told him to come early so he could shower and make
it to class on time. He looked at me like I was crazy and said he
never gets in trouble for being late.”

I shrug and fist bump Carson before
taking off in search of the newest addition to the Grassland
Gators. I find him in the quad, far from where he’s supposed to be,
chatting up Cami Evan and Taylor Marsh.

“So, I see you girls have
met Fisher Barnes.” I say, sounding like a ridiculous game show
host.

“Oh yes. We were getting
acquainted.” He says with a wink and they both practically swoon. I
don’t get it, not that I’m an expert at what girls are interested
in, but he’s too short. And his hair is all over the place… like
maybe he’s trying to gain an extra couple of inches from hair that
stands wildly on top of his head. He’s wearing skinny jeans and
converse tennis shoes and a tee-shirt with a logo for some artsy
band that I’ve never heard of.

“Ladies, let’s have lunch
soon, okay?” He croons with another wink and a wave
goodbye.

“So, what is the girl
situation here?” He asks when we backtrack and walk into the
building.

I shrug. “Cami and Taylor are both
pretty cool. I’ve hung out with Cami a few times. You know; they’re
both cheerleaders.”

“Who’s the hot Latino girl
with the purple hair?” He asks as we walk toward his history class,
two doors down from mine.

“I don’t know.” I say
thinking about what Carson had said. “I think maybe she’s new
too.”

“That could work.” He says
approvingly. “You know; two news make a right. Hey… check it out.
She’s coming straight toward us.”

She is coming straight toward us, but
I’m not looking at her because she happens to be walking next to
Belle.

“Hey fellow new girl.”
Fisher says forcing us to all stop in the middle of the hall.
“Fisher Barnes… professional new kid in school. This is my eighth
school in twelve years. I’ve got it wired.”

“Torie Reyes.” She says with
cool indifference.

“Fisher this is Belle
Carpenter.” I add and watch in horror as he takes her hand. For a
moment, I’m certain he’s going to do something cheesy like kiss it,
and then I’d have to kill him; but instead he shakes hands with
both of them. Who shakes hands in the hall of a high
school?

“Uh… Torie this is Max… Max
Cooper.” Belle says, refusing to meet my eyes.

“Nice to meet you Max
Cooper. You too, professional new boy.” She says with a wink,
though I’m not sure which one of us it was directed at. Then they
walk on down the hall and Fisher offers a low whistle.

“Wow bro that was
wretched.”

“What?” I say
indignantly.

“You and Strawberry
Shortcake. What’d you do to her?”

“Nothing!” I say, sounding
slightly screechy even to my own ears. “What makes you think I did
something to her?”

“Cause, she looks pissed and
you look desperate.”

“She looks pissed?” I say,
turning around to watch her walking away. I don’t think she looks
pissed. I think she looks sad and lost. She’s looked that way every
time I’ve seen her since New Year’s Eve, but rather than letting me
in again like she did then, she just keeps shutting me
out.

“She won’t even make eye
contact with you.” He explains, but then he stops as realization
dawns. “But maybe she’s not pissed. Maybe she’s guilty. So, the
question isn’t what did you do to her; maybe it’s what did she do
to you?”

“Nobody did anything to
anybody.” I say angrily just about to lose my temper in a way
people are not used to seeing from me, but then he laughs and pops
me on the shoulder, and I settle down.

“So, tell me about this
famous football team you’ve got because the only redeeming quality
about getting dropped in this hole in the earth is that I intend to
win a state title. Lucky for you guys… this is my last stop before
adulthood so, you can win with me.”

Belle

“So, he’s hot.” Torie says
conversationally when we start down the hall to class. At first,
she seemed determined not to like me and I’m feeling anything but
hospitable. On most days, this is right up my alley. Raised by my
mother, I am well-schooled in the art of being a professional
hostess and could usually carry a conversation with the least
willing participant. But since New Year’s, I seldom feel like my
usual self. Fortunately, after three periods of walking together it
would appear that Torie has decided to make the best of our time
together and is making an effort to talk.

“The new guy?” I ask,
willing myself not to turn around and make sure that Max is okay.
Worrying about hurting Max has become my lone purpose for living
lately… well that along with thinking about how I wish he and I
could just start over without the drama.

“No, the farm boy… you know
if you like that whole southern-charm with boots and a belt buckle
the size of a dinner plate. I bet he drives a big ole pick-up truck
with guns on the back.” She says adopting a mock southern
drawl.

“It doesn’t have guns.” I
say absently. God why does he have to look at me like that; like
he’s seen me naked? No… like he’s seen inside my soul.

“Oh, so you’ve been in this
truck.” She says approvingly. “How tall is he anyway?”

“I don’t know… really tall.”
I say nervously, trying not to remember the way he picked me up
when he kissed me. I’m not all that successful at not remembering
mostly because it was an exceptional kiss. Then I turn to her and
ask, “So do you… you know, like that whole southern-charm with
boots and a belt buckle the size of a dinner plate?”

She laughs. “Not usually, but you
obviously do.”

I roll my eyes, and she continues
talking. “My type is more the ‘marginally attractive guy who reels
you in and then treats you like crap afterwards.’”

“Well Max definitely isn’t
your type. He couldn’t treat anyone like crap if he tried.” I say
wistfully.

“See, I knew you were
totally vibing on him. What is the deal? He looks at you like a
little lost basset hound. It makes me want him to be my type.”

I shake my head. “Is it too clichéd to
say it’s complicated?”

She shrugs. “It is what it is, but I’m
just telling you if a guy like that is looking at you like that,
you’re stupid not to jump on it. On the other hand, the new guy is
totally hot too… a little too short. But he didn’t look at my boobs
immediately even though they were right at his eye-level. Unlike,
the cute quarterback I met in the office this morning. His eyes
went straight for the boobs. But they were terrific eyes. They look
like a tiger poster that used to hang in my brother’s
bedroom.”

“That would be Carson
Jennings.” I tell her, thinking that Carson would be totally out of
his league with her.

I shrug and add with a bit
more bite than is necessary, “He’s a nice guy, but you’re
not his type.”

“Are you?” She responds, and
I realize just how bitchy I’m acting.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean it
like that.” I respond guiltily. “Just don’t let the appearance fool
you. Carson only dates Stepford blonds. He is the whitest guy at
Grassland High School.”

“Hmmm what a waste.” She
says and if I’m not mistaken, there’s a spark of challenge in her
eyes.

Fisher

I pull into the garage at a
little after 4:00 o’clock and put my Porsche in park, and then sit
for a few minutes while the last few lines of Bright Mississippi by Allen Toussaint
continue to play. My favorite song on the album is
Long, Long, Journey, followed closely by the classic Duke Ellington standard
Solitude. Although
lately Dear Old Southland
has found its way to the top of my playlist. Most
people who listen to modern jazz are compulsive about having
everything on vinyl. Yes, I suppose vinyl sounds better, and it is
sort of retro-chic, but to me those guys are mostly just listening
to it because they’re posers who want to appear intellectually
superior. I listen to it because I like it and if I’m going to
listen to it, I want to have it in my car or on my iPod when I work
out. And yes…while most guys are working out to classics like Black
Sabbath or popular hits like Kanye West... or in the case of my
latest residence probably Hank Williams Junior or something… I hit
the weights and the treadmill to Miles Davis and Ella Fitzgerald.
It’s just how I’m wired.

I go inside and down the hall to my
bedroom. This new house has six bedrooms; two downstairs and four
upstairs. For the life of me I don’t understand why my room is down
here and my dad’s is upstairs. But I guess it’s a metaphor for our
relationship.

I unpack my backpack and put my books
and homework on my desk and then I put my gym bag in my closet.
I’ve never lived in a house without a housekeeper. My father is a
fanatic about keeping a clean house. But the reality is that I
inherited his neat freak tendencies from him and other than
occasional heavy-duty housework, we’d manage just fine on our own.
But it’s been just the two of us since my mom left thirteen years
ago, and a housekeeper has always been part of the deal.

I hang out alone in my room for a
couple of hours playing Xbox and then finally wander back down the
hall to the kitchen for dinner. I find a stack of frozen casseroles
from the housekeeper labeled with recipes and microwaving
instructions. I choose one that says it has ham, potatoes, cheese
and peas and pop it in the microwave for three minutes. That’s home
cooking at the Barnes’ house.

As if on cue the back door opens and in
walks my dad. We look alike. It’s a little unnerving at times to
see your father’s face looking back from the mirror, or the mirror
looking back at you when you talk to your dad. He’s older, his hair
is thinner, greyer and shorter and he’s a little less built-up, but
basically, he’s me in twenty-five years and a tie.

“How was your first day of
school?” He asks, hanging his car keys on the hook. “I hate I
couldn’t go with you to registration.”

“It was fine. The guidance
counselor, Mrs. Asher, said you’d sent everything over so all I had
to do was show up. Besides, it’s not like I’m not experienced at
getting registered for school.” I say, setting two plates and forks
on the bar as the casserole dings.

“Did the new housekeeper
leave that? I knew I liked her.” He says, helping himself to food
and taking the seat across from me at the bar. “So how did it stack
up to your last school?”

“You’re kidding me, right?
My last school was outside of Seattle… a real city, with real
culture and real people. It didn’t stack up. Period.”

“Yeah, but we’re from the
Midwest. We’re Buckeyes. And you’re in the hallowed ground of the
Crimson Tide down here. Football isn’t just a sport in Alabama.
It’s a religion.”

I don’t remind my dad that we’ve hardly
ever been in a church so what do we possibly know about religion?
Of course, my dad is a “social chameleon” so now that we’re living
in the Bible belt, he’ll probably have me in the second pew of the
first Baptist church before I can say “bless your
heart.”

“Well it is better than that
seventeen months we spent in Nebraska.” I admit grudgingly. “And
the girls are way hotter. I love those southern
accents.”

“Make sure you say please,
thank you and ma’am. Southern girls put a lot of stock in good
manners. So, did you meet anyone interesting?”

I shrug. “A girl named Taylor seemed
like she might be cool. And a cute read-haired sophomore with
killer legs. I hear she used to be a gymnast. And another new girl
who was starting today too.”

“Gymnast can be fun.” He
says approvingly. “By the way, your mom called today. She wanted to
know if you wanted to come to Boston and spend spring break with
her.”

I’ve seen my mother no more than a
dozen times since she left me at four years old and never in the
same place twice. She has good intentions, but lousy follow
through. “I tell you what. I got a Christmas check from Boston just
a few weeks ago. If she’s still on the east coast by spring break,
we’ll talk about a visit.”

“Fair enough.” He says with
a shrug before taking my plate and his and loading them into the
dishwasher. Within minutes we have the kitchen back in showroom
condition, and he says, “So, will you be okay on your own tonight?
I’m meeting some people from the office for drinks.”

I assure him I’ll be fine
and then watch him go to his room to change, and he’s out the back
door in less than a half hour without a goodbye. I make up my mind
that I’ve got to make some “hanging-out-friends” soon because I’m
not a fan of sitting home alone. I decide to settle into the home
theater with a movie. I think I can get The Reader on pay-per-view. It was
just nominated for best picture, and I make it a point to watch all
the Oscar nominees before the big event. I take a beer from the
refrigerator; my dad never says a word as long as I limit it to a
couple a night, and then I start for the theater, but I’m
interrupted by the doorbell.

I open the door and try not to gasp
when I see that it’s leggy, blond Taylor Marsh.

“So, my mom is a realtor.
She knows every house that’s sold or leased in the area. Once I got
her involved it was really easy to find you.” She explains, forcing
her way passed me and into the house; not that much force is
required.

She takes off her wool pea-coat and
reveals a purple string bikini over long, lean, tanned curves. She
reaches for my beer and takes a long drink before saying, “I read
the listing and it says you have a hot tub on the back deck. Care
to lead the way.”

I grin and think, “Maybe Alabama isn’t
going to be such a nightmare after all.”

Torie
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Who'd have thought a coastal
town like Grassland would have a vintage vinyl record store like
Spin? It’s a hole in the wall place on Main Street occupying a
second story space over a first story spot that has been everything
from a Café to a boutique to a gallery. At the moment, it’s a wine
shop called The Vine. Spin on the other hand appears to be a bit of
a Grassland institution. People buy and sell vintage albums, but
newer CD’s are also available. Unlike most music stores though,
they don’t carry movies, games, calendars or those stuffed animals
that stick to your window. They do carry vintage posters, and it’s
the premier place for local artist to perform.

I wandered in here one day
because I was looking for a copy of Opeth’s Blackwater Park. Instead I found not
one, but two signs on the bulletin board at the entrance that
caught my eye. One was an ad for a bass player for a Melodic Death
Metal Band called “Noir” and the other was a help wanted sign. I
responded to both and now I’m the only girl in a terribly clichéd
garage band and a salesgirl at Spin.

“Hey new girl. Are you
working or just hanging out?”

I smile at Fisher Barnes and
step out from behind the counter where I’m doing homework on a
Tuesday night. I’ve talked to Fisher a few times in the hall. He
seems like a bit of an enigma to me, but I can’t decide if it’s
authentic or just part of his “new kid in town” persona. He
willingly admits that he’s done this quite a few times. He would
know that there’s a certain amount of mystique that comes with
being “unknown” in a town where most everyone has been “known”
since kindergarten. It doesn’t hurt that he doesn’t dress, talk or
look like anyone else around here. He’s got muscles on top of
muscles and a body that should come with a warning label, even if
it is packed into only about 5 ft 9 inches. As men in Mexico are
generally shorter than men in the US, I can remember overhearing my
mama and aunts talking one time about the upside to short men; most
specifically their feeling of having something to prove.

“You registered about ten
minutes before me. You don't get to call me new girl. May name is
Torie.”

“Victoria?” He asks,
propping on the counter.

“Victoria Rose. What kind of
name is Fisher?”

“My mom's maiden name...
ironic since she took it back four years later when she divorced my
dad.” He explains, not sounding bitter or angry. I’d be
both.

“Do you ever see
her?”

He shrugs. “Not much. She's
been remarried a couple of times. I have a half-brother in Little
Rock who's seven or eight. I've never met him. I met his dad once
though. He was a good guy.”

“Wow... that's messed up.
But my family puts the fun in dysfunctional so... I have four
sisters. I'm sixteen. Alyssa is fourteen, Camille is thirteen,
Marin is nine & Ivy is seven. Getting hair fixed at our house
is positively frightening.”

“No boys?”

“Oh yes. My brother Alex is
nineteen. He's working in Panama City right now.” I answer, looking
away. I feel an overwhelming sense of guilt. I’ve gotten so used to
not talking about Alex that for a moment I almost forgot about
him.

“So obviously, you’re
working here.” He says. “Did I also hear you’re playing in a
band?”

“Yeah it’s something to do.”
I answer blithely but I’m anything but blasé when it comes to
music. In life, I strive to surprise people. I suppose the girl
with the purple hair, black leather clothes and obscure family
details is a stereotype taken further by playing bass in a garage
band, but that’s one area of my life where I don’t care. It’s too
much of who I am.

“What does your shirt say?”
He asks, peering at my tee shirt. So, I guess he does look at my
boobs after all.

“If there’s a new way, I’d
be the first in line.” I answer. “It’s a quote by Dave Mustaine
from Megadeth. It’s about the ever-evolving life of
metal.”

“Yeah.” He says with
disgust.

“Not a fan?” I ask, with a
raised eyebrow. Perhaps he’s not as evolved as he seems.

“Of pseudo-mutineers who
want to give voice to their epic struggle against the forces of
commercialism and consumerism? No, afraid I’m not. Mostly because I
happen to be a huge fan of commercialism and consumerism since I’m
rich. Also, because I prefer a little more music in my
music.”

“Okay seriously? Give me
your phone.” I demand.

“Why?” He asks, holding it
up, but pulling it back when I reach for it.

“I want to see your
playlist. People always claim to have these very developed tastes
in music and spout these artists that they love, but you get the
playlist off their phone and they’re listening to Taylor Swift and
Justin Timberlake.”

“I happen to love Taylor
Swift. She’s totally hot in that music video about the prince and
the princess. And Justin Timberlake is considered one of the
premier talents of our generation.” He says, handing it
over.

“Okay Mr.
New-boy-with-mystique. Let’s see what you’re really made of.” I
tease, clicking through a few buttons until I find his recent
playlist and I feel my stomach flip ever-so-slightly. “John
Coltrane, Dexter Gordon, Etta James, The Rolling Stones, Bob Dylan…
This is amazing. Your taste really is eclectic.”

“I’m eclectic. I’ve picked
up tastes and interests from everywhere I’ve been.” He explains
with a nonchalant shrug. “When you’ve moved around as much as I
have, and your surroundings have changed as many times as mine
have, who you are has to be pretty clearly defined or you’ll never
be anybody.”

I nod because I get it, but
I’m not sure I’ve done it. Sometimes I feel like despite my best
efforts I’m exactly who the world tells me to be. “Let’s see what
else you’ve got. Patsy Cline?”

“Crazy is probably the sexiest song
ever written and her version is the sexiest ever sung.” He says
offering a slow smile. I can’t help noticing that his eyes are such
a dark blue they almost appear black… but not scary black; more
like boundless, hypnotic black.

“Lynyrd Skynyrd and Hank
Williams Jr?” I say wrinkling my nose.

He laughs and answers,
“When in Rome, right? Texas Women
is a great driving song and if you can find a
better leg work-out than doing squats through Free Bird, I’d like to hear about
it.”

“Wait a
minute!” I say as I scroll passed the next entry.
“Mötley Crüe? You don’t
like metal, but you’re listening to Mötley Crüe? What’s up
with that?”

“I like Hair Bands.” He says
defensively. “It’s like… theater.”

“You like musical theater?”
I ask and then hit the next entry. “Oh, I guess so. The entire
soundtrack from Wicked.”

“I dated a girl once who
dreamed of playing Elphaba on Broadway and it kind of stuck.” He
explains, and offers me a smug grin, and wink. “So, you claim
you’re a metal fan, but you’re really a metal snob,
right?”

“If you mean that I prefer
gritty music that mirrors the clash of the steel mills that were
the soundtrack for the life of Judas Priest, Black Sabbath and Deep
Purple over lyrics like ‘plug me in, I’m alive tonight.’ Yeah I
guess that makes me a snob.” I argue.

“Oh, give me a break.” He
says rolling his eyes. “You’re a catholic schoolgirl whose dad is a
cardiologist in Alabama. What do you possibly have in common with
guys growing up in the industrial center of England?”

“How do you know my dad’s a
cardiologist?” I ask suspiciously, not adding that I’m impressed
that he knows that metal was born out of the industrial center of
England.

“I asked around about you.”
He admits with a hint of challenge in his eyes that once again
causes my stomach to flip over.

“How do you know I’m
Catholic?” I counter, trying to steel myself against his charm. I’m
not sure I have a chance of succeeding.

He shrugs. “Lucky guess.”

“Latino stereotype is more
like it. I’m surprised you didn’t just assume my parents own a
restaurant like most people do. My father went to medical school at
Baylor and my mother has her Master’s in Art History from UNAM
which, by the way, is a world class university in Mexico
City!”

He grins at me and it makes me both
tingly and irrationally angry. “It’s cute how your accent gets
thicker when you’re mad.”

“I’m not mad.” I
disagree.

“Sure, you are. I’d be mad
too if everyone assumed they knew who I was based on my accent.
That’s’ the good thing about being me. No one can figure me out. It
makes me intriguing.”

“And you have no shortage of
confidence either do you?” I chastise lightly.

He grins again and says, “You think I
have mystique.”

“What?”

“You said I have mystique.
You said it. So, you wanna go out sometime?” He asks
casually.

“No.” I state
firmly.

“No?”

“No. You’re not my type.” I
answer with far more indifference than I feel.

“Okay, first of all, you
don’t know me well enough to know if I’m your type or not. Second,
I’m not a type so… there you go. And third, what is your
type?”

“I don’t know, but it isn’t
you.” I answer haughtily and for the life of me I don’t know why
because everything in me is screaming that I should say yes.
“Besides, it’s too much of a cliché; girl with purple hair who
wears black leather and rich kid from out of town. It’s like a bad
teen movie.”

“You don’t know your type,
but you know it isn’t me.” He says, in disbelief before asking.
“Okay, so who are you crushing on? I mean, new school. There’s
gotta be someone.”

“I don’t know. Max Cooper is
about the most adorable guy I’ve ever met in person. If he’d just
stop moping after the little mermaid, we could make something
happen.” I tell him. The truth is Max Cooper, while definitely
adorable, is way too sweet and earnest to ever hold my
attention.

“Max?” He says, his cool
indifference dropping for a second and his mouth hanging open
incredulously.

“No way. 6”4’ with boots,
jeans, a belt buckle and a truck that probably has a Confederate
flag somewhere inside. If Mr. Long-tall-southern-gentleman hooks up
with sexy-purple-haired-girl-in-black-leather, we’re talking about
a total cliché. It’s like Footloose in reverse.” He says with
another eye-roll, before adding. “But if it happens let me know,
because I’d totally be willing to go for Belle. And the
Little Mermaid was Ariel,
by the way. Belle is from Beauty and the
Beast.”

I shake my head. “I meant because she
has red hair. Anyway, she’s totally hung up on him and he’s
besotted by her so we’re probably both wasting our time there. But
you know that quarterback is pretty hot.” I say… and it’s true,
even though I haven’t seen or thought about him since the first day
of school. I’m just curious to see what kind of reaction I can get
out of Fisher for that one.

“Carson’s a good guy.” He
says, a little too tensely. “But I hear he has a very specific type
and you’re not it.”

I shrug. “I like a
challenge.”

“Hmm. So, do I.”

I shake my head and reply with
sincerity. “Don’t say that. I like you. I don’t want to feel like
you’re constantly trying to woo me. So, let’s just put it out of
the picture right now. I’m not going out with you ever, but I like
you and I hope we can be friends.”

He shrugs indifferently. “Plenty of
fish in the sea New Girl. Friends works for me.”

“Good, now, let me have your
phone again.” I say, pulling out mine and hitting my Bluetooth.
“I’m sharing my favorite Deep Purple album with you. Just give it a
chance.”

“Why do you
care?”

“You have great taste in
music. I refuse to believe you’d like every kind of music in the
world except what I like.” I answer truthfully.

“Okay, but I get to see your
playlist too. It’s only fair.” He points out.

“Fine.” I say, handing it
over.

He scrolls through,
obviously not surprised by much. I guess I’m more of a stereotype
than I realize. Then he stops. “Firebird by Stravinsky and
Ravel’s Bolero?”

“Well I guess you’re not the
only one who’s a bit eclectic.”

Carson

April 2008

Spring break when you live on the Gulf
Coast can go two ways. If you’re one of the lucky ones, you can
spend the day on a boat in the bay or make the 45-minute drive over
to Gulf Shores or Orange Beach. You can drive in most any direction
and find some version of a beach party. Or if you’re one of the
unlucky ones you can celebrate spring break by working days as well
as nights. I fall into the second category.

At the moment, I'm on the
overnight. It's just after midnight when a crowd of my friends from
school come pouring in after a day of partying in Gulf Shores.
Smith has a boat that carries about twelve at a time. Smith texted
me this morning to see if I wanted to sail over to Gulf Shores and
spend the day on the beach and hanging out, but I had to refuse
since I was scheduled to close. Avery has offered Max and me free
reign with his boat, but it's a three or four-seater at
best.

“Hey dude.
We figured if you couldn't come party with us, we'd bring the party
to you.” Smith says, offering me a modified high five.


He's not being a jerk about
it. He's just a clueless rich kid. And the thing is, if Max worked
here and this happened to him, he'd be all about it. He'd make
everyone fix their own plate, they'd all take turns trying on his
Bayou Biscuit uniform cap and it would become one of those
legendary stories they'd tell at spring break for years to come.
But that's Max; except with Belle, he's the definition of
comfortable in his own skin. And I'm anything but.

I get everyone's orders and
I come out from behind the counter to talk as I wait for orders to
come up. I might not be comfortable in my skin, but I'm exceptional
when it comes to faking it.

“So, this
has to suck?” Fisher asks when the trays come out and he joins me
at the counter to help serve. 

“You don't
have to do this.” I protest. 

“I'm
starving.” He explains. 

I look at his plate
skeptically as we both begin handing out orders while everyone
talks excitedly and digs into midnight breakfasts. “Egg-white
omelet with no cheese and dry wheat toast? Not exactly what I'd
call cutting loose.”

He laughs and reaches for a
fork as I prop on the table next to him and we talk. “I'm a little
vertically challenged and as a result I have to work to stay in
shape. If I ate like some of these guys, I'd be the same width as
my height.”

“True. Max
is three inches taller than me, but he can eat three times what I
do. He claims if he doesn't eat a-half-dozen eggs for breakfast and
a couple of peanut butter shakes a day, he'll get too skinny to
play.” 

“He’s
probably right.” He agrees and then changes gears and asks, “So,
where's he been anyway? He's missed a few weeks. Is everything
okay? I noticed his girlfriend has been particularly mopey lately
too.” 

My brow jaw sets a little
too intensely and I say, “Max doesn't have a
girlfriend.”

“Belle
Carpenter. They might not be together but it's obvious they want to
be. When he's not watching her, she's watching him.” He points
out. 

His words stop me in my
tracks. He seems like a pretty self-involved kind of guy. If he’s
noticed the thing between Max and Belle, then who else knows? But
then I think about the way he brags about being a professional new
kid. Maybe he’s just better at reading people than the rest of
these guys. It’s easy to think you know what someone is or isn’t
when you’ve known them your whole life.

I shake my head, willing
away the possibility. Helping Belle get an abortion was the
scariest thing I've ever done, and I only had the courage to do it
because I was trying to save Max from what would have been a
disastrous future. But if Max and Belle end up together, I'm not
sure he'd ever forgive me for my part in it all.

“No, Max
has just had some stuff going on. He's in New Orleans with his
sister.” I explain.

He nods and says, “Oh yeah,
the one who's boyfriend went to prison for killing the guy in the
bar fight.”

“It wasn't
like that.” I say defensively. “He's a really good guy. If he
hadn't been a record setting defensive back, he'd have gotten off
on self-defense, but he's like classified as a deadly
weapon.” 

“Oh, man
that's the coolest thing I've ever heard. What are the chances of
me meeting this guy when he gets out?” He says excitedly, and I
realize Max is right. It's basically impossible not to like
him. 

“Yeah
probably. His girlfriend is Max's sister and his brother is
probably going to marry my mom so...” 

“Awesome.
Actually, I'm a big fan of killing the drunk and disorderly in bar
fights. I'm basically a pacifist but I think if we went a little
more wild-west the world would be a better place.” He says with a
firm nod.

I laugh. He's only been here
a few months but his reputation as a serious partier is already
known. “From what I hear you're likely to be among the drunk and
disorderly.”

“Disorderly... absolutely. Drunk... seldom. I have an extremely
high tolerance for alcohol; Sedatives too. When I was nine my
appendix ruptured and three years ago, I broke my humerus
skateboarding and had to have pins. Both times when they were
putting me to sleep, I could hear the anesthesiologist saying, 'hit
him again, hit him again.' I could never be a junkie because it
would cost too much.” 

I laugh ruefully because
it's the spring of 2008 and he has a 2009 Porsche Cayenne. I doubt
there's much he can't afford.

“So, Max
and Belle really aren't a thing?” He continues. 

“No why?”
I ask suspiciously. 

He shrugs. “Belle's a
knockout. If she's available, then I’d be interested.”

“Really.”
I say calmly. It bugs me that after everything I still feel
protective of Belle for Max's sake. I don't want them together, but
I know it'll kill him when she finds someone else.


He gives me a quizzical look
and says, “I mean, you're not...”

“No.” I
protest truthfully. “As far as I know Belle is fair game.”


“Cool. You
know who was asking about you?” He says and answers without waiting
for a response. “Torie Reyes.” 

“No way.
She's the one with the purple hair?” I ask recalling her from back
at the beginning of the year but not seeing much recently. “She's
hot, but... I don't know; not really my type.” 

“She's
cool. You should check her out.” 

“Why
aren't you checking her out?” I ask skeptically.

He shrugs. “Because I'm not
her type.”

“I heard
you'd been hooking up with Taylor Marsh.” 

“Never
hurts to have options. But if you're not interested in Torie I can
steer her toward Max cause she likes him too.” 

Max could use a distraction
of the Torie Reyes variety. But all at once it hits me how much
energy I expend worrying about Max's love life and I say, “So she's
interested in me?”

“That's
what I'm talking about. I'm telling you... if you're her type, you
better damn well go for it.” 

Avery

May 2008

I study myself in the mirror
and straighten my tie again. I remember the first time I saw
Claire... all graceful long limbs dressed in pink scrubs and blonde
hair falling out of a bun. I think I knew right then that she was
it for me.

Clearly it took her a bit
longer to decide that about me. She had hardly dated anyone since
the girls’ dad left four years ago. I think to her I was just
supposed to be a fun distraction; a slightly younger man who
pursued her relentlessly and was available to share laughs and bad
cafeteria food. Occasionally we ended up making out in a supply
closet, which certainly wasn’t a bad way to pass an overnight
shift, but I doubt she ever imagined it going further. But after a
few months I wore her down. The first time I saw her… all graceful
long limbs dressed in pink scrubs and blonde hair falling out of a
bun, I knew she was the one for me. I didn’t know that she came
with a seventeen-year-old son, and eight and six-year-old
daughters… but they were part of the deal. And now that she’s mine,
that means they’re mine. I’d fight to the death for any one of
them.

“Thinking
about Hayden?” She asks, wrapping her arms around me and kissing
the side of my neck. Her reflection in the mirror is so beautiful…
all long graceful limbs and blond hair falling out of a bun, but
this time it’s on purpose and this time she’s dressed in pale gold.
She takes my breath away.

“Isn’t it
bad luck for me to see you before the ceremony?” I ask, turning
around and kissing her lightly.

She shrugs. “I don’t get
into that nonsense.”

“No, I
wasn’t thinking of Hayden. I’m trying not to think of Hayden today.
It’s the way he wants it.” I say sadly, but I’m not being entirely
honest. I hate that he’s not with me for my wedding and I hate even
more what he’s going through. But I’ve seen him every two weeks and
he was adamant that he wanted me to marry Claire the first chance I
got. Between her three kids and Max, it just makes more sense to
marry before school gets out for summer, so we have three months to
move into the new house and get adjusted. And the fact that I
couldn’t stand to wait another day to marry the love of my life is
just a bonus.

“He’s
going to be fine. He’s going to get through this and then he’s
going to be a stronger, better man for it.”

“How do
you know that?” I ask seriously because I’m so afraid of the
opposite. I’m afraid that this will compound all the darkness and
damage he avoided during his years of foster care, and that this
time it’ll just be too much.

“Because I
have faith and because I love you too much and I just have to
believe that; I believe it enough for both of us.” She says softly
with tears in her eyes before adding. “I’d give anything to have
Hayden with you today, but it means the world to me that you asked
Carson to be your best man.”

“Of
course, I did. I want him to know that I’m not going to be like the
girls’ dad. When my mom married Hayden’s dad, I gave her away; at
the time, I didn’t get the significance of what I was doing, but
when I got older and I thought back on it, I hated it. I hated it
because it felt exactly like what had happened in our lives. I gave
her away and I lost her. I don’t ever want Carson to feel that way.
He’s been in your life longer than anyone and he’s been in the
girls’ lives longer than anyone. I love how protective he is of you
all, and I’ll never discount that.”

“And I
love you so much because you get that.” She says wrapping her arms
around me.

“Save it
for later, you two.” Carson says, entering the room followed by
Max. A few months ago, he’d have never made a joke about this, but
I’m glad to see him warming up to me. I know things are only going
to get better. Max on the other hand is not doing great. I know
he’s taken things with Hayden and Georgia hard, and now she’s going
to Germany instead of coming home for the summer, but I can’t help
feeling like something else is going on with him.
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