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Thank you for being the grandparents that were not available to me otherwise. 


Thank you for the safe space to visit away from home. 
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Content Advisory




Be advised: 

This book contains non-detailed descriptions of sexual assault that occur off the page. 

There is also an unbelievably narcissistic parent. 

Also, my main characters probably drink too much, and definitely display anxiety and depression. 



For sexual assault survivors reading this book — you deserve a happily ever after, whatever it takes.


I see you, I am you. I hope you find this book gives you hope and good feels rather than triggering pain.
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Prologue




Lily, Lincoln, Nebraska, August 14, 2005



Maybe I’m drunk.

Can I be drunk from half a screwdriver? 

Closing my right eye and narrowing my gaze on the yellowish drink, I clink the ice in the glass, looking for answers. I have no idea if it’s possible, but what is true is I don’t feel like myself, which is such a good idea right now. A laugh slips out of my mouth, which has to look crazy because I’m in the middle of a reception, having an open conversation with my beverage. Slapping a hand over my mouth, I look around, only to realize no one is noticing me. 

Cool. It’s all good.

I take another sip. The taste is okay, but it’s the effect that is awesome. Tonight I was braver than I’ve ever been, walking right up to the bartender and asking for a drink. The only thing was, I wasn’t ready when he asked what I wanted, which led to a moment of panic, and I nearly ran away. Instead, I ordered this screwdriver, because I remembered it has orange juice, which I like. 

The relief this drink is giving me is so necessary. This year has been a piece of crap so far, and the alcohol feels like a magic potion that can heal my wounds.

Looking around the country club, I try to spot my best friend, but I can’t see anything. The room is dark except for the pulsing fluorescent DJ lights that shoot beams of smoky color across the faces of the dancers. There’s a loud hum of multiple voices talking at once. I feel dizzy watching people dancing in wild circles around the bride.

On the way over from the ceremony, I heard my brothers say that this country club we’re in is one that banned Jews from joining in the past. But here we are, bunches of us, dancing without care in this crusty old club. I don’t know if what my brothers said was true or not, but thanks to the effects of my screwdriver, the idea seems funny to me now. I giggle, thinking about it.

I love this place. Not the club so much as the town. Lincoln is one of my favorite places in the world because when I’m here, I don’t have to think about home or what goes on there. I have nothing to worry about right now.

I physically shake myself off.

Where’s Josh? 

He’d gone to the bathroom and left me here to fend for myself. He’d said he would be right back…

Joshua Cohen. 

Goosebumps break out on my arms as I think about how much he means to me. I mean, we’ve been best friends since we were born. But from the second I could recognize him as the total hottie he is, I’ve had the worst crush on him. Secretly, of course.

I scan the room for him again. There are so many people here that I don’t know. My aunt’s wedding is her second one, and you’d think it would be a small event, but nope, there are hundreds of people here. I usually feel more afraid around strangers, but I’m so happy not to be back home; it’s not bothering me the way it normally does. Besides, no one is paying any attention to me. I have no idea where my parents are, which is so great. This is my time. My time to have fun. To not think about… anything that hurts.

Josh materializes right in front of me, grinning when I yelp in surprise.

“What’s up, Lily?”

“Nothing.” I rattle the ice in my drink in front of his face.

He smirks at my drink. “Did you get juice?” 

I shake my head. “A screwdriver,” I say with pride.

“No way,” I can tell he doesn’t believe me as he snatches my drink and takes a big gulp. Instantly, his eyes grow wide in surprise. I start laughing so hard I snort before I take my drink back. 

“Told you.” I sip my drink, trying to hide my grimace at the taste.

His eyes are watering as he coughs before he starts to look serious. “Let’s get out of here—go back to my house?”

“Yeah, sure. Do you want us to bring anything?”

His smile wavers, and he seems as though he’s embarrassed—presumably for me. Stick with me, Josh; I can keep embarrassing myself all night. 

“Um… No need to bring anything. But who is us?”

“Tamar and Joe and everyone,” I say, naming two of my siblings.

Josh gives me a strange look. “I mean, you can tell them, if you want, but I thought maybe we’d hang out?” He shrugs. “You know, just us?” 

My heart melts when he’s like this—a little like he’s shy, which is crazy because he’s so confident. Of course, my heart melts for him for just about any reason. Then it hit me, what he’d said.

“Oh. Just me?” 

My face must have blanched because Josh appeared alarmed for a second. Before he can change his mind, I blurt, “The two of us, yeah, that’d be cool.”

“Okay. Let’s go.” He still has a funny expression… maybe from my drink. I leave it behind on a table as we head out the door.

The night feels warm but pleasant as we set out together for his house. There’s no breeze, but the air is lacking the awful humidity we have back home in D.C. We follow along a winding driveway that leads from the clubhouse, leaving the sounds of laughter and drunkenness behind in exchange for a chorus of a thousand crickets. Walking down the dark road, there’s nothing but sky and flat fields as far as my eyes can see. What would look like brown and gold grasses in the light just looks like an endless smudge of dark green until it meets a sudden wall of stars. 

The walk will take at least half an hour, but I don’t care. I’m just happy we’re together. We aren’t talking much, which is kind of how this summer has been. It’s mostly been fun, with a bit of awkwardness on the daily. I mean I’ve had a bunch of crap in my mind I’m trying hard not to think about, and Josh has his drama. His parents have split up, and I heard his mom complaining to my grandmother that Josh’s dad isn’t doing much to stay in touch, even with Josh and his sister. 

As much as my parents, especially my mom, are kind of terrible, I’m glad neither of them up and abandoned me. Although I’m ashamed to say, sometimes, when I’ve made my mother angry, I’ve wished she’d disappear. That’s the kind of secret I can tell Josh. He knows my parents and understands how I feel. There are some thoughts I do keep from Josh, though. The big one is that I want to marry him and live happily ever after. I have other secrets; who doesn’t? One is so ugly—I don’t think I could ever tell him, and I don’t talk about it with anyone. Nope, not going to think about that…

I’ve decided this summer that when something unspeakable happens to me, and I don’t want it to be true, I have the right to push that memory out and rewrite my history. This thing that’s happened is already a done deal, so the best thing I’ve figured out is to wish it away. When I try hard enough, I can pretend it’s not something real, like it’s a story about someone else. I mean, I tried to tell my mom the truth about what was going on at the time, and she didn’t believe me, so now… I’m not going to believe me either. Problem solved.

Back in the now, Josh’s walking alongside me, and I sigh, wishing I could be the kind of girl Josh would be into; that I could just take his hand. He’s so hot. Even though he’s only a year older than me, his sixteen years feels so much older than my fifteen. Wavy, brown hair, tall—but not too tall, muscular shoulders, and perfectly sculpted legs. He has the most brilliant blue eyes I’ve ever seen. I could stare into his eyes for hours. He’s the most magnificent combination of casually and classically handsome. And his smile. God, when he smiles, I swear my breath halts for a full minute. He’s relaxed with himself in a way that makes me weak in the knees.

But it’s been imperative that I hide my real feelings. If he knew, it could cost me our friendship. A guy like him is never going to go for someone like me. And the fact is, I don’t have many friends. He’s the only best friend I’ve ever had. I don’t want to ruin that with feelings. 

In my bedroom, I’ve got posters of Jack White and Ryan Gosling on my walls. The posters are there as a cover because my one true crush has always been Josh. Honestly, I don’t find anyone else attractive. I keep a picture of him in my nightstand drawer—taped underneath the top so my stupid siblings don’t find it and tease me. Or worse, tell Josh. I’d die if that happened. 

The picture is of the two of us at my bat mitzvah. I’m in a tea-length forest green dress, and he’s standing next to me, smiling, looking like a runway model. Of course, I have my eyes closed in the picture, which is so me. My hair was awful, straightened, only to be put up in a beehive, courtesy of my mother. She insisted I would look back on my photos and appreciate “a classic look.” That day has not arrived.

Finally, we arrived at Josh’s house. He unlocks the side door, and we head inside. It’s kind of weird to be here without any adults at home, and I feel a flutter in my belly. Maybe it’s just the effect of the drink I abandoned at the reception. 

It’s so quiet that when he speaks, I jump. 

“I’m going to find us something to drink—go on and head to my room?”

“Okay, sure.” 

I walk to the back, where Josh’s room is, and kick off my flats.

He walks in with a small brown bottle and two shot glasses.

“Can I borrow something that isn’t a sundress?”

As his eyes travel up and down my body, I feel a heat rise in my neck and ears under his gaze. He clears his throat. 

“Yeah, of course,” he puts down the glasses and bottle and rummages in his dresser for a T-shirt and sweats. 

“Here.” He hands me a Grateful Dead T-shirt and navy sweats.

“Thanks.” I grabbed the clothes and went into his bathroom to change, leaving my sundress hanging on the hook on the back of the door.

When I come back, he’s setting pillows up around the floor at the end of his bed. He’s changed into a faded David Bowie T-shirt and grey sweatpants. He might as well be wearing a tuxedo, as far as my physical reaction to him is concerned. 

He has a tray and has already set up some shots. I hesitate, looking at the lineup of drinks before us.

“I hope this tastes better than the screwdriver,” I mutter.

He laughs, and I smile at him.

Raising a shot of peach schnapps to my lips, I freeze, struck by the idea that Josh may want to kiss me.  No way—he wants to be friends, nothing more—right? He doesn’t see me that way. But it occurs to me that whatever happens next, I’m throwing back shots with my crush. I’ve hung out with Josh a thousand times before—but tonight feels different. We don’t drink like this, for one thing. It feels like anything could happen, and my sense of anticipation intensifies. 

Like, I’m getting a little drunk with this boy that I’ve worshiped for my entire life. And it’s just us in his room, without parents at home. My heart thuds in my chest for more than one reason—if he did want to kiss me, would I panic? Will I become invaded by thoughts I don’t want to have right now? 

Josh clears his throat again.

“You okay, Lily Anna?” And God, I love it when he calls me that. My real name is Lily Shoshana, but I told him once I loved the name Anna, and he remembers. Because that’s what Josh does. I also like it because he’s the only person who calls me that. 

“Of course, why?” That’s when I realize I’ve paused with the shot glass in front of my mouth, which must look insane. How long have I been frozen like this? I toss the drink back, hoping he won’t ask me what’s on my mind. 

“You kinda paused, you know?”

“Yeah.” And this is when the schnapps flipped a switch in my brain. Now, feeling less nervous, I carefully study him.  Seeing him like this, I can’t think of a time I haven’t felt infatuated with him. Can he see how I feel? Should I flirt with him?

“Hey, Lily?” Josh snaps me out of my head.

“Yes, Josh.” 

“You sure you’re feeling alright? You seem…strange.”

I smile at him with closed lips, careful to hide my gappy teeth. 

“I feel…” I close my eyes to think about what parts of how I feel I can say aloud. All this while I lean back against the edge of Josh’s bed. 

“I feel wonderful.” Turning my body to face him again, still leaning against the bed, I determined that flirting should be the next move I made. “I’m glad we did this.” Stop sounding so eager. “I mean, it’s chill.”

“Yeah?”

“Uh-huh.” The warmth from the alcohol is now humming through my body, starting to shush the voices in my head that plague me.  I’ve only had a bit of wine here and there before—nothing close to what I drank tonight. And this feels amazing, but also a little out of control, like I can’t keep from saying everything I’m thinking. 

Oh God. There are things I don’t want to think about, let alone blurt out loud. Okay. Focus on something flirty but not weird.

“I was thinking… I was surprised you wanted to be here with just me.” 

“Why do you always think that, Lily?”

“You don’t know how it is for me at home.” You think I’m something; they think I’m nothing.

I look over, and Josh is shuffling music on his MP3 player, which he’s got attached to a speaker. He looks up at me and smiles. He’s such an easy person to be around—I can’t explain it, but I feel calmer around him than I do around most people. His mom, Georgette, is awesome too. She and my grandmother are best friends—that’s how we met. When I was little, I wished that Georgette was my mother. That’s not how it is, though. Besides, that would make Josh my brother, and that would be weird. Part of me wishes my mom would get so sick of me that she’d send me to live with my grandmother. I don’t have that kind of luck, though. 

I’ve never felt at home with my family. My siblings are all tall, blonde, and sporty. My mom was a model before she became a doctor, and all my brothers and sisters look like her. Not me. I’m average height with frizzy brown hair like my dad’s, and my boobs are way too big. People think they want that, but when you don’t have options, let’s just say it is one of many things I wish God had done differently with me. My siblings are also all great at school, and I just struggle. For most of my life, I’ve had too many worries and fears, and the strongest emotion my mom seems to have for me is annoyance, while my dad just seems indifferent. As far as my brothers and sisters go, I just try to stay out of their way. But with Josh, he almost makes me feel like I’m as cool as he is.

Josh settles on playing a Weezer album and sits back down, facing me the way I’m facing him.

My liquid courage starts talking before I can think better of it. “You know where my favorite place in the world is?” Be careful.

“Tell me, Lily Anna, where’s your favorite place in the world?” 

“My favorite place is Estes Park. When we all go there. Hiking, riding horses. My brain is quieter there. Did you know my brain was loud?” Josh looks like he is about to answer, but I keep going. “I mean, Nebraska is great, because of Nona Rose. And you’re here.” Oh God. That’s close to the truth.

“Estes is your favorite place?” He is looking at me in a way that has me swooning.

“Yeah, because of the mountains. If I love a place on this planet, it’s the mountains in Colorado. They scare me when we drive in—I mean, how do those cutouts for the roads stay stable? One day, I wish I could live there and be a park ranger.” I throw back another shot.

Josh, who knows I come from two generations of physicians, raises his brows at me.

My verbal diarrhea goes on—a world without end.  

“That’d be my dream job. I made the mistake of telling my mother that once.” I can hear that my words are slurred a bit, so I slow down to concentrate on what I’m saying more. “I’m meant to be a doctor, not a park ranger.” I lurch forward to make a point of making eye contact. Josh blinks at me when I get too close to his face. Yikes. I try to pull back. “The idea of having to go to that much school makes me want to run away from home, and also vomit, so I try not to think about it.”

Josh looks fascinated, watching the unraveling of my typical quieter self. He has this gorgeous half-smile on his face that makes me want to kiss him so much. “I’m sure your mom would be happy whatever you wanted to be in life.”

I let out a fake laugh. “Josh! You know I must be a doctor. And my mom is not your mom,” I’m poking him in the chest now. “You are very beautiful, you know that? And I am glad we don’t have the same mom.” Oh God, in heaven, why can’t I pass out or vomit or something less embarrassing?

“Thank you,” Josh says, not unsettled by my ranting and fully smiling at me now. “You are beautiful too. I’ve always thought so.”

“No way—” I put my free hand on his arm, and we both looked at it, “Did you just say that or did I imagine it? Is this being drunk? Because I really, really like it.”

Josh laughs, “You feel that way now, but you might change your mind when the hangover comes.” He turns more serious and reaches his free hand to twirl a strand of my hair around his finger. My heart stops a beat, along with my breath. What is happening? “And yes, I said that. You are very pretty, Lily.” That stuns me into silence. My brain, which is never quiet, is suddenly completely blank.

I sigh, without restraint. I attempt to refocus on Josh and realize he is still staring at me.

“You sighed,” he says with that kissable half-smile on his face. This is not like the smirk my brothers give before they say something cruel. This is a small smile that fully reaches his eyes. His dreamy blue eyes.

“I’m so happy.” Easy Lily.

“Really? Why’s that?” Did he move closer? Or did I?

“Because I’m here with you.” 

Oh my God. In my fifteen years, I’ve had almost no experience with boys. I mean, I see them at school. And I’ve got brothers. And a father. But not this kind of experience. The possibly romantic kind. I mean, there’s the heinous thing that I’m trying not to think about, but that’s not romantic -it’s disgusting, and I refuse to think about that now. I squish my eyes closed, trying to erase all thoughts of that nightmare. Shut up, shut up, shut up.

“Lily.” I open my eyes again and look at him. Josh almost appears nervous, which must be my imagination because he is so brave. I hold my breath, ready for him to tell me something that will hurt my feelings. I find that if I expect the worst, reality may not hurt as badly when it happens.

“Yes, Josh.” I try for a smile, then remember my gappy teeth and immediately stop.

“I want to tell you something.”

“Okay.” Please don’t break my heart. You are the only person in my life who is kind to me besides my grandmother; it would be pathetic if it were only her.

“I like you.” Oh. Okay. He must mean like a friend or a sister.

“I like you too, Josh.” Like I love you and want to run away together to Mexico. Or Paris.

He tries again. “I mean, I really like you.” His eyes are fixed on me with an intensity that I’ve not seen outside my dreams.

“Okay.” Okay?!?!? You are so smooth, Lily. It is a wonder you don’t have at least ten boyfriends. 

“Lily Mendes.” He takes a breath. “Can I kiss you?” My eyes open wide, and I realize he’s blushing; is this happening?

Then, the vile memories from home that I’ve been trying to erase from my memory start flashing like images from a horror movie in my mind. No! I’m not in Maryland, I’m in Josh’s room, I’m with Josh. If this is real, this is mine, and nothing bad can come here right now. My hand on Josh’s arm squeezes a bit tighter. 

“Joshua Cohen, I’m in Nebraska. In your room.” 

He looks puzzled but amused. 

“Yes, you are. So, what do you think?”

I nod my head and look him in the eye. “Yes, please. That was for the kissing.” Please, God, let me just have this kiss. Let me not freak out or overreact. His touch on my arm has been okay. I can do this. “Yes, please—I would like a kiss. The truth is, I’ve always wanted a kiss from you.”

Wow, just when I thought I could not be any more of a nerd. I shouldn’t drink. The bravery benefits seem greatly outweighed by my tendency to overshare.  

Oh, right, Josh is here, in front of me, and he wants to kiss me. I refocus on our eye contact. His face has transformed—he smiles with his eyes and mouth—so I lean forward to kiss him on the lips—just as he does the same. It is too much momentum too fast, and we bump heads, and both start laughing. 

He stops laughing, though, and so I stop, too, and we look at each other again. The room is spinning a bit, but he is my center, so I do not drop my gaze.

He says, “Let me try that again.”

“Okay,” I whisper back. This is real; what happened in Maryland is not.

He puts his hands on my shoulders and this time I hold still. He leans in, not closing his eyes, and presses his lips to mine. Then, closing his eyes, he cocks his head one way, and I naturally meet his movements with a turn of my head the opposite way. The kiss is everything I’ve ever wanted. It’s electric, and our intensity is increasing as it goes on, spreading warmth everywhere inside of me. I don’t know if he’s ever done anything like this before, but he seems to be good at it, based on the fireworks going off inside me. I realized right then that I didn’t want to know if he had done this before because the jealousy might ruin this for me. So, I close my eyes and lean into him.

After what seems too short a time, he pulls back from me, hands still on my shoulders, and smiles again. 

“Thank you,” he says.

I want to say something cool, so I run through about five options in my head, and then I say, “Thank you.” Which is the same thing he said. 

But because he’s Josh, he is still smiling at me. “Do you want to go outside?”

“I do.”

We go outside and, without a word, lie down on the grass in his yard. There are a million stars. We hold hands and look at each other, and then at the sky. I tell him how I feel as though I don’t fit in anywhere except when I’m here, with him, Nona, and his super cool mom. I tell him how I don’t like people touching me, but that his hand feels so good. His kiss felt even better.

He smiles and says he’s glad.

He tells me how his father decided to move to Kansas City one day while Josh and his sister were at school. He told me that his dad was not going to come back and that his parents were not going to live together anymore, but that they also would not get divorced. They are more concerned about their image in the community than being free to move on. 

I remind him that there are worse things, like parents who don’t separate but seem to hate each other. I won’t say more because all of this has been so perfect—I want this memory to be about Josh and me, not about how awful parents are sometimes.

We talk about everything and sometimes about nothing, just lying there, hand in hand. And we kiss a few more times, which is mind-blowing.

I love you, Joshua Cohen.

After a while, it’s too windy, and we go inside. I climb into his bed, and he lies on the floor next to me. Before he turns off the light, he sits back up and kisses me again. Leaning his forehead to mine, he says, “Goodnight, Lily Anna.”

“Goodnight, Josh.”

I wake up to Josh’s mom nudging me in the morning, telling me she needs to take me back to my grandmother’s house. Josh is fast asleep when I leave his shirt and sweats behind. I’m barely awake, and my family and I drive off to the airport within an hour. When I took my seat on the flight, I realized I wouldn’t see Josh for almost a year. I feel my heart shattering into a million pieces while I lean against the plane window and pretend to sleep.
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A week has gone by back home.

I hate my life. 

The thing is, I already had a giant hole inside me. Now, my heart feels trampled on top of everything else, and I already don’t know how to handle it. My fears had already built a wall between me and other people. That was hard enough. Not to mention the disgusting secret I was trying to forget. And I’ll be facing that situation again soon because my mom is sending me back to where it happened, and she won’t let me get out of it. I function more like a zombie than a person. A zombie that has no super strength, frightens no one and cries every time they’re alone. Maybe that’s why I’ve been ignoring Josh’s messages. 

If I’m being honest, I’m not sure why I can’t respond. Just today, Josh was calling me for the seventh time this week, and I declined the call. I can’t pick up, and I don’t call back. He wrote me some emails which I deleted without reading.

I want to answer; I want to reach out—he’s my best friend. Every time I start to think about talking to him, I panic. I just can’t do it. All I can think about is my secrets, and I don’t know what to say or do. My heart races, and I can’t breathe. My stomach has this stabbing pain, and I feel like I’m going to die. I don’t die, but when it passes, I wish I had because Josh is out there, trying to keep us together, and I’m messing all of this up. I thought about taking a few drinks of wine from my parents’ cellar. I felt it might give me the courage to call him or answer the phone. In the end, I decided not to do it—it turns out that the idea of me getting in trouble if I got caught scared me more than Josh being upset with me. 

The thing is, Josh will be okay. He has a great sister and mom, and he lives in the best place in the world. He couldn’t possibly have the type of feelings for me that I have for him, and I know he’ll move on. My heart, however, feels like it will be broken forever. Part of me knows that I feel that way because I am still young, and this is my first love. But part of me is terrified that this is my only chance at happiness, and I am destroying it.

A text from Josh pops up on my phone. 




Josh


I don’t know what I did, but I’m sorry. Please call me.






With tears streaming down my face, I delete the message. I had no idea that this loss would feel so much worse than my usual crap. The pain is too much.  I need to protect myself from ever feeling like this again, and I need to avoid Josh for both of our sakes. In a few months, I’ll call him or send him a Hannukah card. By then, he’ll have forgotten, and we can just go back to the way we were.

So that is what I set out to do.
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Josh, Lincoln, September 2005



Rage. 

My feelings are down to tired, hungry, or rage. Right now, 

I’m in a rage. Everyone leaves me because I am not good enough. Hot tears burn behind my eyelids as I try to forget. Erase them both.

Dad is gone. 

I’ve gone over and over everything I could’ve done better. If I had better grades, if I kept my room cleaner, and if I’d made the soccer team instead of the football team. 

I’m not an idiot. Part of me knows there’s nothing I could’ve done. But I can’t stop thinking this way. 

And Lily. How could she stop talking to me?

If only I hadn’t kissed her. 

I have friends, but Lily was the one person I could tell anything to. And now she’s gone.

People leave. 

They don’t care if it hurts me. I now understand that I don’t matter to them. Since I had no idea Dad was leaving and I was wrong about Lily, I’ve learned I can’t trust my feelings. I thought she wanted more. I close my eyes, angrily swiping a tear away with the back of my hand. 

I know when it changed for me. Lily was like another one of my friends—almost like a family member—until she wasn’t. Last year, it started with dreams—that’s what got the idea in my head. Then, at the end of summer a year ago, we’d be doing something together, and a thought would pop into my head. Like, I wondered what it would feel like to kiss her, to hold her body against mine. I found it would take everything I had not to stare at her boobs all the time. 

This summer, as soon as I saw her, I knew it was more than a passing thought or two. I had heard of crushes. Of course, I have seen them in movies and TV shows. But feeling pulled toward her, physically, was one thing. The feelings I started to have this year seemed like something more. And now that I’d been to second base with a girl at camp in June, it was worse. Now that I’d had that experience, all I could think about when I was trying to sleep was how large my hands would have to become to handle Lily the way I’d wanted to. Last year, I could recite over and over, she’s your friend, don’t ruin things with your friend. But this year, the need to kiss her was too strong. It kicked all common sense out of my head and became all I could think about. How do I get her alone? How do I ask her to give me a chance? 

Clearly, I don’t know shit about anything because now she won’t even text me.

I haven’t heard from Dad since June. He doesn’t return my calls. Neither has Lily for the last three weeks. 

Fuck this. 

I should have learned from my parents. Love does not exist. I know that’s not the only thing that hurts, though.

Beyond whatever the hell compelled me to throw myself at Lily, I thought our friendship would stand up to any test. No matter what, I thought we would stay friends. I have told her things I’ve never told anyone else, let alone a girl. I must be so unimportant to her that she can’t be bothered to write me a stupid text message.

Lesson learned. 

A girl can be a friend or someone I make out with—but not both. Liking someone this much is bullshit, and I will never put myself out there like this again. Ever. 








  
  
Sunday Night Is Date Night




Lily, Washington, D.C., August 2024



Richard, my date, isn’t looking at me as he reads over the menu. He hasn’t so much as glanced my way since we met at the front of the restaurant. In fairness, there isn’t much to see.

Clearing his throat, he closes his menu, setting it down in front of him. “So, the thing is, Lily, I don’t think this is going to work out.” 

This may be a new record for me. I’ve only had two sips of the water on the table. We haven’t even ordered drinks yet.

He folds his hands in front of him. “I just don’t see the point.” 

Me neither.

He glances at the time on his phone, which is a bit rude, but the fact that he’s in a hurry to get this over with suits me just fine—there’s no reason to pretend to be offended. When we make brief eye contact, he looks sheepish as if it had occurred to him to be embarrassed about his obvious desire to wrap this up. But he shouldn’t feel bad. He’s just correctly reading my I-hate-everything-about-this vibe. As far as I’m concerned, I can let him off the hook. I mean, I showed up with a messy bun, a sweatshirt, and the longest jean skirt in my closet. I was not dressing to impress.

“Hey,” I offer a smile. “Don’t worry about it—I understand.” 

I really do, and I’m willing to go the extra mile to demonstrate there are no hard feelings. 

“Richard, if you don’t mind, I’m going to go ahead and go. Is that okay?”

At first, he looks as if he’s going to ask me if this is a trick question. Then, my smile seems to win him over. He looks like he sees me for the first time tonight. 

“Sure, Lily. That’d be just fine.”

We say our goodbyes, and I walk over from the dining room to the bar, feeling my shoulders relax down from my ears with each step. As I ease onto a stool and order a glass of white wine, the bartender nods at me in recognition since I’m here every week.

Years ago, when my mother decided I’d go on these weekly dates, I would make an effort. I would get dressed up and try to hide my anxiety, but my heart was never in it. I was awkward and fearful, and it showed. I could tell there was always something about me that put men off. They weren’t interested in making a life with me. It was unbearable because no matter what I tried, I seemed to say the wrong thing, and I just couldn’t connect with anyone. The few times I had any physical contact with a date, I realized no matter how attractive they were, I froze due to my stupid aversion to being touched. That put an end to it for me. I stopped trying because what’s the point? I’d never be a good wife or partner. I’m damaged beyond use. 

These days, I know better and keep my expectations tempered. I arrive on these dates without putting much effort into my appearance, dressing more for my comfort. At one point, I was coming right out and explaining that I was there for my mother’s sake and that I don’t like physical contact with the opposite sex. But this got back to my mom, and the guilt she threw my way wasn’t worth it. That put an end to being upfront. So now I just deal in innuendo, and if I get the sense that they don’t want to be there either, we can part on mutually good terms without wasting our time.

At this point, I understand this truth about myself—I don’t want to be with anyone. More than anything, I wish I didn’t have these weekly reminders that I’m not cut out for a happily ever after. Unfortunately, my mother’s fixation with finding me a husband seems to be well-matched by a bottomless supply of single Jewish men, so this is my life, every Sunday night. An arranged date with the ‘perfect boy for you.’ At thirty-four years old, they are hardly boys anymore. But still, Mother insists.

I sigh, preparing myself for how badly my mom will react to this latest date failure. There’s so much she doesn’t understand about me. Primarily, she’s convinced that what will make me an improved version of myself is getting me married to a nice Jewish man. I think about how many times I’ve tried to tell her that I’m not interested. She simply cannot believe that I don’t want to date or, God forbid, get married. I like being on my own, but my mother will not hear my side of things. Of course, this is just one of many things she can’t accept about me.

Leaving the restaurant to avoid any further awkwardness with Richard, I decided to stop in a corner bar to order another drink before I headed home. The place is dark, nearly deserted since it’s Sunday. The bartender takes my order, and as I wait for my cocktail, I set up a ride share to pick me up in twenty minutes and take me back home.

When he returns with my drink, I start to think about my mother and our rather toxic relationship. My fears irritate her, and I didn’t grow out of them the way she expected. She hates that I became a physician assistant instead of a physician. I count that as a huge victory for Team Lily. My discomfort with physical contact continues to anger her. Of course, she doesn’t even know everything I do that would piss her off. I see a psychiatrist and a therapist, which she does not know about. At first, when I was diagnosed with anxiety and panic disorder, I was so relieved because it explained so much to me. I tried to tell her about it, and that did not go well. She considers psychiatrists the quacks of Western medicine. 

She does not even know my biggest betrayal. For years now, I’ve been in contact with her mother, Nona Rose. After the last time we went to Nebraska, almost nineteen years ago, Mom had a big fight with her family and hasn’t spoken to any of them since. I miss going out there so much. But I have written to and spoken with Nona so many times since then. Having a relationship with her, along with my work, are the things that help me feel like I’m living a worthwhile life. 

Not that I completely enjoy my job, truth be told. The work is entirely too stressful, and we are perpetually understaffed. The hospital and unit I work in can be a frustrating place to try to accomplish anything. On the plus side, I do love the actual practice of medicine. I know I’m a total nerd, but I still believe the ability I have to help people is a privilege. Also, I have some remarkable colleagues and people I look forward to working with and seeing, especially Abbie—my best friend. On the other hand, my entire family is on the medical staff, except for my retired parents. Overall, my life isn’t completely terrible. It’s admittedly pathetic, but it has its good bits. 

As I’ve grown up, I’ve had to learn that it’s an impossible task to make my mother happy. So, there are things I do and try for myself that I keep between myself, God, and my therapist. My latest endeavor is checking out a synagogue on the weekends when I’m not working. My mother thinks religion is for the weak-minded, her words, but I’ve found the prayers help me with my anxiety. My immediate family members, for the most part, while culturally Jewish, are not observant or traditional. My grandmother and her other daughters are Conservative and observe all the holidays. One of my sisters is very observant and is now Orthodox. For some reason, my mother is fine with it when it’s Roselyn, but with me, it’s a ‘waste of time.’ I’ve had to be careful not to cross my mother, as it can unleash a terrifying level of rage that leaves me feeling shaken for days afterward. The easiest path I can take is to avoid triggering her. I can’t make her happy, but I can try not to get in her crosshairs. 

My phone vibrates in my back pocket, and I remember where I am, alone, nursing a drink at the corner bar. Reluctantly, I pull it out and see a ton of new notifications—among other things; my rideshare is not only out front but has started rage-texting me. As I pay my tab, I can hear from the bar that the driver is honking loudly, trying to get my attention. After jumping in the backseat, I try for honesty as an apology. 

“I’m sorry, I’m Lily—I was just lost in my head, you know, how that can happen?” The driver says nothing, but in the review mirror, she gives me the glare of someone who is going to give me the worst rider review ever. I guess she doesn’t know how getting stuck in her head can happen. Good for her.

My mother chooses now to start blowing up my phone, no doubt having heard about Richard and the very short date we had. The Jewish mother’s network in suburban Washington, D.C., spreads information faster than syrup spreads on pancakes. Declining the call; I know I need more time to prepare.

Then a rebellious thought occurs to me… Maybe I don’t need to do this anymore. Do I have the strength to change the trajectory of my life? Maybe, with Monica, the world’s most fantastic therapist, in my corner… I started seeing her some time ago but only began to spill my guts to her over the summer. I had fallen apart after services to a Rabbi who kindly indicated I might need help from a professional navigating the dynamics between my mother and me. I remember laughing through tears because I already had a therapist whom I wasn’t being honest with. And now, little by little, we have discussed things aloud that I never thought I would admit to anyone. 

So here I am… Could I be on the edge of real change? I mean, why do I have to make my mother feel better about something I don’t want to do in the first place? I keep telling her I don’t want to go on dates with these men she sets me up with. Why should I be the one who feels bad when it doesn’t work out? Every Sunday, it’s the same thing, over and over, repeatedly. I should just start saying no. I try to imagine saying no to my mother and grimace.

I feel my phone vibrating in my hand. Now my sister Tamar is calling. Why can’t they all just text like normal people? It would spare me the anxiety of not knowing for sure what they want to give me a hard time about. I hate answering the phone. With a text, you know what you’re getting into. But a phone call could be anything. Besides this, I can’t stand talking on the phone because not being able to read another person’s social cues freaks me out. I have a hard enough time reading people who are right in front of me. I’m helpless over the phone. 

Another vibration, this time, thank God, I got a text from Daniella, my other sister. 




Daniella


Lily, WTF. Mom is freaking out trying to reach you. Call her. She’s ruining my night.






I scoff. Daniella is another sister who has no time for what she refers to as ‘Lily’s bullshit.’ One of her hobbies seems to be listing the ways I disappoint our mother and what I could do differently. I roll my eyes, looking at her text again—she lives a charmed life with a doting husband. I’m sure her night has been just fine.

Another vibration. This time, my sister Roselyn—my one ally in the family—




Roslyn


Lily - Honey call me when u get this. 


Don’t talk to the others before u return this message. Trust me






Yikes. It must be serious. Walking into my place after the driver drops me off, I keep the lights low for a sense of calm and call Roselyn.

“Hey Ros, everything okay?”

She sighs. “I’m just going to rip the bandage off and tell you.”

“Okay, but be quick, Mom has called me two more times since you texted me.”

“Ed is getting married, God willing. He asked Felicia to marry him.”

Edmond Mendes. My little brother. The orthopedic surgeon in our family. He’s getting married. And I’ve never had a boyfriend.

Roselyn, an emergency medicine physician, is the one sibling with whom I’ve come to be on good terms. She told me in her years in the ER, she has seen people come in with anxiety and panic disorders as well as a variety of neurodivergent patients, and she now sees that I do have actual differences—that I don’t mean to be obtuse or difficult. She’s even apologized for being a part of our mother’s gaslighting committee. Recently, her daughter has seemed to take after me, which is unfortunate but has brought Roselyn and me closer together.

Of course, Roselyn doesn’t even know half of what I’ve been through. Maybe, one day, I could tell her because she’s the one person who kind of gets me. But not now. Now, she’s probably convinced that I’m going to spiral because I’m the last of our siblings to be single. Of course, she has no way of knowing I couldn’t care less. Since none of us talk about anything real, how would she know? I mean, it isn’t a good look for me, but I’m not surprised. I think about all of this as I choose my words.

“Ros, it’s fine. I mean, it doesn’t matter because what difference does it make? I’m fine.”

The truth is my siblings and all of my cousins could get married, and I know I will be all right on my own. I’m certain I’m better off this way. If only everyone would stop bugging me about it because that’s the only part of being single I don’t like—the negative attention from my family. I have always believed love does exist. I love the idea of love. Romances, especially cozy romance movies, and books are my jam. There just isn’t someone out there for me. And even if there were, what would I do with them? Sit a comfortable two feet away from them and hang out? I just wish my family believed that I knew my mind. 

I am considering trying to manufacture some semblance of enthusiasm for my brother’s upcoming nuptials, but Roselyn would call out my lie, and she’d be right. 

“Lily, I thought maybe you’d be upset. You’d tell me if you were, right? I wouldn’t judge.”

“Roselyn, I promise, I’m not upset.”

She takes a breath. “Okay, I don’t understand, but I hear you and I believe you. You should know, though, Mom is furious he had the nerve to ask someone before you could get married.”

“That’s ridiculous. This isn’t Victorian England. I can be unmarried before, during, or after my little brother and be a fully functioning person.”

“You know that’s not what mother wants for you.”

“Oh, I know. Speaking of that, do you know did she hear about my date? Using that term loosely, by the way.”

“Oh, Lily, what happened? Was it horrible?” Ros and her husband are the only people on my side who also wish mom would stop setting me up every week. Roselyn even told me once that Mom should work toward accepting me as I am rather than trying to fix me all the time. Of course, I’m pretty sure Roselyn thinks I’m gay. Which I’m not. But I also have not dared to tell her about the real issues at hand. So, I haven’t dispelled that misunderstanding either. One day, maybe, I will tell her the truth. 

“It wasn’t bad or anything, although it did end in about ten minutes. Might be a new record for me. He knew going in he didn’t want to date me. That was my impression anyway.”

“Listen, little sister, I love you and totally support you, okay?” 

I smile. “I know Ros, and thank you for saying so.”

“I have an ambulance coming in—gotta run.”

“Bye, Ros.”

“Bye.”

Two more missed calls from Mom. I wonder if she could see me as I am, see the truth about me, maybe she would just leave me alone. But I know better. I did try to tell her the truth—once—and she did what she always does. She didn’t believe me and made her version of the truth.

This dating issue was one way my mother proved to me that when it matters the most, she cares more about what people think about the family than how I am. She’d proven that before, when the unthinkable happened to me. That was the most horrific period of my life and is still proving to be a major obstacle when I am trying to date. I trust no one. I sigh again, thinking about how I didn’t even bring it up to my therapist until three weeks ago. Even then, I couldn’t tell Monica—I had to ask her if I could write it in a letter. Pathetic.

Mom is calling again as indicated by her name appearing on my phone. 

To hell with it.

“Hi Mom!” I try for cheery and breathless. “Sorry, busy evening, what’s up? I missed some calls from you?”

“Lily.” I could practically hear the smile on her perfect lips, which was more ominous than her anger would be. I understand now, from Monica, that my mother gets something out of feeling superior to other people, and I’ve always been her easiest target. With a sense of panic, I realize she is talking and I’m not listening. 

“…and you’ve been given every opportunity to have a full life,” I guess we are going into the vault for this lecture, “and instead you have that terrible job being an assistant rather than the physician you should be.” 

I bite my tongue as my mother insults my entire profession because I’ve been to this party before, and there is no point in bothering to defend myself or my colleagues. I look down at my smartwatch and see my heart rate is now up to 110 as I wait with trepidation for whatever real insult is coming my way. Right now, she’s still in her warm-up exercises. 

“Now, after wasting so much time and not working to improve yourself, your brother is going to have to get married ahead of you.” Okay, Ros warned me about this, and that wasn’t so bad. Thank you, Roselyn. Of course, she could just be gearing up for the big finale. I steady my nerves by pinching the skin on the inside of my arm, hard.

“You know, Lily, I did not want to say anything…” She takes an opportunity to sigh as I reflect that nothing good has ever come after that phrase in the history of the spoken word, “…but if you loved me, you would at least make an effort to improve yourself. Did you know Edmond got engaged three months ago?” 

Wait, what? 

“…but no one could bring themselves to tell you because we just knew you would be devastated that your little brother was getting married before you.” 

What the hell?

And right now, I don’t know what hurts more: the fact that she truly doesn’t know me well enough to know I would have been happy for my brother rather than making it about me. Or the possibility that she does know me well enough to understand the way to break my heart would be to have the rest of my family keep a secret from me. 

And then, like Lucy Westenra, I expose my neck for the real pain by confirming, “Everyone knew but me? Even Roselyn?” 

Way to walk right into the spider’s web, Lily Shoshana.

“Of course, everyone knew but you. I told them all to keep it from you.”

Bitch—and even though it was in my head, I cover my mouth with my free hand, immediately shocked by the audacity I have, to call her a name. Externally, I stay silent and don’t react, digging my nails into my palm, hard enough to hurt.

Ellen, it seems, is not done. “Do you have any idea how hard this has been for me? Honestly, Lily, I don’t know why Roselyn indulges you, the way you try to rewrite history with your labels and nonsense.” She went on to attack my diagnosis of anxiety disorder since, according to my mother, you can pay enough money, and they will tell you whatever you want to hear. But I stopped listening because this was all too far below the belt. 

Ros knew. And kept it secret. 

The one sibling I had a narrow, rickety bridge with. My throat burns, and my eyes fill with tears. My mother is still talking about the poor family of Ed’s fiancée—how they had to be indoctrinated into this scheme of my mother’s and what a burden it was for all of them to keep this secret from me. How embarrassing for her to have a daughter like me. This means that she can pretend this is about protecting my feelings for the crowd while simultaneously putting salt in an old wound about my being the outsider in this family. She is still going on about how all of this was so hard on everyone when I can’t help myself and blurt out a question that has plagued me for years.

“Why do you hate me so much?” 

She took the one fragile connection I had with one of my siblings and broke it just like that.

“My God, Lily, get over yourself. Why does everything have to be about you?” 

And that was the last straw. I know I will pay for it later, but I can’t take it anymore, so with that last rhetorical question tossed my way, I hung up on my mother.








  
  
A Well Respected Man




Josh, Somewhere in Colorado, September 2024



“And you know what, Josh?!” Lara’s voice is shrill as I play her last voicemail through the speakers in my truck. I turn down the volume, which doesn’t seem to help much. “It does not matter!” She hisses into the recording, “I’ll leave you guessing. Let’s just say I’ll get my revenge on something you actually care about! Asshole!!!” 

With that, the message ends.

Damn it. This won’t be the first time I’ve had an ex who fanned the flames of drama. The ‘something I care about’ that she’s referring to is my career. I would’ve thought being faithful to a person is enough, but that hasn’t been my experience. It’s the same story every time. They love that I’m a doctor, and they admire my dedication to my profession. But give it enough time, and they spin out—jealous of my commitment to my job. At first, Lara said everything I wanted to hear. She swore she didn’t want anything serious, and claimed she thought it was cool that I traveled between three states for work. She said it was no problem, I wouldn’t always be in Wyoming, where she lives—smiled and said she understood. Bullshit. Our last fight was because she had assumed that after a few months of dating, she would be keeping house in Estes Park with me when I returned home. 

Lara probably wrote some scathing reviews about me or the medical practice I work for online. Anything else, I could give a shit. Which is the crux of the problem. Hell hath no fury. I pull into a gas station to grab a coffee and, cringing to myself, compose a text message to Steve, our practice manager, to let him know Lara may be ‘pulling a Rachel.’

Rachel was the first woman I dated who threatened to retaliate when we split and then made good on her word. We broke up after six months—if I remember—she was pissed I didn’t want to stop settle down. She launched a trolling campaign against our practice via our social media sites. She hasn’t been the only one, but she was the first and so far the most colorful. That’s why her efforts are referenced when other vengeful exes of mine have come up in practice meetings. Sarah, Henry, and the rest of the group are going to be unhappy with me, to say the least, unless Lara is planning a more personal payback. 

Whatever. 

I pull into a truck stop to grab a coffee along with a small bag of treats for Ginger, my pit bull-border collie mix. She’s a white dog with large caramel spots and this one adorable extra-spotty ear. She has high energy with a friendly disposition. She hops into the bed of my truck to wait as I go into the shop. When I returned to my truck, she looks thrilled, as if I’d been gone for hours. At least one girl in my life is happy with me. 

“Hey there, Ginger, you wanna take a walk?” 

Giving her the release command, she hops down and follows me over to a grassy area to find the perfect spot to relieve herself. Lara’s voice is still replaying in my head, and I wonder if I should stop dating altogether. In my twenties, when I told a woman that I didn’t do relationships, it was fine. In my thirties, they take it as a challenge, as if I didn’t mean it, or they could change my mind. The women that I’ve been dating eventually become furious when all I’ve done is remain consistent. Somehow, I’m the asshole for doing what I said I’d do all along. No one gets it; it’s not personal. I’m not wired to fall in love—it hasn’t happened to me yet, and I don’t expect it to. For that reason, I’m not interested in commitment, and I never want to get married. I don’t know how much clearer I could be. 

I rub my hand across the back of my neck and look to see that Ginger has finished her business and is seated in front of me, her eyes locked on mine. 

“Well, I love you too, girl,” I say to her as she wags her tail hard, making the grass fly out from behind her rear. 

“All right, let’s go.”

She hops into the truck next to me, and I hand her a treat. If only it had been this easy with Lara, it might have worked out. Then I think about how angry I’d be if someone thought of my mom or sister that way. This is exactly why I’m better off on my own. I’m not fit for dating, let alone a relationship.

Taking the turn off 287 onto Highway 34, I realize I can’t quite pinpoint the last time I’d been back up to Estes. The hills are rising around the road in front of me as if welcoming me back. Some of the trees are still a lush, leafy green, but many are shades of dark red, gold, and amber. Higher up are the evergreen pines, and as I drive closer to them, I feel the air cooling around me. With the shifting air, I feel tension leaving my neck and shoulders. After working across Nebraska for around a month, and then traveling over to Laramie for the last several weeks, it’s a relief to go home. I love what I do, but I need my downtime and to get back to my own space.
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