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Chapter 1

Casey – September 21, 2012
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“Remind me why I’m doing this?”

“Because it could be fun,” Cadie offered. 

“Unlikely,” I countered, swerving through the early evening traffic. Driving on the narrow streets of the eastside of Milwaukee was like playing a game of Paperboy. A new obstacle—a biker, a stroller, a delivery truck—comes out of nowhere every two seconds. “He just so...” 

“What?” 

“Geeky. Can someone in their thirties still qualify as geeky?” 

“Most people stopped with the labels after high school.” 

I sighed. “I can’t understand why he would agree to this either. We have nothing in common beyond sharing a few friends. We’ve barely spoken. In fact, I think he tries to avoid talking to me.” 

“Maybe he’s intimidated by you. It’s not like he’d be the first man—” A blood curdling scream interrupted what was likely another misinformed rant by my sister about how men have worshipped me since the day I was born. Despite our divergent lives—she was a married mom and I’m single, single, single—she still acted like we were teenagers competing for dates. (Not that that ever happened...) At the onset of puberty, I bought stock in the teenage mythology that being pretty and popular would lead to happiness while Cadie devoured books like bite-sized doughnuts. Twenty drama-filled years later, I’ve learned that seldom does male attention come without any dangerous strings attached, but I had as much chance of convincing Cadie of that as one would in getting Muslims to accept Jesus as their savior. “Hold on.” 

I could hear my niece, Jayden, relaying through heavy sobs, some cataclysmic event. At all of three-years-old, she reveled in drama, fighting victoriously with some internal beast to ensure her life played out like a soap opera. The uncanny similarity between our emotional makeups made me protective towards Jayden and also fearful of her future. 

“I’ll let you go,” I said, easing my beat up Jetta into the glove-tight fit between two oversized SUV’s. “I’m at the bar.”

“Promise me you’ll give this date a fair shot.”

“Promise.” 

“No stories of drug-induced hallucinations where you claim to have psychic abilities—”  

“But I can predict the future!” Cadie hasn’t smoked a cigarette let alone anything illegal and thus discounted my powers entirely. 

“—rants about how all men are cheaters, emotionally impaired or intellectually incapable of discussing anything other than sports.” 

“So try not to be me?”  

“Be you,” Cadie allowed, “but be nice. Remember, geeky guys make the best boyfriends. They care about making you happy.” 

“You would know,” I teased. My brother-in-law Chris was nice enough, but if I was forced to marry him I would have Googled the most effective and least painful suicide options on our honeymoon. He wasn’t exactly a thrill a minute, but neither was Cadie. 

“Hilarious. Call me tomorrow.” 

I rummaged through my purse for a piece of gum. I was five minutes late to meet Joshua Shaw, but I wanted to make sure he showed up first. Who was Joshua Shaw? That was the million dollar question, second only to why I agreed to this date. Although not technically a blind date—we’ve hung out through our mutual friends Haden and Rachel—we’ve never engaged in any meaningful conversations. At least I don’t think we have... I wouldn’t testify to that fact under oath given that most of the times I saw him—weddings, parties, bars—involved copious amounts of alcohol. But after years of running in similar circles, I knew very little about Joshua. 

On the surface, Joshua couldn’t be further from my type. He was cute-ish, but not in a stop, turn, trip over your feet sort of way. He worked a look—hipster meets computer geek meets pseudo-intellectual. Translation: he always wore t-shirts and jeans, plastic-rimmed glasses, had shaggy, curly hair and a perpetual five o’clock shadow. He spoke with the casual arrogance fit for an Ivy League classical literature professor (or some other completely useless subject), which made it obvious he thought he was smarter than his audience. 

But my therapist admonished me to be more open with the men I date. So here I was, as open as Target on Black Friday—come one, come all! 

I sighed as I looked into the rearview mirror. Fashion was the center of my world and thus I felt a bit depressed knowing that the details of my outfit would likely go unnoticed. I chose something casual and yet alluring: dark skinny jeans, a black lacy tank top and black leather vest, both of which I designed myself, and a thin leopard belt for a hint of fun. All set off rather nicely against my long, dark brown hair and sapphire eyes. 

Joshua, on the other hand, didn’t spend two seconds deciding on his wardrobe. I saw him through the bay window as I approached Mission Bar, crouched over and tapping on his phone. Dressed in what appeared to be a faded Jimmy Hendricks t-shirt, a pair of skinny jeans and converses, he could pass for anywhere between 18 and 35. (Maybe if conversation ran dry we could debate whose ass looked better in skinny jeans.) Was this an issue specific to my generation—the reluctance of men to change their style as they aged—or a problem since the dawn of time? 

The bar was shaped like a horseshoe and Joshua sat at the tip of the left side. He didn’t notice me enter. Not that I minded. Five years ago I was vain enough to need that appreciative gaze. But I’ve learned that if physical attraction forms the foundation of a relationship, it will collapse around the same time my body finishes metabolizing the night’s liquor. At this point it felt nicer to be heard than seen, but I only experienced that once in my life and I doubted it would ever come to fruition again. 

I tapped Joshua on the shoulder and gave my best can-you-believe-we’re-doing-this smile. 

He brushed his curly hair out of his eyes, adjusted his glasses and smiled. A nice smile, I had to admit. But the slight blush that crept up his neck like a sunburn told me he had no idea the effect it had on women—a perfect blend of disarming and charming.

“I, uh, didn’t know what you wanted to drink so I thought I’d wait. This is water.” 

“And here I thought it was tequila,” I teased, sitting on the barstool next to him.  

He looked at me for a moment before laughing. He tapped his fingers against the glass, making a soft bass noise. “No, that’s your expertise.” 

Was that an insult or a compliment? He was smiling. “Meaning?”

“New Year’s Eve last year at Mo’s? Ring any bells?”

Most of that night was a blur but I did recall consuming copious amounts of tequila, followed by plenty of singing and dancing. I had a vague recollection of Joshua being there, but, per usual, didn’t remember talking to him. “Yes, well, that was New Year’s Eve. I don’t traditionally consume a liter of tequila in one night.” 

“So what do you drink on an ordinary Friday night?” 

“Vodka and tonic, please,” I answered. 

Joshua signaled the bartender—a tall, clean-cut guy with a face like Tom Cruise in Top Gun—and ordered two. The bartender looked at Joshua with mildly concealed boredom, but his face broke into a wide smile with bedroom eyes when I spoke. I turned away. I’d seen far too many looks like that in my life to be impressed. 

Joshua swiveled his stool so that he was facing me. Yep, it was definitely a Jimmy Hendricks shirt, but at least the shirt was snug enough to reveal a pair of toned biceps. I detested baggy shirts on men, which usually failed at disguising a paunch. Not that Joshua had to worry; he had the wiry body of a marathon runner. 

“So...” he said.

I felt vaguely self-conscious and a bit nervous. Usually I could talk to anyone, but I was stumped for conversation. My mind kept returning to the question of why I agreed to this date. How had my life morphed from being the girl every guy wanted to the girl married friends pitied? I finally had my life together: a successful career, modest savings, a clean(ish) lifestyle. Why wasn’t that enough? Why did my married friends view being single and in my thirties on par with cancer? Treatable, sure, but very bad luck.  

“I was under the impression you never really liked me,” I blurted out. 

Joshua’s head snapped back, as if I had slapped him, making me feel like an asshole. Maybe this was why I couldn’t sustain a healthy relationship. I used to think being single was my choice, but perhaps I had become too bitter and outspoken that men didn’t want to be tied down to me. I vowed to sweeten up, if only to make this night bearable.  

“To be honest, I never knew you well enough to form an opinion. I thought that was what tonight was about.”

“I’m sorry. Sometimes I say things without thinking...I think for a reaction.” I barked out a laugh. “Say the most offensive thing and see how people respond. Fun times!” 

“It’s fine,” Joshua reassured me. But as he looked around the bar, I could tell he felt uncomfortable. In fact, my money was on him leaving within the next five minutes claiming he left the oven on or forgot to feed his dog. At least then this charade would be over. 

“Seriously, can we start over?” I gave him my most dazzling smile, that, to be fair, had led a few men astray. “Besides, it would give Rachel far too much satisfaction if she found out I offended you in the first five minutes.” 

He took the bait, leaning forward and whispering conspiratorially: “I’m supposed to text her every five minutes with updates.” 

“Why am I not surprised?” 

Rachel was a perfectionist and a busy-body, which made her a lethal over-achiever: wife, attorney, volunteer, cook, party planner, interior designer...you get the point. We went to high school together but categorically avoided each other. Rachel participated in every sport, club and committee, whereas I drank and experimented with boys—both worthwhile pursuits in my mind. She thought I was trailer trash and I thought she was faker than a set of silicone implants. I graduated high school thinking I’d never see her again. But while in law school, she vacationed at a resort I worked at in Key West with my best friend Haden. As luck would have it (cue sarcasm), Haden and Rachel fell in love and married, ensuring Rachel a permanent place in my life. 

Why she orchestrated tonight’s date was beyond me, other than to further her naïve hope that if I got married I’d spend less time with Haden. 

“I’m kidding,” Joshua said. “But I am required to call her later.”

“You met Rachel in law school, right?” Joshua nodded, more or less confirming that he had endured years of Rachel bitching about me. She probably had a Power Point presentation listing my faults with supporting anecdotes. “I’m curious, what do you guys have in common? You’re so laid back and nice and she’s...”

“It’s hard to understand our bond if you haven’t been through the trenches of law school.” 

I suppressed an eye roll at his self-aggrandizing statement.  Upon graduating high school, counting breaks, it took me nine years to earn my degree in fashion design. Along the way I obtained an associate’s degree as a pastry chef, perfected my bartending skills and had countless flings with unsuitable men. A post-grad degree was neither possible nor desirable. Not that someone like Joshua would understand. 

“We were in the same study group first year,” Joshua continued. “Finals were intense. Imagine three hundred students studying around the clock for three weeks, subsiding only on caffeine and junk food.” 

“I don’t think I studied twenty-four hours in all of high school.”

He smiled—with or without condescension? That is the question! “She kind of had a nervous breakdown—” 

“No!” I leaned forward, eager for more juicy tidbits. “What happened?”

He pushed his glasses up on his nose and inched closer to me. “Well the day before our last final, we were quizzing each other and she got an answer wrong and just lost it. She ran out of the library crying, leaving her laptop, books, notes—everything—behind. We went back to studying, assuming she’d return when she calmed down. Well, she didn’t. She called me drunk later that night, babbling about how she’s positive she failed all of her exams and was going to drop out of law school—not even show up for the exam the next day.” 

“Wow. Rachel hardly ever gets drunk. She’s always so dignified, sipping her wine.” I said dignified out of deference to Joshua’s friendship. Annoying and self-righteous was much more accurate. She looked down at Haden and my drunken antics like we were auditioning for the Jersey Shore. 

“Probably because of that night. I stayed up with her all night, plying her with coffee and helping her study. To this day she credits me with the B she pulled out in criminal law.”

“Wow. Most guys would’ve hung up the phone and gone back to bed.” I experienced first-hand the willingness of some men to leave behind a drunken girl without a second thought. 

He waved off my compliment. “I can see how some might find her...aggravating, but we’ve always been there for each other. Friends like that are hard to find.”

“I’m sure she can be a good friend,” I hesitated, “but I doubt that will happen with us. She blames me for Haden’s bad behavior. If he’s drunk or high or out all night, it must be my influence.” 

“She definitely has some trust issues, but the fact that she knows you’ve dated married men before doesn’t help.”

My hand froze in mid-air, leaving my drink perched mere inches from my mouth. I wasn’t sure how much he knew, so I stayed quiet. 

“I’m sorry,” he quickly amended, having the decency to blush. “That’s not any of my business.” 

I smoothed my hands over my thighs, rolling out the invisible creases in the fabric. At least I confirmed that anything I told Haden was directly relayed to Rachel. I suspected this was the case, but it still pissed me off. Thankfully Haden only knew the abridged version of my ill-advised affair, and well after it ended. I had enough forethought to know that having an affair with Rachel’s married boss wasn’t something I should broadcast. 

“Well now I know why she’s so keen on fixing me up!” I joked, while flagging down the bartender in a not-so-subtle change of topic. “Do you want one?”

“Sure,” Joshua agreed, strumming his fingers against the bar. “You’re rubbing off on me. I don’t usually make such rude comments.” 

I ordered two more drinks. “Don’t worry. I’ve said way worse.” 

“Well, I’m sorry. I feel terrible—”

I put my hands on top of his. “We’re even, okay?”

“Okay.” He let out a long breath and smiled. It was kind of endearing how much he cared about not offending me. A common theme in the men I’ve dated is a distinct lack of interest in my emotional well-being. I spent years out of touch with my own emotions, pretending to be that cool, flippant girl and consequently dated men that piled their emotions (and emotional awareness) into a vault and threw away the combination. It took me a long time to realize that my sensitivity—I have enough emotions to fill the void of a dozen emotionally stunted men—combined with a selfish man doesn’t make for a happy relationship. 

I wanted a guy who listened and shared his feelings. But what would that relationship look like? Passing tissues while watching chick flicks? Having weekly dinners with his mom/best friend? Attending couples therapy to ensure each person felt heard? No thank you. I wanted the simplicity of a confident, ambitious man, but with an emotional IQ to match. Did that man exist outside of Hollywood? 

“What are you up to these days?” Joshua asked. “Still bartending?”

“Nope, not since graduating from design school a couple years ago,” I stressed, swallowing my annoyance. I could show at Paris Fashion Week and Rachel would still see me as a bartender. “I manage Kipp-Lerner a couple days a week and spend the rest of the time in my studio.” 

He shook his head. “I’ve never heard of Kipp Lerner.” 

“It’s a clothing boutique in the Third Ward. I apprenticed for Kipp while in school. He sold a few of my pieces and it grew from there. Now I have a little section in the store with my clothes.” 

“Wow,” he nodded, looking equal parts impressed and surprised. “It would’ve been nice for Rachel to brief me on this new part of your life.” 

“You wouldn’t actually expect her to tell you anything that would make me sound successful, would you?” 

“Tell me how you got into design,” he diplomatically soldiered on.

“My mom taught me how to sew when I was little. I used to make clothes for my dolls, but by high school I was designing for myself. I’d buy fabric from JoAnn’s or rip up clothes from Goodwill and make new pieces. But it took me awhile to realize I wanted to make it a career.” 

“Are you wearing any of your designs?” 

“This tank-top and the leather vest.” I unbuttoned the vest to show the subtle embellishments stitched throughout the black tank-top, giving it a textured look. I looped my thumbs through the leopard belt, arched my back forward and even pouted a bit to give the full effect of my mock couture pose. I held the pose for a good three seconds before laughing. 

“It’s very, what’s the phrase...fashion forward?” Joshua said the words slowly. His face turned the color of licorice, betraying a combination of pride over finding the correct words and embarrassment that he actually knew them. “My ex was obsessed with America’s Next Top Model and Project Runway. Despite my best efforts to tune them out, I learned a few things.” 

“I like the idea of you watching those shows,” I admitted. “It sheds light into an unknown side of your personality.” 

“You know, it takes a real man to watch Lifetime television.” 

I laughed. “Duly noted.” 

“I’m curious, though, tell me more about this personality assessment you’ve made of me.”

“It’s hardly an assessment,” I objected.

“Stop delaying and give it to me straight.”

“Okay,” I warned. “You come off like a serious intellectual, happy to play the role of witty observer.”

And this assessment comes from?” 

“Oh, you know, just seeing you out. You’re always watching, never truly participating. When I think of you, I always imagine you in a doorway nursing a drink while the party unfolds or talking to a small group of people. I can’t tell whether you think everyone is lame or you just don’t know how to let go and have fun.” 

Joshua peered deeply into his own drink. He wore the exact serious, inscrutable expression I was trying to describe! 

“Like tonight,” I continued. “You chose to sit at the end of the bar. That’s fine, of course, but when you’re in the middle you meet more people, have more fun.”

“I’m shy,” he explained, rubbing the palm of his hand against the whiskers on his chin. “I’ve never been comfortable in large group situations.” 

“Yeah, I don’t get shy from you. Cautious, maybe? Like you’re not sure exactly where you fit in so you hover on the outside. You’d rather wait for people to approach you than the other way around.” 

“Cautious,” he repeated, letting each syllable roll around lazily inside his mouth. “Yeah, I could see why you might think that.” 

I leaned forward and placed my hand on his knee, knowing full well that the angle gave him a nice view of my cleavage. (True to form, Joshua’s eyes widened as he felt the gravitational pull of my breasts. I abruptly sat back up. Why was I acting like a tease? What was wrong with me?) “Why are you so cautious?” 

Joshua leveled his gaze at me. “I’m not sure the best way to break this to you, but for most of my life, I’ve been what you beautiful people would call a dork or a loser.” 

“No!” I said in mock-disbelief. 

“Yes!” 

I found his self-deprecation refreshing. “And here I thought I was sharing a drink with the quarterback of the football team.” 

“Ha! School was like a warzone. I definitely wasn’t hanging out there after hours.” 

“I’m sorry,” I said, backtracking a bit. I struck my interested pose—head tilted the left, fingers strumming my lips, eyes perched wide open—to let him know I was curious about the tales of his lonely youth. 

Joshua’s eyes narrowed. “You really want to hear?”

“Of course!” Extracting a little humbleness from a man was never a bad thing. “I’m an excellent listener—one of the reasons I made so much money bartending.” 

“I must warn you, it’s quite traumatic, the moment where one realizes they were never destined to be cool.” 

“I have no idea what that’s like,” I deadpanned. The truth was I probably didn’t. I assumed that everyone had friends in high school because that was my experience. The easiest part was socializing. (I might have been valedictorian if socializing was graded.) Sure, not everyone was popular, but the geeks had geeky friends right? Even Cadie had a few friends. 

But my life was far from a cakewalk. Rachel and her posse ridiculed me for being poor. I told myself they were jealous. Money couldn’t buy them the attention I got from guys. But that didn’t stop it from hurting. “Seriously though, I want to hear. It will help ground me.” 

“Yes.” Joshua’s voice dropped an octave lower as he looked directly into my eyes. “Someone as beautiful as you occasionally needs to be brought back down to earth.” 

The compliment threw me slightly off guard. “So tell.” 
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Chapter 2


Joshua – February 13, 1987
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It was a little before five in the morning, pitch black outside except for the halogen glow of the streetlights that seeped through my bedroom curtains. I was wide awake, having hardly slept. I spent half the night underneath my comforter, flashlight in hand, rereading the latest Spiderman comic book. I desperately wanted to go watch cartoons, but I knew the noise would wake up my dad and he would get mad. I often heard—usually weaved into my daily conversations with my father—how tired he was, how much his body ached and how I needed to study hard so that I never ended up working in construction. 

I stayed in bed, listening to my rapidly beating heart. Today was a big day. HUGE. It was our class Valentine’s Day party and I was going to tell Betsy Gliebe that I loved her. My mom laughed when I told her. You have a crush Joshua; that’s not love. But she was wrong. Betsy was the only girl smart enough to beat me at Around the World in math. She also hated gym class, constantly coming up with reasons she couldn’t participate in whatever torture-driven sport Mr. Heiglman devised. Best of all, she was nice to everyone. I loved her. 

I quietly crept over towards my desk. The valentines sat in an orderly, alphabetical pile. My mom made me write a valentine to every person in my class, but I made sure Betsy’s was special. I drew a picture of her lying on her stomach on the gym floor, legs bent upwards at the knee with her ankles crossed. She leaned on her right elbow and held a book in her left hand while twirling strands of her beautiful brown hair with her right hand. 

My inspiration for the picture came two weeks ago when we both sat out of gym class. Betsy claimed a severe stomach ache, while I was still ailing from a sprained ankle courtesy of a deathly flag football the day before. It took me two days to get the correct coloring of her acid wash blue jeans and another three to detail all the tiny pastel flowers on her sweatshirt. Viewing the finished product, I knew that skipping my allotted hour of television after dinner was worth it. Betsy deserved perfection. 

I wrote I love you, Joshua in the bottom right-hand corner. Maybe we could start hanging out during recess, fake sick together during gym class or play video games after school. The possibilities were endless. 

***
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DESPITE THE FRIGID temperature, the school yard bustled with kids. They shrieked and laughed in glee, utterly unaware of their runny noses, frozen extremities and chapped lips. Why weren’t they cold? I cocooned myself in a hat, scarf and mittens, as well as my snow boots, and I still shivered inside my mom’s heated car. 

I tried to open the car door in an attempt to make a quick escape (as I did every morning) and failed (as I did every morning).

“Aren’t you going to give Mommy a kiss?” Her voice raised an octave with hope. 

I told her numerous times that I was too old for kisses but she was persistent. My age wasn’t the real reason. On the first day of school, John Bertha walked by our car as my mom kissed me goodbye. No problem would have arisen had my mother given me an ordinary peck on the cheek. But my mother’s kisses included holding my cheeks in a vice grip, pulling my face within an inch of hers and saying: You’re my precious boy. Mommy loves you. Of course, the window was open because it was one of those scorching end-of-summer days and so John caught every single word. Now whenever John saw my mom he started slobbering all over his hand, making kissing noises. His partner in crime, Kenny Longfa, called her my girlfriend, as in, Don’t forget to kiss your girlfriend! My mother either didn’t notice or didn’t care. She had selective hearing. 

“M-o-o-m-m,” I complained, as I cautiously glanced out the window. “I have to go!” 

“Quick one!” She smacked her lips against both cheeks, but it was enough for me to taste the Cheerios we both ate for breakfast. 

“Did you give your girlfriend a Valentine’s Day kiss?” Kenny asked as I sat down at my desk. On cue, John brought his forearm up to his mouth and drooled on it like an excited puppy. Kenny sat on top of my desk, inching his face close to mine and roughly grabbing my cheeks. He smelled like a mix of day-old sweat and cat litter. “What’s this?”

“Looks like a love bite,” John sneered, coming up from behind. 

The taunting caught the attention of the rest of the class, who laughed along in their seats. I looked over at Steve—my only real friend—but his head was buried inside a book. I wasn’t mad. It only made the teasing worse if we both got involved. We implicitly agreed to fight our own battles. 

“What’s going on?” Ms. Schaefer asked as she entered the room. All-in-all she was a pretty good teacher. She gave us candy during tests (“brain food”), allowed us to earn pizza parties and brought in movies as a teaching tool. 

“Oh, honey.” She smiled in an amused yet insulting way. This look would be more appropriate for confronting someone stuffing their mouth full of chips, mid-aisle, before checking out at the grocery store. The look asked: Have you no shame? “Why don’t you run to the bathroom and clean up?” 

Thoroughly perplexed, I ran to the bathroom where I noticed with horror that my mom left a perfectly formed red pout on each cheek. I was a walking cosmetic ad! I angrily scrubbed the lipstick away while cursing my mom. It’s as if she tried to make my life harder! 

But my anger melted away as I walked back to class and saw the red paper hearts decorating the hallway. Today was our Valentine’s Day party. Today, I would give my picture to Betsy. Pretty soon I wouldn’t remember this as the day my mother gave me a facial tattoo, but rather the day Betsy became my girlfriend. 

***
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SHORTLY AFTER A FREEZING recess, Ms. Schafer announced it was time to exchange valentines. Each person had a huge red envelope taped to the front of their desks. My envelope had my name in bubble letters and each letter was filled with silver glitter. I also drew several action sequences from my Spiderman comic book. I felt rather proud until I looked around the room and realized only the girls used glitter. 

Ms. Schafer, as well as the two “den” mothers, stood in the front of the classroom by the display of cupcakes, cookies and juice. They gazed at us with frozen smiles. 

“Now remember, absolutely NO running! We will hand out the valentines in an orderly fashion like well-behaved young adults.” Ms. Schafer gazed from left to right, trying to intimidate each student. “Once the valentines are all passed out, we can enjoy some cookies and juice while we read the messages. Okay? Ready? Go!” 

A flurry of activity ensued as twenty-five boys and girls ran from desk to desk, forgetting all warnings. I saved Betsy’s valentine for last, carefully slipping the picture into her envelope. 

I was about to tuck into a chocolate cupcake with pink frosting when two disturbing things happened. First, I reached into my envelope and pulled out a single valentine from Steve. I set the valentine aside and peered into the envelope. Empty! How was this possible? My mom made me write out valentines for every single person in my class, including people I didn’t like, because it was required. But an arsenal of voices interrupted my thoughts.

“Joshua’s in loooovvvee!!” 

“Joshua likes girls?”

“And it’s not his mom!”

“Betsy and Joshua, sitting in a tree, k-i-s-s-i-n-g!”

“Everyone be quiet!” Ms. Schafer yelled. She touched her thumb and her index finger to her temple and stared at the ground. 

“I thought Joshua was a fairy.”

“I said QUIET!” 

I crouched, shell-shocked, in my seat. I breathed through my nose, trying to keep the tears at bay. 

“I am very disappointed in the way each and every one of you has acted. Joshua made Betsy a beautiful valentine, expressing feelings of friendship”— Ms. Schafer had that part wrong!—“and instead of admiring his artistic abilities you acted like spoiled children. This is not how you treat a fellow classmate.” 

I looked towards Betsy’s desk and saw her crouched in a position not unlike mine. Her usual glowing cheeks shone scarlet red. The lump inside my tummy grew with the knowledge that I caused the one person I cared about pain. 

“Betsy, do you have something to say to Joshua?” Ms. Schafer stood behind me, resting her hands on my shoulders. Betsy tucked her hair behind her ear and focused her eyes directly on me. Her beauty was startling. How could I have ever been so naïve to think she could love me? Why did I think drawing a picture would make her see me differently than everyone else? 

“But Ms. Schafer,” she protested, her angelic face scrunched in confusion. She cleared her throat, which sounded like a bomb being shot out of a cannon into the quiet night sky. “I never asked him for this picture.” 

Ms. Schafer reflexively tightened her grip on my shoulder. “No, you didn’t,” she conceded warningly, “but it was a very nice gesture.”

“I won’t thank him.” She looked pained at having to contradict Ms. Schafer. Normally a goody two-shoes, Betsy took this moment to make a stand. “I don’t want anyone to think that...that we’re in love.” 

“Give it back,” yelled Kenny, evidently enjoying my humiliation. “Give it back! Give it back!” 

The other students quickly joined in. 

Betsy stood, carrying my picture in her shaking hands, and slowly walked towards my desk. Ironically, in my daydreams she walked towards my desk in a similar slow-motion vignette. Yet, in those moments she wore a brilliant, beaming smile. But her face now was as grim as a pallbearer. 

She set the picture on my desk. I looked at her, trying to find any semblance of the girl who was nice to everyone, but she refused to make eye contact. I pushed her out of the way and ran out of the classroom. 

I was the class joke. I had no real friends. I deserved to be alone. 
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Chapter 3


Joshua – September 21, 2012
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“That was the moment I officially woke up,” I finished explaining. “I no longer had any grand illusions that I would one day be homecoming king, the star athlete or date the popular girl. My status as a loser was solidified early on.” 

I shrugged to let Casey know that none of this mattered anymore. Everything worked out in the end: I had good friends, a respectable job and even got laid a fair number of times once the millennium hit and geek became more chic than shit. Beyond the occasional bout of crippling insecurity, my past was exactly that, my past.

Casey’s forehead wrinkled with concentration. “I’ve got it!” she gasped loudly—as if she were in an episode of Murder She Wrote—before grabbing my shoulders. 

“What?” 

“We should look this Betsy chic up, see if she’s in town and then give her an eyeful of what she missed out on.” 

Casey looked so adorably eager to vindicate me that I almost went along with her terrible plan just to keep her entertained. I knew Casey had this effect on men—she could persuade them to walk into a burning building—but it was a lot harder to resist when the attention was directed my way. 

“I don’t think so,” I chuckled. “Knowing my luck, Betsy would still be perfect.” 

“Nope, no way.” Casey emphatically shook her head. “I’ll tell you a secret. The hot girls always end up fat, strung out, working a shit job or marrying the wrong guy. Beauty doesn’t guarantee happiness. Something always goes wrong. Trust me, I know.” 

“Objection. Speculation.” Casey eyed me like a bruised banana and my face flamed in return. This wasn’t a court of law. Objecting only made me sound pretentious and boring: two personality traits Casey already identified and rejected. “But even worse, what if she has a horrible life but still thinks I’m beneath her?” 

“Then she’s not worth your time,” Casey said. 

“Exactly.” I lined my empty glass up next to hers. “Want another?” 

“Yes...but I need a change.” Casey strummed her index finger against her lower lip, plucking it like a guitar. 

I’d known of Casey for years, but always from afar. She was the center of attention—like a magnet, people were drawn to her—and I lived on the fringe. But tonight I was able to study her in close proximity. I had the exclusive view of her supple lower lip, which she highlighted with every strum. It looked juicy and ripe, stained the color of a freshly picked strawberry.

“Tequila?” Casey asked, issuing a subtle challenge. 

I came into tonight game for anything, but Casey’s demeanor—the witty banter, jokes and easy confidence—made me even more nervous. I had no idea what a night of drinking with Casey would hold, but I had to make the most of it. Hell, maybe a few stiff drinks would level the playing field. 

“One shot,” I conceded warily. “I had a bad breakup with tequila.” 

She laughed. “My most stable relationship has been with tequila.” 

“You can do better.”

“I could do worse.”

It was impossible not to return her smile. “So now that you’ve heard about my pathetic youth, tell me how the other half lived. What problems troubled the beautiful and popular? Beyond chipping a nail or staining your cashmere sweater.”  

“Oh God, you too?” Casey groaned. “My sister Cadie suffered from the same delusions. Instead of trying to improve her lot, she sat around complaining about how easy the popular kids had it.” 

“You went to high school together?” 

“Unfortunately. She was a year above me.”

“How could she have made her life better?” 

Casey threw her hands up in the air, as if I should be able to guess the innumerable ways her sister could have moved up in the high school pecking order. “Oh, I don’t know, she could’ve wore clothes that fit her body instead of baggy dresses like a nun. She could’ve flirted a bit. Maybe, God forbid, she could’ve got drunk at a party.” 

“I always wanted a sibling,” I confided. I remembered begging my parents to have another child. When I was young I wanted someone to play with, but as I got older, I wanted someone else to help relieve some of the pressure. It’s hard to be an only child when your parents pin all their hopes on you, manipulating your decisions to fulfill their unlived dreams. 

“Consider yourself lucky.” 

“So you and your sister aren’t close?” 

“Growing up? God no,” she shuddered. “She was a huge geek. No offense.”

I held up my hands. “None taken.”

“But things changed when she left for college. She stuck by me during some really hard times. Besides, her geek-filled years paid off: she has a great job, husband and an amazing little girl. And I, well, I finally have my shit together but it took ten years too long.” 

“Some people just take longer to work out what they’re supposed to do with their lives.” 

Casey studied me carefully. “It’s amazing that you can espouse such truisms without even a hint of bitterness. It’s my fault for never taking anything seriously for the first”—she smiled and looked at the ceiling—“twenty-five years of my life.” 

“I didn’t know you back then,” I said magnanimously. “Maybe you would’ve been the one hot girl that was nice to me in high school.” 

“You wouldn’t have liked me much in high school...had we ever talked.” She caught herself and blushed slightly. “There I go again!” 

“You’re too hard on yourself. You’re a bit wild, but you’ve always been nice to me.” I carefully omitted the times she acted conceited, flippant and distracted. Tonight was a new beginning. 

“Thank you,” Casey said quietly. I held her gaze for a moment before the bartender interrupted us with two tequila shots. 

“Tequila time!” Casey clapped. She looked at the miniature glasses as if a sip would provide eternal youth. “What should we shoot to?”

“Your story.” 

“What story?”

I shook my head to let her know that shining those beautiful brown eyes my way wasn’t going to get her out of divulging a few secrets. “The story about your less-than-perfect high school existence. The one that makes me say, thank God I wasn’t popular! That sounds terrible!”

Casey tapped her shot glass against mine and flipped it smoothly into her mouth, not even flinching as the tequila met her taste buds. How did I fare? Nowhere near as suave. I barely swallowed half the shot when my throat caught on fire, causing an unflattering coughing fit. 

“Finish up,” she said, pointing at the remaining tequila. “Then I’ll give you the inside scoop on being popular. You might be surprised.” 
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Chapter 4


Casey – December 26, 1996

[image: ]




My mouth tasted bitter and stale, like I took too many swigs of cough syrup. I cautiously rubbed my temple. It felt like someone was trying to hammer a nail between my eyebrows. I opened my eyes and saw several neon stars stuck to the ceiling. This insignificant detail alerted me to my location: Alicia’s bedroom floor. The stars gave off a slight halogen glow, but the effect was muted by the grey light creeping in through the shades. It must be daytime. 

Last night came to me in pieces, like a movie missing several slides. Christmas at my house. Aunts, uncles, cousins and one set of grandparents all crammed into our tiny Cape Cod. The usual merriment people experienced around the holidays didn’t exist in our family. I’m pretty sure the only reason we got together was to reargue the merits of long-held grudges. No one ever changed their mind, but depending on how much liquor was consumed, new additions were made to the story to further enhance the offense in the mind of the wronged party. 

The night started with an argument between my dad and Uncle Jimmy about a poker game they played over twenty years ago. Uncle Jimmy claimed my dad cheated by hiding cards under the table with gum. My dad was still seeking his winnings. When the argument turned into a spirited wresting match—seriously two middle-aged men pregnant with beer guts?—I escaped outside with my cousin Alan and a bottle of Wild Turkey. This was far from my first-time drinking, but it was my first date with Wild Turkey. The first gulp tasted like poison, but as the alcohol infiltrated my system it merely felt like there was a volcano erupting in my throat.

The night got hazy from that point. I remember not making it to the toilet and throwing up in my sister’s open dresser drawer instead. And again in the neighbor’s garbage. At some point I fled the three blocks to Alicia’s house. 

“You’re awake,” Alicia’s said from the doorway. I carefully lifted my head and watched as she plopped her butt down on her bed without an ounce of grace. Alicia wasn’t fat, she was...curvy. And perpetually on a diet to achieve that Kate Moss cocaine chic look.

“I don’t even want to know.” 

“Okay,” she taunted me. “I won’t tell you how you showed up, reeking of puke and babbling about how you needed to use my phone because you wanted to call Nick Androse, go over to his house and fuck him senseless.”

“No!” 

“YES!” She threw one of the decorative pillows at me. It weighed a pound, but it felt like a cement truck had barreled into me. 

“Did I call him?” 

“Like I would let you.” She grabbed a cigarette and lit it. Alicia’s parents recently divorced and her mom was in a depressed fog. Hence, she wouldn’t notice if we started a meth lab in her kitchen. 

“Please put that out.” I pulled the blanket over my head in a feeble attempt to block out the smoke. My stomach contracted and my throat burned, alerting me that another round of puking was imminent.

“I saved you from a lifetime of embarrassment and you want to deny me a cigarette?” Alicia sighed dramatically and cracked open her bedside window. “You better get your shit together. Kyle Orcher is having a party tonight and, according to Jenny Blaylock, who he is apparently with this week, Nick will be there, and...wanted to make sure you were going!” 

“What?” I yelled, ignoring the searing pain that bolted through my head as I jumped onto the bed. Nick was a senior. That fact alone should’ve ensured our paths never crossed. But since Thanksgiving I’ve seen him everywhere. So far, I had nothing substantial to report. Nick barely strung three sentences together when we talked. But the killer smile he flashed me each time we passed in the hall was worth way more than words. Bottom line: this invitation from Nick, through Kyle, Jenny and Alicia was a BIG deal. 

“Yep. We’re going to Kyle’s house tonight.” Alicia said Kyle’s name in a dreamy tone ordinarily reserved for the likes of Brad Pitt. But Kyle’s looks were far too clichéd—tall, dark hair, blue eyes—to attract me. Not that this logic stopped the rest of the female student body from spreading their legs on command. 

I preferred Nick’s soulful grey eyes, honeydew hair and muscular forearms. It was during baseball season last spring that I first noticed Nick. I became mesmerized by the subtle popping of the muscles in his arms as he swung the bat, the fluid way he fielded the balls and the cocksure grin he gave as he rounded home plate. 

“So what else did Jenny say?” 

“About you?” Alicia picked up two bottles of nail polish and held them under her desk lamp to figure out which one had yet to expire and turn into clumpy colored water. “Not much.”

“Not much?” 

“Jesus. I didn’t transcribe the conversation. The important part is he wants you there, okay?”

But that wasn’t true. The most important part was determining his intentions: friend, hook-up, girlfriend? I hadn’t the faintest clue how to act, which only made me want to puke...again. 

***
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EVEN THOUGH I WAS ONLY a sophomore, I successfully infiltrated the upper-class social circle via the old adage: fake it ‘til you make it. Thus, I faked confidence with each breath: faked having fun by laughing with the right people; strutted down the hallway like it was my personal runway in the designer knockoffs I sewed out of cheap scraps; and faked falling for the desirable “it” boy when the right opportunity presented itself. It was confusing at times where my real feelings began and the faking ended, but being wanted by the guys and envied by the girls was worth it. 

But my gut told me I wasn’t faking my feelings for Nick. I didn’t want to be with Nick because it was advantageous. Admittedly, he was rich, good looking and popular, but I was drawn to him because he seemed so loved. His parents cheered wildly for him at all his games, always waiting afterwards with a hug of congratulations. Seeing Nick interact with his family made me recognize the emptiness in my own. What would it feel like to be adored?  

My parents quit trying to figure me out early on, likely concluding that I resulted from a mix-up at the hospital, an alien brainwashing or Immaculate Conception. They spent most of their time working or watching television. My dad worked as a manager at an electronics store while my mom was a secretary. At night, my mom sat on the kitchen counter eating Ritz crackers with peanut-butter while watching her soaps on the twelve-inch television in our kitchen. My dad lounged on the recliner, watching sports. They rarely said a word to each other or us. Neither of my parents excelled in the art of conversation. 

Needless to say, I wasn’t shocked when I called home to tell my mom about Kyle’s party that she failed to notice I was gone. It wasn’t until Cadie stole the phone and screamed at me about puking in her dresser that my mom intervened. 

“Casey,” my mom said in her fake I-won’t-stand-for-any-of-your-crap parenting voice. “Did you—Christ I can’t believe I’m asking you this—throw up in your sister’s dresser last night?” 

“Of course not!” 

“Then why would she say that?” 

“Because she blames me for her pathetic existence.” 

“I had to throw out two of my favorite shirts!” my sister screeched in the background.

“Good!” I retorted. I wouldn’t apologize. It was an accident. She’d understand that these things happened if she ever partied. “Tell her to throw out all of her clothes.”  

I could picture my mom standing in the kitchen, wearing her grey sweatpants with the hole in the right knee, staring at the ceiling, begging God for patience. “So then who puked in her room?” 
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