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      The cardboard felt soft as I pulled the panels back from the box. Dust billowed out and went up my nose. I coughed for a few moments and then peered inside to see a pile of uninteresting paperbacks with worn spines. I carefully lifted them out and placed them next to me on the steamy attic floor. I looked again into the dark abyss of the box.

      There it was. A charcoal gray cardigan. Tears pricked my eyes. Dad's sweater. He wore it whenever he sat in the backyard, reading a book on the Laws of Thermodynamics or some obscure sci-fi, his bare feet up on one of our lawn chairs, smoking a cigar. I pulled it out and it felt soft, like a well-loved blanket or stuffed animal. It smelled faintly of cigar smoke, or maybe I imagined it. I slid my arms into the sleeves, wiping away the tears with one of the cuffs. I peered into the box again, hoping to find something else. Maybe his watch. But my hand grazed some loose notebook papers with some formulas written in his chicken-scratch handwriting, handwriting that could easily be mine, except I don't know one thing about scientific formulas. I dug through the papers and felt the spines of more books. Nothing else.

      "Dani?"

      I wiped my eyes some more. "I'm coming back down."

      "Did you find it?"

      "Yeah."

      I heard Tiff say something to Kris, and then they both laughed. My stomach clenched a little. I hated it when they laughed without me.

      "Come on! Let's see it!"

      I walked carefully down the rickety attic stairs, the sweater hanging on me.

      "I kind of like it!" Kris crossed her arms and studied me carefully. Then she nudged Tiff.

      "No–yeah! Totally cute. With your jeans and everything. I love it, too!"

      This is what best friends are for. To lie to your face when you do something totally and completely bizarre, but that you have to do.

      

      We stood on the cement walkway in front of the gray ranch-style house. The sign on the door read: "THE PSYCHIC IS NOT IN."

      "I guess she's not home." Tiff peered into the tiny window next to the door.

      "Thanks, Einstein."

      "Shut up, Kris."

      Tiff punched her arm.

      "You shut up–Hey, don't cry, Dani! Come on. I bet she's open tomorrow."

      I wiped my eyes with the back of the sweater's sleeve, noticing that though it was soft, it was somewhat frayed at the cuff. I felt one arm and then another go around me.

      "There's always the Ouija Board," Tiff said, because a Ouija board was as valid as a background check.

      "Einstein has a point. The Ouija Board never lets us down." Kris squeezed my waist. "Remember last year at my birthday party? It was totally right about Hairy Berger."

      Tiff let go and walked backwards down the walkway. "It was like, 'y-o-u-r-e-n-e-m-y-i-s-a-b-e-r-g-e-r'. How freaky was it that it spelled her name right?"

      Kris kept her arm around me and shuttled us both away from the door. Tears dripped into my mouth, yet I managed to let out a giggle, thinking about our archenemy, Missy "has-a-hairy-mustache" Berger. To be fair, she only had a mustache in sixth grade, but those types of names can stick for years.

      "Remember how the next day Missy came over to our lunch table—" Tiff began, as she produced a tissue out of nowhere and wiped my face.

      "—and she was all, 'Oh my God? What happened to your hair?'" Kris finished.

      "You gotta admit, that was a terrible perm I got." Among the many regrets of middle school was that perm. I took the tissue from Tiff, wiped my mouth and nose more thoroughly, and then stuffed the tissue in my pocket.

      "Missy’d never even come to our table before, but that day she just walked over and started pointing at you and laughing and then got her stupid friends in on it." Tiff rolled her eyes.

      "They had their bangs all curled up like a bunch of skanky, mall chicks." Kris let go of me, put her hand over her forehead, and wiggled her fingers like they were each a hair-sprayed strand of hair.

      This sent us into a fit of laughter.

      We walked down the narrow street and headed toward the bus stop.

      "The best part was when you threw that whole carton of milk onto her skanky Benetton sweater." Any girl who was our enemy was skanky to Kris, and so were their clothes, apparently.

      "Even better was the look she gave you." Tiff sucked her cheeks in and crossed her eyes. "And how you growled at her!"

      "The best!" Kris said and then put her hand on her chest and said, "You made Mama proud."

      We giggled so hard that I thought a puddle would form around us.

      Then Tiff grabbed my arm and said, "Now that you are in a better mood, it's time to⁠—"

      Suddenly, I was tackled to the ground and held down by my arms.

      Tiff sat on me.

      "Suck!" Kris yelled.

      I felt wet lips on my forehead. "Ahhhh! No! Yuck! You are so gross! Get off me, get off, you psycho!"

      "You must be still!" Kris commanded in her drill sergeant voice reserved for these arbitrary moments of hazing.

      I continued to squirm.

      "Be still!" Kris yelled.

      "Ahhhhh! I can hear your slurping!" I tried to push Tiff off me, but she had her legs clamped.

      "Stop!"

      Finally, Tiff rolled off me, and I swear I heard a slurp-pop when she pulled her lips from my forehead.

      At first, they just stared at me, then they burst out laughing. I sat up and sulked. But then Tiff stopped and lay down on the ground. "Go ahead, you do me, Kris, and then, Dani, you do Kris."

      "I'm not doing anyone, you freaks." But I smiled. On top of puffy eyes from crying about dear old dad, I was gonna have a giant red mark on my forehead for freshman orientation tomorrow morning. But I wouldn't be alone.

      Good thing I decided not to grow out my bangs yet.

      

      That night, Mick called. I told him about my day, minus the forehead hickey, which thankfully was a dull pink blotch on my forehead.

      "I've got some voodoo ritual shit for you. Take that fucking sweater, go outside right now, and throw it into the fire pit."

      His response deflated me. I don't know why I bothered to tell him. It's always the same thing with Mick. Whatever I do, I'm the stupid kid sister.

      "Please tell me Mom doesn't know anything about this."

      My throat filled with shame. "No," I croaked out.

      "Good." He let out an annoyed-older-brother sigh.

      "Listen, Danielle." Mick reserved my full name for those moments when he felt the need to lecture/yell at me, and this was clearly one of those moments. "Dad disappeared two fucking years ago. He's not coming back, and even if he does decide to come back, we should tell him to fuck himself."

      And as usual, when big brother shamed the shit out of me about my unlimited forgiveness of dear old dad, I drifted off into a daydream land where Dad would return, his explanation that he had been busy with an invention for work a top-secret mission for the government⁠—

      "—because we're left with the mess he fucking made." Mick was finished with his lecture.

      The "fucking mess" he left us with was an unfinished post-and-beam style house they started to build just before he ditched. It was the dream house they had spent years sketching and drawing during family dinners. Dad carried this notebook in his back pocket, and when he and Mom would get an idea, he'd write it down. She was the artist, though, and the sketches used to litter our house. When it became clear that Dad wasn't coming back, she ran all over the house, found every sketch, and then threw them into the fire pit.

      "Mick," I said. "Don't you want to know?"

      "Not really. Fuck him."

      Mick's anger was electric, snapping and popping through the phone line. My even-tempered brother, who was easily soothed by the sounds of punching calculator keys or pencil scratching out formulas, lost it when it came to Dad. They never had a good relationship. It was more competitive, more like brothers, spending Saturday afternoons sitting next to each other on the couch to see who could finish Mick's physics homework faster. Mick always won.

      "If Dad plans on coming back, why haven't we heard from him? Why don't we even know what state or—Jesus—what country he's in? We know nothing!"

      I suddenly didn't feel so stupid. "That's why we need the psychic!"

      This time, the sigh was sad. "Little sis, you have to give up the dream. Seriously."

      Tears filled my eyes, and I put my hand over the receiver to mask the sound of crying. I used the hem of the sweater to dry my eyes. "When are you coming home next?"

      "Probably not for a few weeks. Hey, did Mom ever get anyone to look at that leak in the roof?"

      "Yes. She has a handyman coming next week."

      I played with the phone cord. We were supposed to finally get cordless phones. Scratch that dream, along with getting my own phone line.

      "Okay, so you're good?" Which was code for it's time to end this little talk and time for me to go back to my science geek friends and study more existential "sub" numbers or debate the theory of relativity.

      "Yeah," I pulled Dad's sweater around me tighter. "I'm good." I thought of the pile of books I had set aside for Mick from Dad's box. Guess he won't want those.

      

      That night, when Mom came into my room to "not tuck me in," as she started referring to our bedtime routine over the last few years, I relayed the day's events to her (minus the psychic), and she brushed my bangs back and shook her head. "You gotta find new friends."

      "Never. I love them," I replied. Mom could never understand my bond with these two girls, who got me involved in things like "Hickey Rape," as Kris so charmingly referred to our best friend hazing.

      She sat on the corner of my bed, her face serious. "I taped up all of the boxes with your dad's stuff. Did you take everything you wanted?"

      I nodded, rubbing my hand on Dad's sweater that I tucked into the covers of my bed. "There wasn't much. I piled up a few books and notebooks that I think Mick might want."

      Someday, I wanted to add but didn't.

      Her eyes welled up a little, but she smiled. "Okay, then."

      "What are you going to do with everything?"

      "Send it off to his brother in Arizona." Her face hardened. "We spoke on the phone, and as bizarre as he is, he was very polite."

      "Did you ask him if he knew where Dad was?"

      "Of course, but why would he know anyway? It's not like they really had a relationship."

      "Uncle Sidney."

      "Hardly an uncle. I think you met him a handful of times."

      The image of my father's brother was hazy. I knew he ate fried rice with a spoon like Dad did. I also knew he ate moo goo gai pan with his hands. I think we called him Uncle Gross Hands.

      But that's all I had.

      She leaned down and kissed my pink spot. "Be careful with those girls. I love Tiff and Kris as much as you do, but with high school about to begin, I have to tell you, I'm a little scared of what they're going to get into."

      "Don't worry, Mom. They like to have fun but in a silly way—nothing dangerous." Except when Kris decided to light her dog's poop on fire and almost set the fence in her backyard on fire. Or when Tiff decided to try her brother's cigarettes and nearly died from smoke inhalation.

      Mom smiled and brushed my bangs again. "Are you ready for high school?"

      "No," I said, because Mom could always see through any lie. "But who really is?"

      "Ah, no truer words have been said. I know I wasn't. I had braces, cut my hair into a Pageboy, and begged Grammy not to make me wear a poodle skirt."

      "Did she make you wear it?"

      "Yes." She sighed. "You know how stubborn Grammy is."

      We both rolled our eyes. "You know she sent you an outfit for your first day, by the way. It's a tailored suit from one of those fancy department stores she loves."

      "Are you kidding me?"

      "Nope. But I figure you can get dressed in it, put your hair up like she likes it. I'll take a picture, send it to her, and say you wore the suit. She won't know."

      My grandparents lived in Florida. We'd never run into them in the supermarket or have to worry about a pop-in to see if I was wearing my pressed and ironed suit.

      "Perfect."

      "I know. Occasionally, I hit the ball out of the park as your mom."

      We hugged again.

      "Good night, sweetie."

      "Night, Mom."

      After she left, I pulled out Dad's sweater and curled it against my face. I replayed the fantasy I'd been having every night for two years. Dad comes home, apologizes, and explains that he left to finish an underwater vehicle invention. Now that he is done, he wants to settle into one place. We have a big family dinner where he cooks his famous BBQ ribs, and Mom makes pasta salad with olives—we all hate olives except Dad. I drift off to sleep in the middle of the dinner scene.
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      Skater boys were my weakness.

      My obsession began at the end of sixth grade with a boy named Nate, who had blond hair with bangs that hung in a curtain over his blue eyes. We "went out" for a few months. Never kissed but did a lot of cuddling at parties and wrote these intense love notes to each other that said things like, "You look so fine today," and our names in a heart. We spent countless hours on the phone talking about our favorite bands. We both thought Robert Smith was God and that Kiss Me, Kiss Me, Kiss Me (Disintegration has since replaced that) was The Cure's best album yet, although my older brother, an expert in all things The Cure, claimed Head On the Door was the best album. Nate shared the same values as me: he thought anyone who listened to 92 Pro-FM (the Top 40 station) was a total loser, and WBRU (the college station) was way better. He introduced me to Public Image Limited, and I introduced him to Violent Femmes. We were a match made in (Just Like) heaven. But Nate's father was in the Navy, and they moved at the end of the school year. I never got to kiss my skater boy. At least not that one.

      "Did you see that new boy? Holy hotness!"

      At the squawking sound of Hairy Berger's voice, I glanced over to where she was sitting with her sidekicks, twins who I called Thing One and Thing Two. I watched as they twirled strands of their long hair and nodded in synchronicity. How these idiots wound up in Honors English made no sense to me.

      "Yum, yum, yum!" Missy cooed and then added in a lower voice, "I would totally feed his monster!"

      "Totally gross," I muttered under my breath and turned away, wishing I were in the same English class as Tiff and Kris.

      Thankfully, the bell rang, and before it finished its screeching song, I was out the door and on my way to lunch. That's when I saw Him. The boy, whose monster Missy so desperately wanted to feed. I knew it was him because he stood near the stage at the front of the cafetorium, wearing faded, baggy jeans with a wallet chain hanging out, and a charcoal gray Cookie Monster T-shirt with white letters that spelled out M-E-H-U-N-G-R-Y!

      His monster, really?

      My lunch bag crumpled in my hand as I waited for Tiff and Kris near the hot lunch line. I was staring at the new boy. He had a broad smile, with perfect teeth, and a lock of thick, chestnut-brown hair fell over his eyes. Skater boy, for sure. It surprised me that Missy Pissy picked him.

      My stomach growled. I shifted my weight and looked around. Kris was late. It only took two weeks of school for her to find her first crush, some upperclassman, and she had to take the long way from gym to pass his locker. Kris developed intense crushes too quickly. Tiff would be late, too, because she can't ever say no to Kris. I watched Cookie Boy laugh. Some kid with a long rattail–who I didn't know–stuck a straw up his nose and dipped the straw into a can of soda with his nostril. Cookie Boy held two chocolate milks in one hand, which, for some reason I couldn't articulate to myself, struck me as unbelievably hot. And that's when I got The Feeling. The Feeling was—this boy was going to be mine. Someday.

      I had participated in the spin-the-bottle parties and gone to all the school dances through middle school, even making out with Rob Cabral in the middle of eighth grade and Don Boyle over the summer before high school. Usually, what did me in was some song booming out from the speakers at whatever dance or party we were at. With Rob, it was “Push It” by Salt-N-Pepa, and for some reason, it seemed awesome to be getting my first French kiss to the lyrics "Push it real good!" and that the song was totally about sex…not that I was even close to having any. With Don, it was “In Your Eyes,” which only meant something to me because Don reminded me of the actor who played Lloyd Dobler, my prototype for a boyfriend at the time.

      Kevin didn't look like anyone, not any of the boys I liked or had kissed.

      I noticed that Tiff had finally come into the lunchroom, without Kris, and that she was talking to Don Boyle. My cheeks felt hot as Tiff waved three fingers at me and then nudged Don, who did the same thing. He looked like a moron. I had no idea what to do, so I waved back and stood there like an idiot as they turned back to each other.

      I knew what was happening. In ninth grade, we were still applying the middle school dating rules, at least at the beginning of the year. You always first sought the approval and advice of The Best Friend before you made your move, and sometimes The Best Friend would even deliver the message. It made perfect sense that he was now onto seeking the approval of Tiff, who, of my two best friends, makes it her business to know everyone else's business.

      Don and I made eye contact again, and he blushed, doing that weird wave again. Then Kris came running into the lunchroom. She waved to me but stopped at Tiff and Don, and now they all looked at me, grinning. I tried to smile back, but it came out like a distorted, puckered face. I only know this because later, when we all talked about that moment, the moment where my entire life took a different course from the one it could have been had I not met Cookie Boy, Kris said that I looked like I had eaten some rotten cheese, like it was too late, I already chewed and swallowed before I realized it.

      I pivoted and started walking, but I had no destination because I had been waiting for Kris and Tiff. So, I walked out of the lunchroom and to the bathroom, where I ate in one of the stalls. No one followed me.

      I made sure to save enough cookies for Tiff and Kris.

      

      "Don Boyle wrote your name all over his jeans."

      I slammed my locker shut. Lunch was over.

      "What?"

      Missy Berger fluffed her baby bangs (it pissed me off that she and I had the same type of bangs). "Yeah, and he totally is telling everyone how you were making out with him at some party over the summer." She lowered her voice and put her hand on my arm. "He's making you sound like a slut." I stopped listening for a minute and looked at her hand on my arm. Was Missy trying to be nice to me?

      The thing with Missy was that when I first moved back to Rhode Island, she was my first real friend, but only because Mrs. Miller, our third-grade teacher, made her my buddy. And we were friends for a few years, but then at her twelfth birthday party, she never forgave me for throwing a sandwich at her. But it was only because she called me a baby and said I belonged in Never Never Land because I wouldn't make out with John Silvia (who later became Kris's boyfriend). The sandwich landed in this gross way, sort of clinging to the fringe of her costume, which was so slutty and way over the top anyway, with her belly button showing, and she didn't even have a name for what she was.

      And there she was, standing with her press-on nails digging into my arm. I inched away and looked behind her for Thing One and Two, but Missy was alone.

      "Listen to me!" She dropped her hand, and her face coiled into a smile. "I'm trying to tell you something very important."

      But I was busy focusing on my hands. My fingers, to be exact. My dance teacher, Ms. Shelly, also practices yoga and, due to my terrible intermittent stage fright, taught me how to "come back to the moment"—snap my fingers. Whenever Missy and I had longer than a two-second moment together, anxiety would crawl up inside me. So, I started snapping even though I knew it would be more ammunition to use on me.

      Missy suddenly seemed to remember that she thought I had cooties and reeled back away from me. "You are so mental! I'm trying to be normal to you."

      I took a deep breath. Stopped snapping. All better.

      "Why are you telling me this?" I looked carefully at her.

      "I'm trying to be nice." Then she burst out laughing. "Okay, not really. I want something from you."

      "What?"

      "I want you to tell the new boy that I am the coolest chick, that I'm more than a pretty cheerleader. That you like me⁠—"

      "I don't even know the new boy⁠—"

      She looked confused. "You don't? He was talking about you with Don." She suddenly stopped. And my heart started to pound, but not in a finger-snapping way. "Kevin, the new boy, the one with the beautiful hair and eyes that I want to swim in. Wait. You don't know him? Then why did he say to Don, ‘You should go for it? She's not like the other girls at this stupid school.’"

      Chills traveled from my head down my back.

      Missy had no idea that she was telling me exactly what I wanted to hear, so I tried not to look interested as she babbled on: "Yeah, he was like, 'I knew her in elementary school. She was even cool back then.' Which I thought was totally weird because you and I both went to Kennedy, and I definitely would have remembered him."

      Me too, I almost said. But I didn't want to give anything away to her.

      I suddenly wanted to fluff my hair and put on green eyeshadow.

      Soon Thing One and Two appeared and said in a robotic voice that always reminded me of that weird girl on the show Small Wonder, "Hi, Missy. Time to go to sixth period. Let's go." They didn't even look at me, but each took one of Missy's elbows and escorted her away.

      As they left, I wondered if I had time to go to Kris's locker to borrow her makeup bag.
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      "So, you gotta get his number and call him." Kris shoved her second cookie into her mouth.

      "Totally." Tiff nibbled the perimeter of her first cookie.

      I put my backpack down and sat next to them on the stone wall that lined the school's front entrance. I had forgiven them both for not coming after me during lunch, although neither had apologized. Kris tried to make up for it by putting the green eyeshadow on me before last period.

      We were waiting for my mom to pick Tiff and me up from school for dance. Kris's brother, Teddy, was supposed to pick her up soon, too, so she was hanging out with us.

      "Hairy Berger says he likes me, but that skank is a fake liar."

      Tiff stopped nibbling and squinted like she was concentrating. "We really do need a better name for her. Hairy Berger is getting old, and 'Pissy pants' is so sixth grade."

      "But it's so fitting." Kris wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and then wiped her hand on her jeans. She stood up. "Remember that party in sixth grade? We were all doing the Ouija board. And she got so freaked out that she started screaming and then stood up, saying, 'Get me out of here.' You guys are all devil worshipers. Blah, blah. Then the bitch just friggin' peed. Right on your mom's rug from like Argentina or Brazil or something."

      "Actually, it's from Turkey," Tiff said.

      Kris and I looked at her. Then we cracked up. This was such a running joke. How obsessed Tiff was with the one time her family went on a vacation. They went to New York City, and her mom spent a gazillion dollars on a rug. Her parents fought like crazy over it, but her mom kept screaming to her dad, "It's from Turkey!"

      "What? It was from Turkey. We still have it."

      "You're a freak!" Kris said and reached over to my lap, where I had the cookies resting in a plastic sandwich bag. She grabbed the last one.

      "Hey!" Tiff tried to grab it, but it was halfway in Kris's mouth.

      They both stopped moving and stared at each other. Tiff with her hand halfway into Kris's mouth like she was a lion tamer, and Kris was her naughty lion.

      I tried to stop laughing and pointed a finger at Kris. "Okay, Kris. You had two. You gotta give Tiff hers back."

      Kris shook her head, and Tiff didn't let go. Then the cookie broke, and Tiff stood there motionless, as if she had popped the head off an animal or something. Then she shoved the entire thing in her mouth just as Kris lunged at her. I remained the audience and watched them have fun.

      After the show ended, Kris sat back on the wall and whipped out her brush. She seemed to be doing that a lot lately. She furiously brushed her thin, blonde hair. Boy, it had grown. She never let it get past her chin. Now, it was long and flowy. "So, you gotta ask Kevin how he knows you."

      Tiff had sat down on the other side of me and was digging cookie bits out of her nails. Without looking up, she said, "I'll find out for you."

      Kris pushed, reached around, and shoved Tiff's arm so hard she almost fell off the stone wall.

      "What? Man, you are in a violent mood today!"

      "That's cuz I need some man meat!" She and Tiff cracked up, and I caught myself rolling my eyes. I never did that to Tiff and Kris, but lately, the urge had been there.

      "Can we please pause the Tiff and Kris show for a minute and finish discussing my shit?"

      They stopped laughing. "Of course." Tiff looked at me with more sympathy than necessary.

      "Listen, we can't keep helping you out with guys. Tiff can't be the mediator between you and Cookie Kid. You have to go up to him and be like, ‘Hey, so I heard you know me’ or something like that." Kris waved her brush in the air. "I mean, we took care of the Don Boyle situation for you today. But that's it. You're on your own."

      I wanted to protest that I never asked them to get involved, but then I had a flash of Missy in fifth grade: Why don't you go back to Never Never Land, Tinker Bell? Tiff didn't say anything, and my mom's minivan pulled up, so we all said goodbye, but I couldn't stop thinking about what Kris said.

      

      Kevin and I had Algebra II together (which meant he was smart), and he sat in the back, and I sat in the front. The whole time, I felt him behind me. Meanwhile, Don and his jeans found someone else to love and write about. It seemed like magic how shortly after Missy and I had that conversation, he erased my name and replaced it with a sophomore, who, according to the rumor mill, didn’t even like boys.

      It had been one whole week since my close encounter with Hairy Berger at my locker, and the thought of actually having a conversation with Kevin still terrified me, but I was also consumed with figuring out how to make it happen.

      By the end of that week, I had almost talked to him about fifty times. Each day in Algebra, I would go back to the pencil sharpener, which was in the back of the room where Kevin sat, and Tiff would mouth to me, "Talk to him," while Kris would follow with a sharp whisper-command, "Go!" But each time I passed by his desk, I would chicken out.

      But on that Friday, I strode with determination to the pencil sharpener and was so focused on reaching my destination that when Mr. Fein started to talk to me, I didn't realize it.

      "…either you have one messed-up pencil, or I would say you have a major crush on Kevin there."

      I dropped the pencil.

      "Because you have gone back there quite a bit this week." I watched in horror as he gestured to the chalkboard, which not only had five tally marks but my friggin' initials next to it with Kevin's above and a heart around the entire thing. "Twenty times."

      First, I had no idea how obvious I was. And second, how the hell did I NOT notice the chart he was keeping on the board? Third, how did everyone else not notice?

      I picked up my pencil and scurried back to my seat, speechless, unable to look over at Kevin. I was shocked that no one laughed or made fun of me.

      After class that day, I didn't linger to walk behind Kevin, as I had been doing all week. I sprinted to my locker, my face burning. Kris and Tiff rushed up behind me. They hugged me and smoothed my hair. We called Mr. Fein an asshole, and Kris threw in, "he's a whole bucket of turds!" and I felt better for the moment.

      The next day in Algebra, I made sure to take copious notes and pay attention throughout the class. I didn't leave my seat for the pencil sharpener or go to the bathroom. And, after the assigned homework, instead of zipping through the problems and then going up to Mr. Fein’s desk to see if I got a perfect score, I lingered and took a long time penciling every number and equation and…doodling Kevin's name in tiny letters on the corner of my paper.

      Toward the end of the class, I stole a glance at Kevin, who was totally staring at me. I quickly hunched back over my desk. I flushed and felt my fingers grip into a snap as I held the pencil. Shit! Fuck! Not now! I stole another glance up at Mr. Fein at his desk, and he, too, was staring at me. I looked back at my work and willed the clock to move faster.

      "Danielle. Get up to the front of the room and put your problems on the board."

      I looked up, my whole body burning with embarrassment. What the hell was he doing? We were doing homework, for God's sake! My legs felt heavy, and my heart pounded. I couldn't move.

      Then, from Kevin, "Mr. Fein, we only have a few minutes left before the bell."

      Never had words or the sound of someone's voice caused my body to completely melt into a total puddle of sweat and mush.

      Mr. Fein gave Kevin a tight smile. "Thank you, young man, for reminding me of the school schedule. I've only been teaching here for ten years, so I simply wouldn't be able to figure that out on my own. I have—" He checked his watch. "—exactly one minute and forty-six seconds⁠—"

      "—forty-five." Kevin met Mr. Fein’s smile with his own, but it was a big, arrogant one.

      Shit was going to go down. Everyone stopped working and looked up at Mr. Fein, who was now looking at me.

      But I stole another look at Kevin, who ever so slightly glanced at me and gave me a different type of smile, and I couldn't help but return it. I tried to appear as though I didn't care, as if my heart wasn't racing. I wanted to be like Kevin—not giving a shit. I folded my arms and sat back.

      No one even breathed. Then the bell rang, and everyone rushed out of the class, but through the loud voices and shuffling of books and bags, Mr. Fein's rang out⁠—

      "Detention Fetter and Martin."

      So that's his last name, was all I could think. Martin. Kevin Martin.

      

      Tiff and I didn't have dance that day, so the three of us decided to walk to Wendy's for Frostys and discuss the plan for Kevin and for taking down Ass Head, as Kris now referred to Mr. Fein.

      Naturally, neither of those conversations led to anything remotely useful.

      I stuck my spoon in the creamy dessert for the tenth time and swirled it around. It had started to melt a little.

      "So, I have some gossip!" Tiff sat straight up in her best ballerina posture. Her perfect size C boobs stood up. I was always jealous of her boobs. Boobs that brought us together. Kris and I were the only ones in sixth grade to believe she didn't stuff her bra. It's how we became friends.

      "Are you going to eat that?" Kris already had her spoon in my cup. I didn't even care. My stomach was in knots. How was I going to tell my mom that I got detention? Would I even tell her that I got detention? Did they put detention on your report card in high school?

      "Guys, listen. I totally have gossip." Tiff licked her spoon clean. She was the slowest eater, and her cup was a swampy pool of melted ice cream.

      "What?" I asked wearily. Right then, gossip couldn't cheer me up even if it was Missy Berger pissing her pants again.

      "Oh, yeah. Totally forgot." Kris dug her spoon into my cup again. I shoved the entire thing in front of her. "Thanks."

      "Forgot what?" I felt a pang of insecurity in my stomach on top of the knots and sludge. Why did it feel like they seemed to know shit together before I was informed?

      They exchanged looks that were a mix of weird, happy, and excited.

      "Jason Morgan and Jason McDonald—" Tiff began.

      Kris couldn't control herself, and now that she was done with my ice cream, she had nothing to distract her.

      "—want to take us out on a double date!" Kris finished.

      Now the sludge, yuck, and shit inside felt even worse, if it was possible, but I did what any best friend is supposed to do when they find out their best friend(s) were wanted by two of the hottest (I didn't think this) and most popular boys in the senior class.

      Bitches. "Awesomeness!" I managed.

      But, like the awesome best friends they were, they exchanged another look as if to say, Oh, shit.

      "Hey, we can totally hook you up with⁠—"

      "—one of their friends."

      "Yeah, totally!" But from the way they were looking at me, it didn't seem like they thought it would be a good idea, or maybe they thought, There she is, our baby best friend who can't "grow up" and find her own guy.

      And I knew why. I mean, of the three of us, I was the oddball for sure. The last to kiss a boy, the last to get my period, the last to know that BJ stood for blow job and that you didn't actually blow on the dick when you performed this act. I was the one who thought that getting fingered sounded like a medical procedure and not something I would ever let a boy do. I wanted a boyfriend, not to lose my virginity or learn how to give head (a phrase my two best friends defined for me). I wanted a boyfriend to sit outside on my front porch and stare at the constellations, maybe even use my telescope (we still had Dad's), and to feel his palm on the small of my back. To act out the romantic moments from my favorite movie, Say Anything. I wanted Lloyd Dobler. My friends wanted Blaine from Pretty in Pink.

      I wanted to snap so bad, and I knew they knew because they were staring at my hands and looking nervous.

      "What about Gym Guy?" That's what we called Kris's crush, the kid that she had to take the long way for.

      "He's a total tool." She rolled her eyes. "But Jason McDonald is hot!"

      "He's on the football team," Tiff offered.

      "Yeah. But he is also totally smart."

      "And really nice too." They were more or less talking to each other by this point.

      I watched them look all faraway and dreamy.

      "They both are." They said this simultaneously.

      The new Thing One and Two.

      So far, high school kind of sucked.
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      I stepped into the windowless, skunk-smelling, narrow room and glanced around.

      No Kevin.

      I shuffled to the back and took the only empty seat in the row near the wall. As soon as I sat down, I started to get the shakes, and my fingers, without much discussion with my brain, started to come together in what became a full-fledged⁠—

      —SNAP!

      Shit.

      I had managed to keep my fingers under the desk, so I was sure no one noticed. But my face grew hot from the tips of my ears to my neck. I was not the girl to get detention. So far in my school career, I'd never been to even the guidance department, let alone detention. I prided myself on always keeping a low profile.

      I looked around and saw all the other kids with books and notebooks on their desks, except for one boy in front of me and another next to me. Two enormous boys, football or basketball players, with sweat stains on their T-shirts, which I saw because they had their arms on their desks, were cradling their giant heads. Gentle, soft snores came from both directions.

      The teacher at the front of the room was Mr. Schneider, who didn't really have a specific job. I'd seen him in the front office behind the secretary's desk, checking kids in who were late in the morning. I saw him filling in for one of the English teachers once, and then this morning, he was taking money in the hot lunch line. And later, he was exiting the boy's room with a plunger.

      I took a breath and moved my previously spazzy hands to my backpack, and pulled out the only homework I had, which was To Kill a Mockingbird. I was about to open it up when Kevin walked in, with no backpack and his skateboard in one hand, as if he were holding a book.

      "Mr. Martin?"

      Kevin looked over at Mr. Schneider. "Yes?"

      “Skateboards are not allowed inside the building. Please bring it up to me." Kevin didn't protest, nor did his face reflect any kind of annoyance. He walked up to the desk in three long strides. Gently and soundlessly, he rested the board against the concrete wall and silently walked to the first available empty seat, which was directly in front of me. I had the most beautiful view of his back and the bit of skin showing between the collar of his T-shirt and the nest of waves of his slightly longish hair. I fantasized that his neck smelled like sunshine and fresh-cut grass⁠—

      "Young lady in the back? Young lady? What's your name? You need to be doing something, young lady. This isn't recess!"

      The whole class laughed, and Mr. Schneider stood up, wiped his glasses off, and pointed at me, his eyes beady.

      I focused (or tried to) on keeping it together to avoid snapping, and that's when I saw Kevin looking right at me, with his own copy of To Kill A Mockingbird in his hands. He had a calm expression, almost entirely neutral, except for his eyes, which had wrinkled slightly.

      I grabbed my book and looked down at the blurred words. Mr. Schneider stopped yelling, and everyone turned back to their homework (or their nap), and for the second or fiftieth time that week, I wanted to die.

      

      When the bell rang, I thought I might yelp with relief, so I put my hand over my mouth to control myself. I never wanted to sit through another detention again. The room roared with people talking and pushing their chairs back. I watched everyone crowd at the doorway and decided to take my time. I didn't see Kevin at his desk or the skateboard anymore. He must have jetted right out. So much for wanting to talk to me. Pissy Pants was full of shit. Probably still desperately trying to make me look like an asshole. I was so on to her.

      I put my book in my bag and threw my pencil in the front pocket. I was about to pull the zipper up when a shadow crossed over me. I turned.

      The heavens sang. Kevin.

      "Hey." He was holding his board. Hotness.

      "Hey," and it came out a lot cooler than I felt as sweat collected in my pits.

      I stood up and willed myself to say something clever or witty, maybe something about Mr. Schneider and the plunger I saw him carrying earlier in the day. But I opened my mouth, and Kevin's blue eyes put me in a weird trance of paralysis, and syrupy, pop love songs flooded my brain. So, so lame.

      Kevin was speaking to me now, but I couldn't hear him at all.

      "Hey?"

      I had to make myself speak, and the only thing that functioned was, of course, my fingers, so I did it. I snapped. But I kept them close to my thigh, and it muffled the sound.

      "Hi," I managed, knowing that he had probably asked me a question, and I was clearly not answering, especially based on the way he was looking at me, with a look of confusion on his face. His confused look was really cute.

      "Uh, hi. Are you okay?" Genuine concern.

      I nodded. "Yeah, detention sucks." Brilliant huh?

      "Yeah, so maybe we should get out of here?"

      The room was empty, and I realized not only had I stopped snapping, but I didn't even want to snap anymore.

      "Let me help you." He reached down, zipped my bag, and then slung it over his arm, holding his board with the other hand.

      I felt myself blushing, so I tried not to look right at him as we walked out. Walking next to him down the hallway felt surreal, and I wanted to talk, but the words were foggy images in my mind.

      "What are you doing right now?"

      Some moments felt like a dream or a song from Disintegration. This was one of those moments.

      In some moments, you do know the right thing to say.

      "Walking with you."

      He pushed open the heavy door and held it as I walked through into the warmth of an early fall afternoon. Sometimes October could still feel like late summer, and this was one of those days.

      "Do you have a ride?"

      "No." Through the haze that seemed to envelop me whenever I was around Kevin, I felt a faint, faraway realization that I was supposed to call Tiff and Kris from the school payphone to meet them at Wendy's after detention. But being around Kevin was what I guessed was like being tipsy.

      "My mom doesn't even know I have detention. She'd ground me for, like, the entire school year."

      He laughed. "Yeah, my Nana is the same way. I'm walking."

      "Where do you live?"

      "Birchwood. You live behind the bowling alley?"

      I stopped walking now, feeling kind of normal. "Okay, so what's the deal with you knowing shit about me?"

      "What's with you knowing I know shit about you?"

      I had never felt this cool flirting. I liked the feeling.

      "This is a small school."

      "It's a small town. So small, you'd think people would remember you if you lived here before. If you went to school with them. Had the same fourth-grade teacher. Sat in the same reading group.” He stopped and gave me a lopsided smile before continuing. “You gave me half of your piece of pizza at field day because I got outside so late."

      That's when it all came to me.

      "Jeff Martin?"

      "Jeffery Kevin Martin the Third, even though I don't know who the fuck the first or second Jeffery Martin is."

      "You sat behind me in Ms. Walsh's class and had these glasses, and you were quiet."

      "Yep. And the only moments I enjoyed were when your ponytail would accidentally hit my face when you leaned back to raise your hand to answer a question, which was like every five seconds."

      I laughed. We started walking again, and we made our way down the pathway to the parking lot in front of the school. Our campus was on a hill, so as I looked across the parking lot, I could see clearly across the valley that divided Aquidneck Island in half.

      The sun was brilliant around us, and the smell of cut grass was perfect.

      "You used some kind of strawberry shampoo." He somehow produced a baseball hat (like how he had produced a copy of To Kill A Mockingbird in detention). He stopped and put my bag and the board down to adjust the hat.

      "Want me to carry it?"

      "Nope." He threw it over his shoulder again and grabbed the board. We continued across the lot, which was almost empty, and then strolled to the curb at the top of the hill that sloped down into the front field used for football practice. A few football players ran back and forth across the field.

      "And you always let me borrow a pencil because I never seemed to have any in my desk, even though I always brought some in from home,” I said, the memory returning as I spoke it.

      "That's 'cause I stole them." He glanced at me and flashed a quick grin. "The ones I gave you were actually yours."

      I laughed. This seemed like a sweet revelation. Like when you were in kindergarten and a boy pulled your ponytail. Except, now that I’m older, that seems kind of messed up. But back then, it was a sign he liked you. He just didn’t know how to say it.

      More players were on the field now, and a very faraway thought swam up to the front of my mind: one of the Jasons played football. This made me think of Tiff and Kris again.

      But I pushed the thought away because I was with Kevin, hot, Cookie Boy Kevin. They would totally understand.

      For some reason, the smallest details of this moment became so important as we continued to walk: The sounds of the football players yelling and a whistle blowing. The intense smell of earth and grass. The cool air laced with warmth from the sunshine.

      My body buzzed with electricity. Kevin walked next to me, his board touching the ground with a scraping sound every few seconds.

      He told me he moved back in with his grandparents after living with his mom in Newport for the last four years. He liked living with them but didn’t say much about his mom. I told him I live with my mom, but up until two years ago, I lived with both of my parents. Then, Dad left for work one day, and when I came home, his side of their closet was empty. The only thing he left was this gray cardigan (I gestured to my waist where it was tied around) and some stale cigars in his desk drawer. I didn't tell him about the box or the psychic. Somehow, those felt too personal. I told him about my snapping problem, and he told me he was epileptic but hadn't had a seizure since fifth grade.

      "I think epileptic beats nervous tics." We turned this part of the conversation into a version of rock, paper, and scissors.

      "Not if I haven't had a seizure in five years."

      "But." He bumped into me gently. "I think we are even with asshole fathers."

      We talked music, and once he said he was a fan of The Cure, I knew for sure we were meant to be.

      My body continued to buzz with all the talking. I felt like it was the end of a night at a sleepover with a bunch of girls, where our Ouija board and slam book games had turned into crying sessions about parents and siblings, like an episode of Oprah or something. But you felt so relieved and cleansed. That's what I felt standing there with Kevin. And everything else seemed far away.

      We reached a point in the walk where we should have parted ways, but the idea of having to part ways with him was scary because I felt like we would have to kiss or at least hug goodbye, and I was terrified to kiss this boy. I worried I would explode or moan or something else embarrassing. It was bad enough that the sappy love songs playing in my head were practically leaking out of my ears at this point.

      But Kevin offered the perfect out.

      "So, since detention was partially my fault. Let me take you to get ice cream."

      Despite the trouble I knew I was definitely going to be in with my mom, Tiff, and Kris, I said yes to walking to Colonial Ice Cream. How could I not?

      "You've never had a banana split?"

      I shook my head.

      "I don't get it. Are you worried about getting fat or something?"

      I laughed. "No! I always order Peppermint Stick when we go to Colonial because the Creamery and Frosty Freeze don't have the kind with the little pieces of candy, you know? Mick, my brother, always used to make me order pistachio, and then he'd get Peppermint Stick. He would claim we would share, you know, trade after we each ate half, but he was a boy and five years older, so he always wound up eating way more than me." I realized I was babbling, but it seemed vital for him to know about my obsession with Peppermint Stick ice cream from Colonial.

      Kevin's mouth hung open, and he put his hands up. "Okay. No problem. I get it. It'll be all right, okay?"

      We laughed.

      "So, how about we put some Peppermint Stick in the banana split?"

      I made a face. "It's okay. It's time to grow up, right? Let's order the banana split."

      He got very serious about the type of ice cream he felt we should get: "Peanut butter, and then we should also get plain chocolate and vanilla."

      

      "Here you go." A tiny waitress held in her doll-sized hands what looked like a trough of ice cream. She almost toppled over as she set it down. "Enjoy it!"

      We watched her go, and I felt like my mom had left me alone with a boy in our TV room for the first time. Heart fluttery and stomach nervous.

      Kevin looked across the table at me. Those blue eyes. Missy was right. Forget swimming around in them, I wanted to dive right in. "Come sit next to me." No sweeter words could have been said.

      I slid out of my side of the booth and sat on his side. I couldn't even control how close I scooted myself, and he even inched a little toward me, too. We both silently reached for the enormous spoons the waitress had left us, and we dipped into the ice cream that had pooled a little on the sides from the heat of the chocolate drizzled on top of each scoop. Our elbows bumped.

      "You're a lefty?" I said and licked chocolate from my finger, and then I instantly became self-conscious about my tongue flicking out. Would he think that was sexy, or was my tongue gross-looking, all coated with ice cream and chocolate?

      He nodded. "The only one in my family. At least, as far as I know."

      "My brother is a lefty. He's a genius."

      "So am I."

      I felt stupid. Did he think I was surprised that he was a lefty and, therefore, surprised he was a genius? Why couldn't I ever get the words out in a clever way?

      But Kevin wasn't even paying attention to what I was saying. He was spooning ice cream and sliding it into his mouth. Watching his lips open and close around the spoon—with a slight flick of his tongue—made parts of my body go completely liquid. Parts I didn't know did that so easily.

      He caught me staring and smiled with the ice cream in his mouth. He swallowed the massive lump of ice cream and didn't cough or get a head cold like I knew I would.

      My body was so out of my control at this point that I couldn't even lift my spoon again for another bite.

      Kevin dipped his spoon in and retrieved a smaller amount with a ton of dripping chocolate. He put his hand under it, as if to feed a baby, and turned to me.

      "Say 'ahh'…"

      I became increasingly aware of my features, including my eyes, lips, and hair. Wondering what I looked like sitting there waiting for him to spoon-feed me, waiting for his fingers to accidentally bump into my lips, waiting to put my mouth where his had been to feel the warmth of his lips through the spoon.

      I tasted the sweet chocolate, and after he took the spoon away, he reached out to my lips with his fingers, and I let my tongue come out, barely, to touch his fingers.

      And we sat there for what felt like hours, and then the waitress came to the table.

      "How are you guys doing? Thought I'd bring you some ice water."

      Spell broken. We both laughed.

      "That's exactly what we need," Kevin said, not taking his eyes off me. "Cold water. Lots of cold water.

      The tiny waitress laughed and scurried away to get us water.

      "Uh, man. I am so stuffed!" Kevin leaned back and patted his stomach.

      I closed my eyes and leaned against the wall of the booth we sat in. "I might puke." I felt a warm arm around my waist, and his hand cupped my ribs, which, despite the bloated feeling of my entire abdomen, felt incredibly good.

      

      Kevin couldn't get a hold of his grandmother at the payphone outside, and he offered to walk me home, even though that would put him home really late. As I watched him adjust his baseball cap and squint down at me from the sunlight, I wanted to kiss him so badly, so I took a step forward and put a hand on his arm and stretched up, and then⁠—

      "Danielle Elenore Fetter!"

      My body came to a terrible, screeching halt, and Kevin took a step back.

      "Get in this car. Right. Now."

      I turned, and there was Mom, leaning out of the car, reading glasses hanging around her neck and about to have a total cow—nostrils flaring and eyes bulging.

      I couldn't make eye contact with Kevin. I broke away and ran to the car, and behind me, I heard him roll away on his board.
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