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			For Krestyna, because there is magic in the editing.

		

	
			part one

			1.

			You are on a plane.

			The plane is an Airbus. You don’t know anything about planes but if you were going to draw an “Airbus” it would be more like the regular school bus, but with wings jutting out the sides. This is definitely not that. The seats are upholstered in blue-and-black fabric that looks new. There is a tiny screen attached to the back of the chair in front of you that shows where the Airbus is currently flying. It’s a movie, starring you! (Or at least, your plane.) A tiny dashed line is superimposed over a map, illustrating where you have been and where you are going. You wish so badly that you could fast-forward along that path until you are home. 

			You are so totally over this already. 

			Your best friend, Kath, is sitting in the seat in front of you. Her hair occasionally pops into your line of vision. Kath never sits still. You can hear the tinny treble of the music she’s listening to at full volume, even though the movie she’s watching is something unrelated. On her screen, two British people start kissing. One of the people is Benedict Cumberbatch. He’s your movie-star crush so you change the channel on your screen so you can watch it, too, with no sound. You don’t need the sound. You’ve watched that movie before (eight times) with Kath, lying on her bed, throwing popcorn into each other’s mouths—or more accurately into each other’s hair. It feels like forever ago.

			That was before Paris. 

			You wish you could go back to that, to undo Paris, to undo everything, especially the stupid fight you’re in with Kath. But you can’t. 

			Now you can feel her dancing, her chair back vibrating your table. She occasionally bumps the person next to her, who is named Max, but it’s the wrong Max, not the Max she likes. This Max is the one with the ears that stick out, a huge collection of Star Wars stickers on his tuba case, and a nervous stutter: the Other Max. The Other Max would never have the nerve to tell someone as tall and pretty and powerful as Kath to stop dancing. The girl sitting in front of her has no reservations about it, though. She keeps kneeling up on her seat, turning around, and glowering. She is pretty and English with an angular face and a loud voice. “Stop kicking my seat, for the love of God,” she says. “I’ve asked twenty times. I need to sleep.”

			Kath is either ignoring her or rolling her eyes. You can’t tell from behind Kath’s seat, but you’re pretty sure she flips her off. 

			“Americans have no class,” the girl says sharply, not winning any friends on a flight filled with Americans. 

			“England sucks!” someone yells.

			“HEY,” shouts Mr. Appleby. 

			Kath isn’t sitting next to you because of the fight. “I’m not talking to you,” she’d said. “It’s over between us.” You couldn’t tell from her tone if she was half-joking or all-serious. Then she swapped seats with Josh Harris, which is a pretty huge favor to you, actually. You’re really grateful. But you still glare at the place where her head moves to the beat, oblivious to how mad you are. She is in an anger sandwich, effectively, with you and the English girl both furious with her for different reasons. 

			Josh Harris is asleep. He is making a gentle breathing sound that you wish you could record to play back whenever you feel stressed or anxious. He even breathes better than most people. 

			You change your screen back to the map and trace the plane’s path with your finger but before you can get to California, the screen interrupts itself with an ad for car rentals. Rude, you think, flipping it back to Benedict Cumberbatch. He’s leaning against a wall, laughing. He’s putting a toothpick between his teeth. Kath doesn’t understand why you find him attractive when he’s so ordinary. “Small eyes,” she says. “Pinched mouth.” But it’s his ordinariness that makes him attractive. Anyway, he’s number two. Josh Harris is, and always will be, number one. You sneak another glance at him, at his perfectly straight nose, and at his ear, which is sporting a diamond stud. The plane lurches. 

			Flying is a suspension of disbelief, your dad said before you boarded to leave home. Now you know what he means. How does the plane stay up? It’s ridiculous. Nothing makes sense.

			You lean your head back on the headrest and try not to think about lice. The engine noise is louder than you remember from the flight over, but you were too excited and nervous that time to properly pay attention. Or maybe this time, because you are in the very last row with your back pressed up against the end of the plane with no way to tip your chair back, it just sounds different. Anyway, right now, everything is too loud: the roar of the engine and the voices of your classmates and the other passengers and the way Mr. Appleby keeps standing up and saying, “HEY,” and then sitting back down again, as though his work is done. No one is quieter after one of his HEYs, which are completely ineffectual, except in getting the passengers who aren’t in the band to look at him and then sigh, annoyed. 

			It’s the return half of your first plane trip, first time out of the country, first time for a lot of things, but nothing happened, except the fight with Kath, which sucks. Paris should’ve been the backdrop for so many amazing things, but it wasn’t. You did not get kissed for the first time or get Josh Harris to fall in love with you or even have any experiences that forced you and Josh Harris together, alone, where he’d have to notice you and realize how much he liked you. You’d imagined it so clearly—you even drew it—that when it didn’t happen, you felt ripped off, like somehow your comic should have created that perfect moment. And it didn’t.

			You’d drawn an earthquake. (Earthquakes do happen in France, after all, just not as frequently as in California.) You and Josh would be trapped in a safe but cut-off room for hours and hours, ideally with some wine and French bread. He’d slowly get to know you, then somehow there would be a bed and you’d fall back onto it, kissing. And all you’d have to survive on would be canned goods. Did they even have something as unsophisticated as ravioli in Paris? You drew some tiny tins, labeled Le ravioli and La SpaghettiOs. 

			Your next idea was an elevator breaking down, one of those tiny Parisian cage ones you’ve seen in movies, forcing you next to each other to wait for rescue. Driven together by fate and circumstance! Just you and Josh Harris, waiting endless hours alone together, surviving on breath mints and water, which you always carried in your bag, just in case. 

			All the comics ended with you and Josh Harris kissing. You never really went further than that, to after. To what would happen next. To more.

			“There’s more to being in love with someone than just kissing,” Kath had pointed out. “Kissing is not a relationship. Boy, are you ever going to be shocked by the real thing one day.” 

			“Like you’re an expert,” you’d said. “Because you dated Charlie Martin for ten minutes?”

			“Well, duh,” she’d said.

			In reality, it didn’t matter what she said, because you weren’t in a relationship with Josh Harris, or anyone else for that matter. For most of the trip, Josh Harris hung out with Fitzy and all of those loud boys, same as at home, running down Paris sidewalks as though they were in the gym at the Y, high-fiving and generally being oblivious to you, Elyse Schmidt, staring moonily after him. 

			“Stop staring at him so moonily,” Kath had said. “Either talk to him or don’t, but all the mooning about it is doing me in. I hate mooning.” 

			“You don’t have to moon about it,” you’d pointed out. 

			“But I kind of do,” she’d said. “Your mooning is sucking me in. It’s like falling into a tar pit. I’m practically fossilized from all your mooning for Josh.” 

			“Josh Harris,” you’d corrected her. “All-one-word.” 

			“Whatever,” she’d said, and rolled her eyes. “I love you, but you’re a nut. Also, you’re ruining Paris.”

			If you had to search for something nice to say about Paris, you’d say that the bread was totally up to your expectations: crusty and soft and perfect. A-plus for the bread, Paris! Way to go! Nice work on the carbs! And the river was pretty. The bridges that crisscrossed it were like a romantic movie come to life, especially at night when the lights came on.

			A romantic movie featuring zero romance for you specifically, that is.

			But the damp cool February air had crawled into your bones as you walked down the Champs-Élysées, and you ached like the old person that you sort of are inside. You’ve had arthritis ever since you can remember. “Junior Idiopathic Arthritis.” Or, as you prefer to think of it, “Junky Idiotic Arthritis.” Your fingers ache now, just thinking about it. You want to get home to stick them in the paraffin bath, the warm heat sinking into your joints like a series of tiny gentle hugs, the pain slowly seeping away.

			Not only was it damp in Paris, but everything stank: humidity and yeast and dog poop and all those clammy stone buildings. You missed the orchards at home, the peach trees undulating into the distance under the always-blue California skies, even though in reality, you’re sick of endless summer and living way out of town on the farm, which your mom hates (your parents are constantly arguing about it), and the way that peaches are a part of every meal. You suspect that deep down inside, you’re not a California person. A California person is all white teeth and easy smiles and highlighted blond hair and perkiness. You’re definitely not a peach person, which is all that, along with a sweetness that you 100 percent lack. 

			You’re a snow person. 

			You’re a person who has moods, who needs sharp, extreme seasons. 

			You’re sort of a sour person, if you’re being honest. More like a bitter cherry than a ripe peach, in any event. When you’re mad, you’re lightning or an ice storm, wrapping everything around you in a frigid, glassy blanket of electric fury. 

			You write WYOMING on your sketchbook and then draw a heart around it, and then some trees. You add a starry night sky. A rolling field. A white horse galloping by. A mountain.

			You exhale. If you had seasons, real seasons, and mountains and biting blackflies and cold streams and a real autumn, replete with rustling colorful leaves, then—and only then—would you be yourself. You don’t know why. It’s just the way it is. You just know. 

			One day, you think. One day. 

			The streets in Paris were not for you. They were too narrow and too tense and packed too full of shops and doorways and endless people, so many people, people everywhere. It made you feel trapped, closed in, suffocated. It made you miss the sky. 

			On your first day there, you bought a turquoise blue silk scarf with a pattern of peaches on it in a thrift shop from a very pretty, fine-boned man. (Very French!) Buying it made you feel like a more beautiful person, the grown-up version of your sixteen-year-old self. Someone who would know how to tie a scarf casually, like a Parisian, like an adult. The scarf cost way more than you thought because you did the conversion wrong and were too embarrassed to admit it. It was all you bought in Paris because it’s all you could buy, you ran out of money right then and there. Sitting here on the plane, you wind the scarf around your thumb and tighten it until your thumb turns white, and then purple, strangled by peaches. It’s so like you to go to Paris and buy a thing that reminds you of home, even if it’s something you don’t even like. 

			Josh Harris makes a snoring sound and smacks his perfect lips. You stare at him, willing him to like you back. Why can’t it be that simple? You want to explain to him about the peach scarf, about yourself, about how you’re more complicated and more interesting than he even could imagine. 

			Moony, you think, in Kath’s voice. You flip the page and make a new drawing. The same field, surrounded by wildflowers and mountains. You add a moon, full and glowing in the top corner, and begin shading in the sky with blackness. A shooting star. Then another. And another. You draw a plaid blanket laid out on the ground, two bottles of beer, a cooler.

			You close your eyes and make a wish. 

			You wish that something would happen before you land, something that would make this trip worthwhile, after all. 

			A story you can tell, later, one that ends with, “And that’s how me and Josh Harris got together.”

			Ideally, that is.

			In the corner of the field, you draw Josh Harris, jogging toward the picnic. Sneaking a look at Josh Harris, you see his eyes are still closed, but you angle the page away, in case he wakes up. He can’t know what you’re thinking: him and you, a field and a starry night. 

			You blush furiously, the heat of it almost making you sweat. But you keep drawing. You draw yourself on the blanket, watching him. You might be able to make the story real if you want it badly enough. That’s how it works, right? 

			That’s what Kath says and Kath is one of those girls who know what they are doing, who don’t stop and ask every ten seconds, Is this okay? Am I okay? Am I doing it right?

			Not like you. 

			You press harder. The pen makes a divot in the page.

			2.

			On your third night in the hotel, you drank four cups of terrible red wine. It was four more cups of wine than you’d ever had before. 

			That was a mistake. 

			The wine stained your tongue and teeth purple, so that the next morning when you looked in the mirror, you thought something apocalyptic had happened to you in the night. You tried to Google “teeth purple am I dying” but the Wi-Fi was down, so you brushed until your gums bled, by which point you were pretty convinced you really were sick, spitting purple and blood into the rusted drain in the sink. Your head hurt and the room spun. Maybe it was a brain tumor. 

			Probably. 

			When you said that out loud, Kath laughed sleepily and said, “Duh, it’s the wine! That always happens. It stains your teeth. Plus, you have a hangover? You’re so naïve.” 

			“Oh,” you said. You pressed a cold cloth to your head, which made you feel less dizzy, if only for a few minutes. Kath’s parents let her drink wine at the dinner table. Everything about her family was so grown up, so sophisticated. Somehow, you never connected wine with hangovers, just with Kath’s family—three older brothers who were goofy and fun and who worshiped Kath, parents who did romantic things like waltzing around the living room—clinking glasses and smiling wide, all white teeth and high cheekbones, looking like a commercial for “How To Live Your Best Life” or tooth whiteners.

			You had drunk the wine in the hallway of your hotel, which looked like every hotel you’ve ever stayed in on band trips, except that everything was super tiny. You leaned against one wall of the hallway and rested your feet partway up the wall on the other side and tried to ignore Charlie Martin, who kept trying to touch your hair. He was drunk. 

			“It looks sooooo soft,” he cooed. “Like . . . uh . . . like baby hair. Or feathers! Feathers.” He shook his head and sighed. “Bay-beeeeee birdy feathers.”

			You were sitting close enough that his sweaty arm dampened your shirt but there was no way you could move because the wine had transformed your legs into cooked spaghetti. 

			“My dad doesn’t love me,” he said, suddenly, thickly. Then he burst into tears. “I wish I was better at sports,” he slurred into your shoulder.

			Charlie Martin was actually pretty athletic, for a band geek. He wasn’t not-cute either. He must know that. But your brain was spongy and you couldn’t make anything reassuring come out of your mouth, so you crawled away from him and into your room. 

			“Good night,” you managed, pushing the door open with your head. “Bonne nuit.” You don’t know where everyone had gone or when they left, the wine did something strange to time. Charlie had tipped over and begun snoring. No one else was in sight. At least he hadn’t tried to kiss you. Your first kiss will be with Josh Harris. It has to be. Josh is your fate. Certainly not drunken Charlie Martin on the floor in the tiny, terrible French hotel. 

			In the room, there was no space between the beds and the walls or between the two beds. The bathroom was a tiny shower stall with a pedestal sink crammed beside a toilet. That’s where you threw up, hitting your head on the strange pipes that stuck out over the sink. There was no room in Paris for undignified bodily functions. And you are pretty much always undignified. 

			Kath never is. That’s why you hate/love her. 

			Kath is made for places like Paris. She’d been before because her mom is a lawyer for a cosmetics company and sometimes has to come here for work. So Kath wasn’t surprised by anything Parisian: the smells, the small room, the uneven sidewalks. She moved through all of it elegantly, like a ballerina, or a fashion model on a break between shows at Fashion Week. 

			So even while you scrubbed at the red wine stain on your teeth, Kath lay across her bed like someone posed in a music video, still wearing her little black dress from the night before.

			“Are you even awake?” you asked her. “Don’t go back to sleep.”

			“No. Yes. I’m awake. And stop staring at me, Nerdball,” she said. Her eyes stayed closed. 

			“I’m not staring,” you said. “We’re late. And I’m dying, in case you care. Why did you let me drink that stuff? Where were you, anyway? How can you possibly look good? I hate you.”

			“I don’t, like, kiss and tell,” she said. “Nope.” 

			“Well, thanks for nothing,” you said. “I feel like crap.”

			“I feel GOOD,” she said. “I’m basically a woman now.”

			“Ugh,” you said. “Hang on.” 

			You threw up again, the acid burning your tongue, somehow stinging inside your nose. Again and again, until you were empty. 

			You were in Paris to play in a band festival, which turned out to be no different from every band festival in America that you’d ever been to. Parisian band students were just as awkward as all the other ones, maybe even more so. Their instruments all creaked and groaned and they, too, coughed and sneezed and waited too long to start and dropped their music. They all sucked. Or maybe it was just that everyone was good, which made it seem like no one was. The first-place band was from Sweden. They were a small group, mostly blond and thin and pale as ghosts. Their music wafted around the room like it, too, was thinner and more ethereal than everyone else’s. 

			Your band placed third, no thanks to you. You only pretended to blow into your flute. The music that your friends played rose and fell around you and you sat there, faking it, and hating your hangover and wine and hating yourself for hating Paris and for not being self-assured and silkily confident or blond and wafty. Hating yourself for not measuring up to everyone else is one of your main things, right above Googling possibly deadly diseases you might have and collecting weird death stories. Everyone needs hobbies! That’s what your mom always says, even though she probably wouldn’t classify hypochondria, a fascination with the dumb ways people die, and self-loathing as the best options.

			The smell of your stale metallic spit inside the flute’s mouthpiece made you suddenly need to puke again, halfway through The Prisoner’s March, a clangy piece of music that Mr. Appleby claimed to have composed. It was long and loud and in a minor key. You had to run for the exit, nearly falling into Charlie while he performed his deafening solo saxophone riff. You made it only as far as a potted plant that was stage left. Mr. Appleby caught your eye. He shook his head slowly, depressed by you and your weak stomach and lame, noiseless flute performance. “Hey,” he mouthed. 

			You are why your band didn’t win. 

			Later that day, you all took a tour of the Eiffel Tower and you fainted on the lower observation deck after you’d fallen behind the group. Something very odd happened; it was like your brain was being prickled by pins and then everything went white in slow motion. When you came around, a French security guard was nudging you with her foot. “Ça va?” she said. No one seemed very worried, so you got up woozily and pretended nothing had happened. Pretending awkward things didn’t happen is your superpower. 

			It came to light later that Kath wasn’t with you while you were unconscious because she was having real, actual sex in a bathroom with her crush object, the Right Max. That’s why you lay there, dreaming, while sandaled tourists stepped over you, unconcerned. (What did they think? That you were pretending? That you were actually enjoying lying with your face pressed on the glass, Paris dizzyingly far below you?) 

			Kath thinks you’re mad because you’re jealous, which you aren’t, not even close. The Right Max is really no better than the Other Max: His freckles crowd out his skin and he is always picking at the cuticles of his fingernails. Worse, he has dry lips that look like they’d crack and break open on impact. His breath always smells like onions or old coins. 

			He’s definitely not in the same league as Josh Harris.

			Not even close.

			Later that day you saw the Right Max making out with Melody Hartwell in the lobby of the hotel. Either Kath lied to you, or Max is a worse human being than you previously thought. But you don’t care, because you fainted at the Eiffel Tower and she wasn’t there to save you. She put someone else first. She put a boy first. And that broke the ONE rule you two have always had: Girls before squirrels.

			She picked a squirrel.

			Over you! 

			And you were in real, genuine distress!

			He wasn’t even a good squirrel. 

			In that split second when you woke up, your cheek pressed against the cold smooth floor, the feet of everyone disregarding you, you were entirely alone. Abandoned. 

			You’re also mad about the wine. The wine had been Kath’s idea. Maybe you’re allergic. Or maybe it just doesn’t mix with your arthritis medication. 

			Anyway, Max is shorter than she is. She can do better. She will do better. One day. No way is she going to end up with Max Onion-Coin Breath. Not a chance. He has a future selling cars at his dad’s dealership. 

			But Kath? 

			Kath has a future in everything.

			3.

			The plane dips and you shriek, but under your breath, like a silent dream-scream, paralyzed in your mouth. What comes out sounds like a burp or a quack, a duck with indigestion. 

			Perfect. You roll your eyes at yourself, add one more thing to your mental list of the ways in which you are the Most Awkward Girl Alive. 

			That could be a great subtitle for a graphic novel about you, which maybe you should write instead of this pretty embarrassing thing about Josh Harris. Elyse Schmidt: The Most Awkward Girl Alive. It would be more honest. 

			In the book, you’d wear a cape, but you’d always be tripping over it. It could end when you fall out of a tree, trying to save a kitten. You quickly sketch a possible cover for it in your sketchbook and then slowly begin coloring in the letters with a crosshatch of black ink. There’s something about the way the pen makes its soft, inky sound against the paper that calms you down, slows your pulse, makes you less aware of the fact that the only thing separating you from certain death is the metal tube that you’re sitting in.

			As if to emphasize this, the plane lurches again. 

			Josh Harris stirs but doesn’t wake up. You wish he would, just so you wouldn’t feel so alone, here at the back of the plane, behind all the action. You’re incredibly, mind-bogglingly terrified of flying, as it turns out. 

			“Huh,” you say, out loud. You chock it up to yet another phobia for your lengthening list. By the time you’re old, your list will be long enough to stretch around the world. Of course, by then, you’ll probably be agoraphobic and housebound. You’re already scared of crowds and of being touched. 

			You breathe in deeply. Too deeply. Are you hyperventilating? Better question: Is the plane safe? Kath could talk you down, but you aren’t talking to Kath, which makes you even madder, that she could leave you alone back here, quietly freaking out.

			You should have guessed that you would be afraid, seeing as how you’re scared of so many things: sharks, heights, crowds, murderers, horror movies, being stuck in an elevator (unless you’re with Josh Harris), accidentally eating a poisonous mushroom, ghosts, the impending apocalypse, being kidnapped and kept prisoner in some creep’s basement forever, meteors hitting the Earth, what will happen if the sun burns out. Oh, and also cats. No one understands that last one, but it’s the way they look at you with their slitted eyes and how they seem to be plotting your demise, or at least waiting for you to die from natural causes so they can eat you. 

			You stand up with your head bent awkwardly at the neck to avoid hitting it on the bulkhead. You need to see better, so you can assess if anyone else, like you, is wishing they had a paper bag to breathe into. You make yourself breathe through your nose. It’s mouth breathing that causes hyperventilation, which causes fainting. You learned this from Google when you searched for “why do I get so dizzy when I’m anxious.” Life must have been very hard for people before Google, you think. 

			Anyway, no one is doing anything very interesting. Mostly people are watching the same movie on their screens. Dozens of Benedict Cumberbatches tip their hats and wink. Some people are eating. A mom is comforting a baby who is crying. A lot of people are asleep. It all looks normal, or what you assume normal to be on a plane, so there must be no reason to worry, which does nothing to stop you from worrying. 

			You hate this plane. 

			You hate traveling. 

			But it’s better, you suppose, to find that out now than later, after you’ve pinned your identity on being a free-spirited, traveling hitchhiker, sleeping in hostels and hoisting a backpack, exploring Southeast Asia and having short romances with bearded boys from Australia and Scotland. You’re kind of relieved about this, actually. It’s one more person you don’t have to be. There are so many options. Ruling any of them out makes the whole prospect of “deciding who you’re going to be” slightly less arduous. Besides which, no one gets murdered more frequently than free-spirited hitchhikers.

			You pop your earbuds back in and crank the Hoppers. Josh Harris has been wearing a Hoppers T-shirt and you’d thought that, maybe, the Hoppers could be something you have in common, a band you could go see together. If. When. 

			The trouble is that they are terrible. The violin bows scratch chalkboard-squeaky against the strings, sawing back and forth until your teeth clench so hard your jaw pings. You pause the sound, but you leave the earbuds in, dialing through some options. Your dad has uploaded his favorite song, which is by Guns N’ Roses: “Sweet Child O’ Mine.” He used to sing it to you all the time when you were a baby. You smile. Your dad is a goofball and you miss him and you can’t wait to see him. When the song ends, you hit pause and listen to nothing. Nothing is probably exactly what you and Josh Harris have in common, after all. If only you could get sort of comfortable, maybe you could sleep. You shift but you’re careful to keep your arm on your side of the armrest. You’re careful not to touch him. Because, Josh Harris. Josh Harris! If this were a graphic novel, there would be an exclamation mark floating over your head for the entire duration of the flight. You flip the page in your sketchbook and quickly draw yourself in this very seat. Then you draw an exclamation mark over the you on the page. You widen your eyes. Then you draw Josh Harris, staring at you moonily. You draw a thought bubble over his head. 

			Elyse Schmidt is adorable! you write. 

			Ha. You wish. 

			You scribble over it quickly and thoroughly. Where is the line between a crush and full-on crazy? That’s the question Kath keeps asking that you should also ask yourself. 

			You allow yourself to look at him properly for the first time since you sat down and then you blush. Again. You can feel the heat of it creeping up your neck, onto your cheeks, making your eyes water. You look out the window to distract yourself. There is nothing to see but white clouds thinning and thickening and thinning again, which reminds you of how you fainted at the Eiffel Tower, how everything first turned white and then the whiteness wouldn’t let you go. Even thinking about the Eiffel Tower makes you light-headed and pissed off. Now you’ll be like one of Pavlov’s dogs, fainting every time you see it on TV or in a movie. Great. You put your sketchpad into the seat pocket in front of you and stare at it, your favorite pen clipped to the front. Then you take it out again. You can’t stop yourself. 

			The graphic novel you are slowly, almost accidentally, creating is called ME AND JOSH HARRIS: A LOVE STORY, a title that was sort of meant to be a joke but also not exactly funny. How can something you want so bad be a punch line?

			“That’s bananas,” Kath said, when you showed her. “You should at least change his name.”

			“I can’t. Then it wouldn’t be real. Anyway, it feels more proactive than mooning. It’s like that book The Secret. I can secret it into being true. Maybe. Theoretically. Anyway, isn’t it better to turn it into, like, creative output? It’s not like I’m going to get it published or something. It’s not like he’ll ever see it.”

			“Imagine if you do sell it!” She started laughing. “And his dad orders it for the bookstore and then says, ‘Son, this book has your name on it!’ Then they open up the first page and realize that it is him, and you, and—” She had to stop talking because she was laughing too hard to continue. Then she made that “you’re nuts” sign with her finger, twirling it at her temple, crossing her eyes. 

			“Stop!” But you were laughing, too. 

			It was funny. It is funny. 

			But it is also maybe true love. 

			You flip to a clean page and start drawing a random scene. It’s like drawing your daydreams. It doesn’t mean anything, it just comes to you, a fleshed-out scene, and you feel compelled to put it on paper. This one is you and Josh Harris at some kind of a dance. You’re wearing a strapless dress. He’s wearing a tux but the tie is half hanging off. If Kath saw it, she’d get the giggles again. “You have no idea what having a boyfriend is really like!” she’d say. “I love eighties movies, but real relationships are not like Molly Ringwald and Andrew McCarthy staring longingly into each other’s eyes! Fully half of any relationship is feeling annoyed that the other person hasn’t texted you or if they gave you a cold sore or something. Did you know cold sores are really herpes?” 

			Kath is an expert because for three months—August, September, and October—she was “in a relationship” with Charlie “your hair is like baby feathers” Martin. Poor Charlie. She didn’t sleep with him, though. She barely even let him touch her. If she did have sex with the Right Max, it’s big news. BIG NEWS, all caps. You don’t feel old enough to have sex. You aren’t ready. How can she be ready when you’re not?

			Anyway, this is just fiction that you’re drawing. It’s fantasy, not real life. It doesn’t have to include the boring parts or the irritation, which you know exists. You live with your parents, for goodness’ sake. They fight constantly. They can turn a perfectly normal question like, “Is there any orange juice in the fridge?” into a reason to draw up divorce papers. 

			But you don’t want to marry Josh Harris. You want to fall in love with him. That’s different.

			You go back to your drawing and add confetti falling from the ceiling. You draw people watching you dance, clapping like you’re winning some kind of dance contest in an old-fashioned movie, where you’ll get a trophy and your photo in the local paper. You give yourself Molly Ringwald’s hair.

			Sometimes you think you were born in the wrong generation. Everything about the now is too techy, too modern, too fast, too soon. You barely even like texting. If you had a choice, you’d always “forget” your phone. It just seems like so much trouble to stop what you’re doing, to type things out painstakingly with your thumb, which is usually aching. Maybe the people who like it just don’t have Junky Idiotic Arthritis. 

			You draw a big banner on the page: THE GREAT 1980s DANCE-OFF. You add some ruffles to your dress to make it look more ’80s. You make your hair bigger. You give Josh Harris wild, huge hair, but it’s obviously a wig, slipping sideways on his skull. Come to think of it, there aren’t a lot of black people in those ’80s movies.

			You’ll have to tell Kath when she’s talking to you again. She must have noticed. How many black people were there in Say Anything? Sixteen Candles? Pretty in Pink? 

			Zero.

			“That sucks,” you mutter, and add a bunch more people of all different races into your drawing, but you don’t add Kath. “You aren’t invited,” you tell the back of her head. “You can go hump Max in the bathroom.”

			You keep your body angled to hide the pad from Josh Harris. If he were to wake up, he would see what you are drawing and you would die. Instantly. People die in weird ways all the time. They say that no one has ever died of embarrassment but you know differently. A maid in the 1800s was caught stealing in front of a group of people and she collapsed right there, dead. The cause of death was officially recorded as “embarrassment,” although maybe it was less true embarrassment and more adrenalin and probably something like Long QT syndrome, which you know a lot about because you’re pretty sure you have it, and one day in gym class, you’ll keel over dead yourself. 

			Anyway, if Josh Harris knew how obsessed you were with him, you’d get a pretty big jolt of adrenaline, too, and then . . . flatline. 
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