

[image: Images]






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.





Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Images]





FOR PENNY





SOPHOMORE YEAR


Stare. It is the way to educate your eye.


—Walker Evans


Just having the camera, being able to pull back from situations and be an observer, it saved my life. . . .


—Ryan McGinley
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I remember the morning Antoinette became a “known” person at our school. I was in Mr. Miller’s geometry class. It was first period and everyone was half asleep. Kaitlyn Becker was scribbling in her math book, her head sideways on her desk. Someone was whispering in the back row. I was sitting by the window, staring out at the courtyard. A thick fog had settled in, which made the trees look ghostly and mysterious. The benches and walkways looked like they were from another time. What made it do that? The moisture in the air? The blurriness of the light? Fog made things look sad, I thought. Like a memory. Like something that had happened a long time ago and could never be undone.


There was an announcement, which I didn’t quite hear, and when I turned back toward the room, our teacher was gone.


“Hey,” I said to the boy next to me. “What happened to Mr. Miller?”


“He went to the office.”


“What for?”


“I dunno.”


I looked around. The whole class had been left sitting at our desks, with no one in charge. That was unusual.


Then we heard adult shoes clacking down the hall. An adult voice called out. One of the kids stuck his head out the door to see what was going on. A teacher yelled for him to go back in, sit down, and close the door.


Something was definitely up. We sat in our seats, looking at each other, wondering what had happened.


•  •  •


In the hallway after class, everyone was buzzing about a girl named Antoinette Renwick. She had been taken to the office by the principal. A police car had been seen in the parking lot. People weren’t sure what had happened. Had she done something wrong? Was she under arrest?


I vaguely knew who Antoinette Renwick was. She was one of the new kids that year. She had black hair and thick dark eyebrows. She also wore weird clothes: old sweaters and skirts and non-Nike tennis shoes.


Like everyone else, I spent the rest of the day wondering about Antoinette. Had she brought drugs to school? Maybe she’d stolen something. I didn’t know where she came from. Texas, someone said, but they weren’t sure. Maybe she was poor or came from a messed-up family.


•  •  •


After school, the news went around that Antoinette’s older brother had jumped off the Vista Bridge and died. A suicide. Everyone was stunned by that. Nobody knew this older brother, Marcus Renwick. He was nineteen, someone said. Everyone felt bad for Antoinette, but there wasn’t much they could do, since nobody really knew her. And anyway, she was long gone by now, since the cops had come and taken her that morning.


Before I left, I heard some girls mention the street she lived on. It wasn’t that far from my house. When I got home, I decided to ride my bike over there and see what was going on.


I found her street. I didn’t have the actual address, but it was obvious which house it was. A police car was in the driveway, and a bunch of other cars were parked around it. I rode up on the sidewalk across the street and stopped and stood there, straddling my bike.


I couldn’t see anything, really. Everyone was inside. The house looked pretty normal: two stories, a small yard, a tree, a garage.


Then a taxicab came around the corner. I tried to look inconspicuous. The taxi stopped in the street. An older woman holding a wadded Kleenex got out. She was crying and trying to talk on her phone at the same time. She nearly dropped her bag as she went inside.


I felt a little weird then, like if the neighbors saw me it might seem strange that I was standing there, spying on the Renwick house.


•  •  •


Then the front door opened again. This time Antoinette came out. I thought about taking off, but she didn’t see me. She didn’t even look up. She was wearing one of those oversize arctic parkas. She sat down on the front step. She pulled her knees up into her chest, tucked her hair behind one ear, and stared straight down at her feet.


After a minute she checked behind her, and when she saw no one was watching, she pulled a cigarette from her pocket and slipped it in her mouth. She lit the end. That was pretty weird. Nobody at our school smoked. And definitely no sophomores did. Maybe kids smoked in Texas. She took a drag and blew out the smoke. She flicked the ash.


Then she suddenly looked up. Her eyes went straight to me. She must have sensed she was being watched.


I was busted. I didn’t know what to do. I gripped my bike handles and swallowed.


“Hello?” she said. “Can I help you?”


I shook my head no.


She studied me for a moment. “You go to my school,” she said.


I nodded.


“What? You can’t talk?”


“I can talk,” I said.


“What’s your name?”


“Gavin.”


She took another drag of her cigarette and squinted at me. “My brother died today,” she said.


“I know.”


Antoinette stared in my direction. But she wasn’t seeing me anymore. She was seeing something else. I don’t know what, the harshness of life, maybe. She took another drag from her cigarette. Her hand was shaking now. Her lower lip began to tremble. Her face seemed about to collapse.


I felt my heart nearly leap out of my chest for her.


Then the door made a noise. Someone was trying to open it. Antoinette quickly slipped the cigarette under her shoe and ground it out. She tossed the butt into the bushes. The door opened and a woman’s head appeared. She said something I couldn’t hear. Antoinette stood up and went inside.


•  •  •


It was almost dinnertime when I got back to my own house. My mother asked me where I’d been. I told her the whole story, about the cops coming to school and the new girl and how her brother had killed himself. And how I rode my bike to her house to see what was happening.


“So you know this girl?” asked my mom.


“No,” I said. “I just wanted to see the house.”


“What for?”


“To see what it looked like.”


“What did it look like?”


“Like the house of someone who died.”


My mother gave me one of her looks. Then she told me to get ready for dinner.
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I also had an older brother: Russell Meeks. He was seventeen, a senior at my same school, Evergreen High. He was working on his college applications, so that’s what we talked about at dinner that night. Russell was very smart and ambitious. He wanted to be a lawyer, like my dad, so there was a lot of focus on what college he would go to. The Ivy Leagues were what everyone was thinking, since they’re supposedly the best.


I ate and listened. My brother had recently started talking in a new way. It was a very clear and careful way of speaking, but it also had this special nasal quality to it, like he was smarter than you, like you probably wouldn’t understand what he was talking about, that’s how smart he was. Nobody else in my family mentioned this new tone. Maybe they didn’t notice it. Or maybe they accepted it as part of Russell’s gradual changing from normal kid into Ivy League college student.


It was mostly him and my dad talking. My dad had gone to college back East. And then to New York City for law school. He always brought this up when he talked about his past. What New York was like. How different it was from Portland, Oregon. How you didn’t know how the world worked until you’d lived back there, where the important people were, where the real stuff happened.


Anyway, Russell was saying something about a friend of his who was applying to Cornell. So then my dad had to give his opinion on that. They got in a big debate about which was better, Harvard or Stanford or Cornell. That’s when I realized Russell had learned his new tone of voice from my dad. It wasn’t the exact same style of talking, but it conveyed the same basic message of I’m a douche bag.


•  •  •


As she cleared the table, my mother brought up the news about Antoinette. So then I had to talk. I told about the suicide in my mumbling way, which, as usual, drove my father crazy. “Speak up, Gavin!” he said. “Nobody can hear you!”


“I said,” I repeated. “That a girl in my grade got taken out of class because her brother killed himself.”


“Was that the jumper?” said Russell. “I heard about that. The guy who jumped off the Vista Bridge?”


I nodded that it was.


“Do you know this girl?” said my dad.


“No,” I said.


“Who’s she friends with?” asked my mother.


“Nobody, really. Her family just moved here.”


“That’s so sad,” said my mother.


“Who are his parents?” asked my dad. “What do they do?”


“What difference does that make?” I mumbled into my plate.


My dad didn’t bother to answer. This was the kind of thing he hated to talk about. Suicidal teenagers. People who had problems. People who weren’t achieving and succeeding and going to top colleges and New York law schools. Russell, too. They would much rather go drink brandy in the den and talk about whether Cornell was better than Stanford.


•  •  •


After dinner I went upstairs to my room. Tennis was my thing. That was where I’d achieved and succeeded. I’d won a bunch of local tournaments in the twelve and unders, so my room was like that: a bunch of trophies lined up on a shelf and my walls covered with posters of my favorite tennis stars. Roger Federer. Andy Roddick. Rafael Nadal. There were lots of Nike swooshes everywhere. Sometimes at night I’d practice my serving motion in my room, while I listened to music. Sometimes I would bounce a tennis ball on my racquet face. I had once done that 1,217 times in a row, which was still a record at my tennis camp.


But that’s not what I did that night. A couple weeks before, my mother had bought some old art books at a rummage sale. One was a book of landscape paintings from the 1700s. These showed scenes of cows and fields and little valleys. I’d brought this book up to my room and cut out one of the pictures and thumbtacked it to the wall above my desk. I did this as a joke, really. I wasn’t into art. I just felt like looking at something different for a change.


But that night, after the encounter outside Antoinette’s house, I found myself looking through the art book again. And then I decided to take down my Roger Federer poster. I was bored with it. I unstuck it from the wall and went through the art book and found two more paintings that I liked, one of a road going past a farm, with a huge sky and clouds above, and another of a harbor, which also had clouds and a big sky. I cut them both out, trying to keep the cut line as straight and neat as I could. Then I thumbtacked them to the wall where the Roger Federer poster had been, one on top of the other, keeping them just the right distance apart.


Once I’d done that, I started looking at my other posters. One of my oldest ones showed the history of tennis in the United States. It was pretty lame, with all these old dudes and their old-style shorts. So I went back to the art book with my scissors and slowly turned the pages, looking for something to replace it.


I was listening to the college radio station while I did this. They were playing good electronic stuff, like they do at night. So I had this fun night of redoing my room and listening to music and cutting these pictures out of this art book. The other thing was: I kept thinking about Antoinette. Not like anything in particular, just having her in the back of my mind. As the night went on, I realized I was doing this for her. I was making my room into something she would like.
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It took a couple days for Antoinette to come back to school. She showed up on a Friday morning and a hush fell over the frosh/sophomore wing. People wanted to talk about her and gossip, you could tell. But nobody really knew her. Nobody knew what had happened exactly.


The teachers tried to act like everything was normal. During first period, Mrs. Hennings was teaching her class, but then Olivia Goldstein asked her point-blank what was the best thing to say to someone if a family member had committed suicide. So then there was a big discussion about that. According to Mrs. Hennings, the proper thing to say was, “I’m sorry for your loss,” just like you’d say if someone died some other way, like getting hit by a bus. For some reason that was the example people kept using, “getting hit by a bus,” as if that were the most normal way to die.


Other people didn’t need to be told what to say. They went right up to Antoinette and said how sorry they were and offered to help in any way they could. These were the weirder, less popular girls. They were eager to be part of something so serious and dramatic. Like finally someone needed their help, finally they had a role to play at their school.


•  •  •


I had my own feelings about the situation. Mainly that it might seem weird to people that I went to Antoinette’s house that day. People might talk. I decided I should say something to Antoinette to make her see it wasn’t a big deal.


I waited a couple days for things to calm down. Then I saw Antoinette waiting after school for her ride. She was sitting on a bench, by herself, which was rare, since she now had this little group of girls following her around. These were those same girls who had offered their condolences the week before. They were like a gang all of a sudden. Antoinette’s “suicide friends,” people called them.


I walked up to her, making sure to be extra polite. “Hi,” I said, without sitting down.


Antoinette glanced up at me once, then looked away.


“My name’s Gavin. I don’t know if you remember me—”


“I remember you,” she said.


I very slowly sat down beside her. Not too close. For a moment we didn’t speak. We watched the other students, freshmen mostly, walking out to their parents’ cars.


“How’s it going?” I said.


Antoinette did a little shrug.


I nodded my head a few times. “I know it must have seemed weird,” I said. “Me showing up at your house the other day.”


“Yeah,” she said. “It did.”


“What happened was . . . well . . . I heard about your brother . . . and I felt bad, of course . . . and I was in the neighborhood anyway and I decided to swing by . . . not for any reason, you know . . . and then you happened to come outside at the exact moment—”


“How did you know where I lived?”


“Someone said the street,” I told her.


That seemed to satisfy her. A silence fell between us. I felt like it was a good silence, a positive silence. “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said.


“That’s what everyone says.”


Some of Antoinette’s new friends were standing nearby. They were watching me talk to her. They were trying to decide if they should come to her rescue or not.


I figured I’d said enough. It was time to go.


“Anyway . . . ,” I said, getting to my feet.


“Thanks for stopping by, Gavin,” said Antoinette.


I nodded once and walked away. Behind me, I could hear Antoinette’s friends hurrying to her aid, questioning her about me.


“Do you know who that is?”


“That’s Gavin Meeks!”


“Do you know him?”


“What did he want?”


“Oh my God, Antoinette, he was totally talking to you!”
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That’s probably another thing I should mention: I was one of the popular kids at Evergreen. This was partly because Claude Leon, my best friend and tennis partner, was the most popular person in my class and had been since fourth grade. And also, it was just how things worked out. I was good at sports. I dressed a certain way. I lived in a certain neighborhood. So those were the people I naturally hung out with.


Once the shock of her brother’s suicide wore off, my friends forgot about Antoinette. She was far away from us socially, being new and unknown and not being friends with anyone we were friends with. I never did tell anyone about going to her house the day of the suicide.


When things returned to normal, our group went back to our usual business of goofing around, having fun, and thinking up new ways to hook up with each other. In terms of romance, I had lagged behind my other friends. Plenty of girls liked me, or would have liked me if I liked them, but I was shy about these things. I hadn’t figured out how to close the deal and get an actual girlfriend.


Claude, who had been with super-hot Petra Roberts most of freshman year, had recently paired up with Hanna Sloan, who was the other great beauty of our grade. Maybe that was what held me back: watching my best friend work his way through all the most desirable girls in our school.


Now, though, as we were getting further into sophomore year, people began plotting to get me a girlfriend. “It’s a waste of a cute guy to have Gavin not be with someone,” Hanna told people.


After a lot of discussions, it was decided Grace Anderson was the girl I should be with. Grace was perfect for me, they said, never mind that we’d known each other since kindergarten and had barely spoken. That didn’t matter. Grace was getting more into boys now, and she was very cute, and also certain parts of her had “grown” recently. Most important: she and Hanna were practically best friends. And since Claude and I were best friends, it made for a logical match.


•  •  •


It was Claude who first brought it up. “Hey, Gavin,” he said, one day in the cafeteria. “What do you think of Grace?”


“Grace Anderson?” I said. “She’s okay.”


“Just okay?” said Claude. “Dude, she’s hot.”


Some of our other guy friends were sitting with us. They agreed. There was much murmuring about the hotness of Grace.


“I’m not sure she’s my type,” I said.


“What’s your type?” said someone else.


That was the thing. I was a sophomore. I didn’t really have a type. Not that I knew of.


“You should go out with her,” said Claude.


“With Grace?”


“Yeah,” he said. “She likes you.”


“How do you know?”


“Hanna told me.”


I shrugged.


“You should like her,” repeated Claude. “She’s cute. She’s nice. She’s got a hot body. What else do you want?”


The other guys agreed. I looked around at them. They were all nodding. They had talked about it. The girls had talked about it.


So that was that: Grace and I would be together. I was tall and blond and good at tennis. Grace was cute and was friends with Hanna. Riding my bike home, I resolved to make it happen. I would ask Grace out on a date. And then I would ask her to be my girlfriend.


•  •  •


But that night, in my room, I found myself thinking about Antoinette. She wasn’t nearly as good-looking as Grace. And it wasn’t like I really knew her. But she’d stuck in my head. It had been a month since her brother died. And several weeks since our conversation in the breezeway. But I’d never stopped thinking about her.


If I had to have a girlfriend, why not Antoinette? I began flipping through my cut-up book of landscape paintings. Was she my type? Could we do stuff together? Could I kiss her? Talking to her had been thrilling in some way. Talking to Grace, well, I had known her practically my whole life and I couldn’t remember a single thing she had ever said.


In bed it got worse. I would turn one way and think about Antoinette and then turn the other way and think about her some more. I thought about her weird clothes. I didn’t know if I could deal with that. Why couldn’t she just wear Nikes and jeans like everyone else? But in another way, I could respect it. She was being herself. She was making a statement. I’d never been friends with anyone like that. It made me curious. It made me want to talk to her more.


•  •  •


But the next morning, in the cold light of day, I felt differently. I saw the absurdity of thinking I could be with Antoinette. I barely knew her. She had weird friends. She smoked. She obviously didn’t snowboard or play tennis or do any of the things I did. Plus, her brother had committed suicide. What did that mean about the rest of her family? Probably nothing good.


No. It would never work. It was impossible. Grace was a much better fit. Grace and I had real things in common: friends, activities, history. She dressed right. She looked good. It just made more sense. It would be so much easier.


•  •  •


We still had to do it, though, Grace and I. We still had to officially get together. Our first attempt was at a basketball game. Several of us guys went, including Claude and Logan Hewitt. Grace and some other girls sat behind us in the bleachers. Claude elbowed me to move up to the girls’ bench and sit beside Grace, but I thought that would be awkward. There wasn’t room. And she was right behind me anyway. Her knees were touching my back. Wasn’t that being together, in a way?


After the game, I stood next to her outside while people waited for their rides. I had this idea that I would kiss her good-bye when her ride came. But when her mom’s car pulled up, I saw the stupidity of my plan. I couldn’t kiss her in front of her mother. So that didn’t work.


Then the next weekend, some of us went to Hanna’s to watch The Godfather. Grace and I sat together on the couch. This seemed like the perfect place to kiss her, but I waited too long and then Hanna’s little sister came in, and then someone ordered a pizza and I never got a chance.


Back at school, Claude pulled me aside. “Dude, what’s going on?” he said.


“What do you mean?”


“You gotta put the moves on Grace. You like her, right?”


“Of course I like her.”


“So put the moves on her.”


“I am. I mean, I’m trying.”


“Girls can only take so much hesitation. She’s admitted she likes you. And you’ve admitted you like her. So what’s stopping you?”


“Nothing. I know.”


Fortunately, the next Friday, Logan Hewitt’s older sister had a party and a few of us sophomores were allowed to come. We were in the basement when Hanna decided that we should play spin the bottle. We were too old for this, but Hanna turned it into a joke, which made it acceptable. Plus, people were feeling sorry for Grace and me. Mostly for Grace because she was doing what she was supposed to, less for me, since I was the one holding things up.


Hanna made us form a circle. Then she took a Coke bottle, placed it in the middle, and gave it a spin. When it stopped, it was pointing at me.


“I got Gavin!” she said. “That’s perfect. Gavin, I pass you on to Grace.”


“What?” said someone.


“I said I’m passing Gavin on to Grace. Which means I get to go again.” Hanna snatched the bottle back.


“Can you do that?” said someone else.


“Of course you can do that!” said Hanna. “It’s a rule. You can pass your spin to someone else, but only once per game.”


Nobody had heard of this rule. But Hanna wanted Grace and me to get on with it, and this was the easiest way.


“And because that was the first spin,” continued Hanna, flashing everyone a sexy grin, “you guys have to go in the bedroom for extended minutes.”


There was more grumbling about Hanna’s made-up rules. But I stood up. Grace stood up too. We barely looked at each other as we slowly marched into the Hewitts’ basement bedroom, which was more like a storage room but did have a bed in it. I knew I couldn’t hesitate now, so I didn’t. As soon as I’d shut the door, I turned to Grace and kissed her. The main thing was to get it done, to seal the deal.


We made out for a solid five minutes, standing next to the door. After that Grace opened her eyes and smiled at me with relief. She made a gushy girly face and kissed me again. She began to touch my neck and run her hands through my hair.


After we made out standing up, we lay on the bed. Grace began to giggle, and at one point she rolled on top of me and pecked at my face, kissing me all over with her thin lips. As she did, I unfastened the buttons of her shirt. She had a fancy silk bra on. “Nice bra,” I whispered.


“Victoria’s Secret,” she whispered back.


We didn’t go any further than that. The important thing was that we stayed in the bedroom for nearly twenty minutes. Mostly kissing and rolling around on the bed. We didn’t talk much. It didn’t seem necessary. We were together now. We were a couple. I think we both wanted to think about that and get used to it. It was a pretty big change in your life.
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So what was it like to have a girlfriend? The first thing I noticed: There was a lot of texting. Grace updated me every few minutes on what she was doing:


I’m eating an orange.


Bio homework. Forgot it in my locker!


Hanna says tennis players have cute buns.


I did my best to text back. It was easier if she asked me questions. Then I could answer. Other times I’d write whatever was happening.


Logan just nailed Thomas in the balls.


Mr. Miller “disappointed” by Algebra quizzes.


NOT talking about you guys, talking about the Seahawks!


The best part was the making out. Grace was a great kisser, one of the best in the school, people said. That, combined with her natural cuteness, her silky soft hair, and her general girlish enthusiasm, made sitting around French kissing pretty much all we wanted to do.


Another fun thing: Our status at school changed dramatically. Being a couple, and being so closely associated with Claude and Hanna, we were suddenly very important sophomores. Sometimes I’d catch people staring at me in a certain way, like if only they could have a super-cute girlfriend and be in love and be having sex. (We weren’t actually having sex, but everyone assumed we were or would be soon.)


And then there was the sharing your life with another person. Every day, Grace and I checked in with each other to see what we were doing after school. The fact that we were an official couple overrode small problems like we didn’t like the same music or she didn’t get my jokes. I thought about Grace all the time. When we were apart, I wondered where she was and what she was doing. Other people, other girls, quickly faded from my mind. If I did think of someone else—like Antoinette—it was only to realize how ridiculous it was to think we could have been happy together.


•  •  •


That year the Valentine’s Dance became an extra-big deal. Several couples of my friends were having anniversaries. Logan Hewitt had been with Olivia Goldstein for one month. Grace and I had been together two months. Claude and Hanna would be celebrating almost five months. People seemed very excited, and not just about the dance but about love and relationships in general.


There was one small problem brewing. It involved Claude and Petra. They had been together freshman year, but now, after a short time with Logan Hewitt over the summer, Petra wasn’t with anyone. Since Petra and Claude were still friends, she and Claude still talked occasionally. Hanna didn’t like this.


Then one day Hanna looked through Claude’s phone and saw that Petra was calling Claude all the time. Claude claimed this was just to comfort Petra after she broke up with Logan. But most of the calls were more recent than that. Many were late at night. The truth was: Petra still loved Claude and couldn’t let him go.


Hanna had tried to be nice to Petra. Now she started saying how pathetic she was and making fun of her practically to her face. She didn’t have to do this. No one in their right mind thought Claude would pick Petra over Hanna. Hanna was the hottest girl in our whole school by now, and Petra had just got dumped by Logan for Olivia Goldstein. But Hanna was like that. Not a drama queen exactly, but definitely a little crazy. As Grace said: “If there’s blood in the water, Hanna’s gonna smell it.”


•  •  •


So then the dance came. All the couples went and lots of other people too. Petra was super dressed up, with eye makeup and a new haircut. She got a lot of attention that night, from a bunch of different guys.


Unfortunately, halfway through the dance, Claude and Petra got left on the dance floor together. This was an accident: A bunch of people had been dancing randomly, but then most of them walked off at the same time. This left Claude and Petra by themselves in the middle of the song. Claude, being stubborn and feeling it was in his rights, finished the dance with Petra.


Hanna saw this and was furious. She retreated to a corner and fumed. Claude went over to her, to reassure her, which only made things worse. So then all of Hanna’s girlfriends had to go commiserate and offer support. This included Grace, who owed Hanna big-time for getting her a boyfriend.


The guys gathered around Claude, but we weren’t as good at giving support as the girls. We mostly stood there, frowning to ourselves and scratching our heads. Claude thought it was ridiculous that Hanna was creating such a scene. Of course he would never cheat on Hanna. He loved her more than anything.


After a while I saw there was nothing to be done and wandered off. I got a cup of punch and took a seat on the side and watched the DJ, who was now playing to an empty dance floor. Glancing back to see how Claude was doing, I realized I had sat down next to Antoinette Renwick.


•  •  •


I hadn’t even noticed she was there. She was with another girl, one of her “suicide friends.” I glanced down at Antoinette’s knee and foot. She was wearing a strange brand of shoes I’d never seen before.


After a while, the other girl got out her phone. Antoinette, who was holding a red plastic cup of punch, turned and saw me.


I also had a red plastic cup of punch. I lifted it toward her in a salute. “Hey,” I said, over the music. “What’s up?”


“Nothing,” she said.


“I’m Gavin,” I said, since it had been months since we spoke.


“I know who you are.”


The song ended. I watched the DJ. I tried to think of something to say to Antoinette. “What kind of shoes are those?” I asked.


“You wouldn’t know,” she said.


“Try me.”


“They’re French.”


“Seems like a long way to go for a pair of shoes,” I joked.


“Don’t be an asshole,” she said.


“I’m not being an asshole.”


“Yes you are.”


“How do you figure that?”


“Why are you even talking to me?” said Antoinette. “Hanna Sloan is over there having a meltdown. Doesn’t she need your immediate attention?”


I took a slow sip of my punch. “That has nothing to do with me.”


“I don’t think so. Whatever Hanna does affects you a lot. You’re one of her minions.”


I felt my cheeks burn for a moment. “How do you figure I’m a minion?” I asked.


“What are you, then? You do whatever she says. You’re going out with that idiot Grace Anderson.”


I kept my cool. “I happen to like Grace Anderson.”


“Sure you do.”


“How would you know anything about Grace and me?”


“I know plenty.”


“You think you know.”


“I do know,” said Antoinette, sneering into her cup. “You guys . . . you and Claude and Hanna and the rest of them . . .”


I wanted to respond. I wanted to put her in her place. But I couldn’t think of how. Maybe it was best to disengage. And to think I’d considered going out with this girl!


Antoinette snorted with disgust and stood up. She stomped off toward the back of the room, her black mop of hair bouncing slightly as she walked.


At that moment Grace saw me from across the room. She came skipping over. She gave me a big hug and whispered in my ear: “I think Hanna and Claude have patched things up!”


“Thank God,” I said.
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It was later that spring that Hanna decided smoking weed was cool. Lots of people smoked weed, of course, but in our group it wasn’t the center of things, like with some people. But that was before Hanna and Claude got high, listened to music, and made out for three heavenly hours.


Since Hanna and Claude loved it so much, Grace and I had to do it too. We all went to the Westgate Pavilion one Friday and smoked a joint in Hanna’s car in the underground parking lot. Hanna was very funny when she was high. She was cracking us up. I don’t know how she did it; weed made me so stupid I could barely talk. Grace, on the other hand, couldn’t stop talking, rambling on about whatever popped into her head. It got so bad Hanna finally said, “Grace, I love you, but I can’t listen to you for another second.”


After that the four of us wandered the mall. Then Hanna and Claude disappeared. Eventually Grace and I realized they had gone back to the car for some alone time. So then Grace and I were stuck walking around by ourselves. We ran into Petra and another girl. Petra thought we were laughing at her, since we were giggling so much. So Grace told her we were high. Then Petra thought we were funny and got out her phone and took our picture.


Grace wanted to make out, since Hanna kept saying how great it was. But there was no place to go, since Hanna and Claude were in the car. So we both squeezed into one of the cushy armchairs outside Nordstrom and put our coats over ourselves and played “where’s my hand.”


“Where’s my hand?” whispered Grace, snuggling against me.


“In my pocket,” I said.


“Where’s my hand now?”


“Deeper in my pocket,” I said. “Where’s my hand?”


“Ga-vin!” she gasped, pushing my arm away. “We’re in a public place!”


“Okay, now where’s my hand?” I said.


“On my waist,” she said.


“How about now?”


“Higher on my waist.”


“How about now?”


“Oh, that tickles. No fair!”


“Does it tickle?”


“Yes, IT DOES. Don’t, don’t, AAAAHHHH!!!! NO! Stop it. GAVIN!!!”


I stopped. “Where’s my hand now?” I said.


“No. It’s my turn,” she said. “Where’s my hand?”


“In my armpit, where it’s gonna get crushed.”


“How come you’re not ticklish?”


“Because I’m a boy and I have no emotions.”


“Okay, now where’s my hand?” said Grace. “No. Wait. Where’s my finger?”


“On my chin.”


“Now where?”


“My nose.”


“Now where?”


“My muth.”


“Does it taste good?”


“It taith all right.”


“Where’s my finger now?”


“In my ear. And it’s wet. And that’s gross.” I twisted my head away. “Where are my fingers?”


“They’re walking up my leg,” she breathed into my ear. “Toward my special private personal area. Where they’re not allowed.”


“But they’re still walking.”


“They better not be walking.”


“But they are.”


“Then their little legs are going to get smashed!”


•  •  •


When Hanna and Claude reappeared, the four of us drove to Logan’s house, where Petra and some other people had gone. For some reason Hanna decided to bury the hatchet with Petra and was super nice. Then we all smoked more weed and everyone got super giggly again. By the end of the night the group of us were lying on the living room carpet in the dark. That’s when I began thinking about Antoinette again. I was still pissed about our conversation at the dance. I still felt the sting of her minion comment.


But I rarely saw her at school, and anyway, who cared what someone like her thought about my life? Her and her weird friends. As I lay beside Grace, breathing her silky hair, kissing her slender neck, running my fingertips over the soft skin of her shoulders, I reflected that my life was pretty damn good the way it was.
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Naturally, since weed was cool now, Claude had to get some, since he was Claude and people expected him to have everything. I offered to help.


The first thing we figured out was that Bennett Schmidt was our school’s main weed source. Claude and I both rolled our eyes when we heard this. Bennett was one of the biggest creeps in our class. He’d worn these dorky wire-rim glasses all through middle school and had terrible acne for years. He was best known for beheading live ants during a science class project in fifth grade. And then showing people—girls mostly—the twitching bodies through the microscope.


On Saturday we called Bennett and rode to his house on our bikes. His mother answered the door. She knew who Claude was—everyone did—so she was a bit surprised at the sight of us.


“Is Bennett here?” said Claude.


“Yes. Yes he is,” she said. “He’s downstairs in his room.”


When she didn’t move, Claude said: “Can you get him, please?”


“Oh,” she said, flustered. She turned and called down the basement stairs. “Bennett! You have visitors!”


Bennett appeared from the darkness below. He told us to come down. Claude didn’t want to go down there. Neither did I. But it didn’t appear we had a choice.


We descended the stairs and entered Bennett’s basement lair. It was pretty much what you’d imagine: a marijuana emporium. There were assorted posters: Snoop Dogg, The Big Lebowski, a big picture of Bob Marley with dope smoke coming out of his nose. There were different versions of the pot leaf stuck here and there. The ceiling was low. The lighting was dim. You had to respect the guy for dedicating himself so thoroughly to the drug-dealer thing. He used to be the gross-out king. Now he’d turned himself into Dr. Weed.


Bennett pointed at an old sofa that was along the wall opposite his unmade bed. Claude didn’t want to sit. Neither did I. But this was part of the process.


I followed Claude as he maneuvered around a dirty coffee table. With great disdain, he lowered himself onto the old couch. I did the same.


“So you’re interested in some cannibis,” said Bennett.


“Why else would we be here?” said Claude.


Bennett was not affected by this insult. He went to his large metal desk and unlocked one of the drawers. He took out several small plastic bags and lined them up on a tray. Then he brought the tray over to the coffee table and placed it, with some formality, in front of Claude and me.


“This is what I have at the moment,” he told us. He proceeded to tell us what countries the different bags were from, what their different effects were.


“I don’t care where it’s from,” said Claude. “As long as it gets you high.”


“I like the Moroccan,” said Bennett. “It has a more grounded feel. It’s not so cerebral.”


I glanced at Claude to see if he was going to laugh in Bennett’s face. But he didn’t. Bennett was showing a certain confidence throughout this interaction. He wasn’t intimidated by Claude, not now. Claude had his status. And Bennett had his.


Claude unwrapped a couple of the plastic bags and studied the contents. I looked too. The clumps of marijuana at the bottom of each bag did look somewhat different from each other.


“Should we have a taste?” said Bennett. He pulled up a chair across from us and produced a small white pipe. He reached for the bag of Moroccan.


“I’m not going to smoke it here,” said Claude, with growing annoyance. “How much is it?”


Bennett put his pipe away. “The Moroccan is forty,” he said calmly. He took the plastic bag and rerolled it into a neat slender tube. He tossed it back onto the coffee table. Claude handed over two twenties.


“Can you believe that guy?” Claude said when we got outside. “What a moron.”
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“Do you remember that girl Antoinette?” Grace asked me one afternoon, while we were making out in her parents’ bedroom.


I nodded that I did.


“Oh my God, I heard the weirdest thing about her.” Grace sat up suddenly to tell me. “Supposedly, she went with Bennett Schmidt to a Southridge party? And everyone was really drunk? And they started making out? And then they started switching off.”


“Switching off” was a term used for make-out parties that involved uncool people from redneck high schools like Southridge. When those people wanted to kiss different people, they didn’t bother spinning a bottle. They switched off.


“And now she’s supposedly with him. With Bennett! Can you believe that? He is so gross. Remember him in fifth grade? Chopping up those ants in science class?”


I nodded that I did. I scooted closer to Grace and tried to caress her back. But she was lost in thoughts of improper make-out games. She scooted away.


“Someone should tell her,” said Grace. “She’s never going to be accepted if she hangs out with people like that.”


“She just moved here,” I said. “She didn’t know him in fifth grade.”


“And switching off  ?” said Grace in disbelief. “With Bennett and some Southridge guys? That’s disgusting!”


“Yeah, but what’s the difference between that and spin the bottle?”


“Spin the bottle has rules!”


“Not when you play with Hanna,” I said.


“And with spin the bottle you know who you’re playing with. You know the people. It’s not some random Southridge guys.”


“She knows Bennett.”


“It just sounds icky to me. And poor Antoinette! First her brother jumps off a bridge. And then those weird girls start following her around. And now she’s with Bennett of all people.”


“Yeah . . . ,” I said.


Grace became reflective. “God, high school is so different than I thought it would be.”


“How so?”


“People are just so . . . They can’t control themselves. And they have so many problems! Why can’t they just have fun? And do fun high school things?”
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