
[image: Image]


Praise for Wish You Were Here

USA Today Bestseller

Cosmopolitan September 2017 Pick

Goodreads Best Romance of August 2017

HelloGiggles, “17 Books We Can’t Wait to Read in August 2017”

“With a surprising cast of lovable and relatable characters, witty banter, and some utterly romantic scenes, Renée Carlino’s Wish You Were Here is about more than just finding love—it’s about rediscovering what love is. Just remember to have tissues on hand.”

—Karina Halle, New York Times bestselling author

“Readers will enjoy meeting Charlotte’s family, be charmed by Charlotte and Helen’s friendship, and will be eager to uncover just what’s going on between Charlotte and the mysterious Adam—all while swooning over the sexy parts.”

—Booklist

“If you loved Before We Were Strangers and Swear on This Life, then Carlino’s latest, Wish You Were Here, will be a no-brainer addition to your to-be-read list as she’s outdone herself. Wish You Were Here will have readers laughing, crying, crying some more, and basically running a gamut of emotions in this beautiful, heart-wrenching story. The relatable heroine finds herself not only at a crossroads in her life, but torn between two great guys. Furthermore, this is a memorable story where readers will fall in love with both men. It would not be surprising if readers picked Wish You Were Here as one of their top reads this year.”

—Romantic Times (4.5 stars, Top Pick)

“An absolute must-read. One hundred percent feelings, beginning to end.”

—USA Today

“There’s an unwritten rule that you must read at least one sticky-sweet romantic book per summer. And we suggest Wish You Were Here.”

—HelloGiggles

“If you loved Me Before You, then you have to read this book!”

—Aestas Book Blog

“Another Carlino masterpiece! Emotional and heartbreaking comes to mind when I think of Wish You Were Here. . . . This book and story grabbed my attention from the get-go and I couldn’t stop reading, addicted to the words and frantically trying to finish to see how it would all end.”

—Shh Mom’s Reading

“Beautiful. Absolutely, stunningly beautiful. And spectacular, and powerful, and heartbreaking. . . . I just don’t have enough adjectives to describe my feelings for this book!”

—Night Owl Reader

“Beautiful and heartfelt, and once again, Renée Carlino has delivered the touching prose she does so well! Wish You Were Here is a thought-provoking, poignant, and remarkable story about self-discovery and love.”

—Totally Booked Blog

“I absolutely love this woman’s ability to tell a story and pull me right in.”

—Girl Plus Books
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For my best friend, Angie


“Cutting people out of your life is easy, keeping them in is hard.”

—Walter Dean Myers



1. Present Day

PENNY

In my dreams, I danced. It had been a decade since I had laced my pointe shoes and glided across a stage, let alone a studio, yet in my dreams I felt strong. Flexible. In control of my body. I felt like myself.

In reality, I was like every other suburban housewife in Fort Collins, Colorado, though lately I’d been allowing myself to indulge in old dreams by going down to the studio where I used to dance as a girl. Now it’s a Subway restaurant. What a travesty. I often sat on the bench just outside of its double doors and wished that I could afford to pay the lease on the space to reopen the studio: it had always been my goal, but life changes. We get sidetracked. Some of us get lost in the details of domestic life, and before we can blink again, we’re thirty-four and our dreams are unattainable.

That particular morning, I turned on the TV to see what the weather would be like. It was spring and the ice had melted, but it was going to be a gloomy day. Instead of the news, the movie Groundhog Day filled the screen. How apropos, I thought, though I didn’t necessarily want my own cycle to break. My fourteen-year-old son, my only child, was going off to MIT in the fall. How I raised a genius kid, I’ll never know, but it seemed too soon for him to be leaving. To be leaving me, alone, in a life that seemed unrecognizable, in a marriage that was slowly, and quietly, dying.

I paced around the house, making sure everything was perfect, as always, until Milo came down for breakfast.

“Do you want blueberry waffles or pancakes or eggs or—”

“Don’t worry about it, Mom,” Milo said with his back to me as he made himself an espresso. “I don’t eat breakfast anymore.”

“Since when do you not eat breakfast? It’s the most important meal of the day. It’s why you’re so smart.”

“That’s not why I’m smart, Mom. It’s because I was born this way. It’s because of Dad and Grandpa and you.”

“And Gavin and Ling and Kiki and Grandma,” I added, reminding him of my two best friends from college, my sister, and my mother—the small village that had helped me raise Milo.

“What are you going to do today?” he asked.

“The weather looks bad but . . . maybe I’ll go down and check out the studio again. Try to talk to the owner of the strip mall if he’s in his office.”

“You mean sit outside the Subway and daydream?” Milo said teasingly.

“Don’t be a smartass. A girl can dream.”

“I think it’s good for you, Mom. You need to get dressed, get out, and breathe in some fresh air.”

His words stung. Had I really been moping around that much? When had I stopped getting dressed? I looked down at my pajamas and ran a hand through my hair. I imagined what I looked like to my son.

I approached him for a hug, and he swooped me up and squeezed me hard. “I love you,” I said.

“You were the best mom.”

“I’m still your mom. You should let me hold you like a baby on the couch, while I still can.”

“I haven’t let you do that since I was, like, five,” he said, laughing.

“You were seven. But I guess you’re three inches taller than me, so maybe you should hold me like a baby?”

He laughed again. He was so handsome, just like his dad. I thought to myself how much the world was going to love him, and how I was going to lose him.

“That would be really weird, Mom.”

“I know. I’m just gonna go shower and head out. Text me later, okay?”

“You got it.” He threw back the espresso, picked up his backpack, and headed for the front door.

As I walked up to my room, I heard the door close and felt a deafening silence descend upon the house, as it did every morning when Milo left, only to lift once again when he returned in the afternoons. But I could see its invisible shadow trailing across the horizon of my future: a silence that would stay forever.

I SAT AND watched the college kids from Colorado State passing through the doors of Subway with their five-dollar footlongs. It made me nostalgic for my own college days, though I couldn’t say why—I could never eat like that when I was a student. I guess I just envied them their spark. Their buoyancy. Their untouched futures.

I heard the familiar purr of a car engine and turned to see Gavin pulling into the parking space directly in front of me. Our eyes connected through the windshield as he shook his head and laughed. I smiled and gave him a little wave.

Gavin was always handsome and tall, with a full head of messy, dark-brown hair, and a heavy brow that made his green eyes seem even more penetrating and brilliant. He had full lips that naturally turned up at the corners, even when he wasn’t happy. His hands were rough, thick, and scarred from his work as an auto mechanic, though I knew he was still deft with a guitar. Even though I’d told him his sideburns were lame and out of style, he wore them long anyway, and he never shaved his face with a real razor, only the electric kind that leaves a permanent five-o’clock shadow. He also wore bracelets, which drove me a little crazy. I told him they made him seem feminine, but the truth was there was nothing feminine about him. At all.

“Hey! Surprise, surprise,” I said as I stood up to hug him.

“You look fantastic, P. Do you always get dressed up to hang out in front of Subway?”

“Ha! I was hoping to meet the strip mall owner. I’m thinking about converting this place back into a dance studio once Subway’s lease is up, but I’m not sure if I have the funds.”

“That would be amazing. Can’t you guys sell one of your cars or something? Or maybe a Tag watch?” He smirked. It was true that my husband brought home good money, but what Gavin didn’t know was that the cars were leased—and MIT was going to cost a fortune.

“Oh, shut it. Let’s grab some lunch. You keep saying you want to catch up, but I haven’t seen you in so long. We can walk across the street to that little pub by Bank of America, if you want to?”

“You just read my mind. I’ll drive by the way,” he said, smirking.

I looked at him suspiciously. “Big news?”

He shook his head. “Let’s get a drink first.”

WE SAT AT the bar of the pub as I continued to stare at him, a mixture of curiosity and fear boiling in my gut. He ordered a beer, and I ordered Chardonnay with beer-cheese pretzels.

“That’s different for you.”

I usually stuck to salads, an old habit from my dancing days, but I had lost a lot of weight in the past few weeks. “Don’t think you can distract me so easily. Tell me what’s going on. Did you break up with Briel?”

He took a long pull from his beer and stared straight ahead. “Don’t be mad, okay?”

I stared at him, wordlessly, the fear fully boiling over. And then he dropped the bomb on me.

The next few minutes were hazy as Gavin, the bar, and my glass of Chardonnay swam together before my eyes. I tried to reach for the glass but found it suddenly empty. That’s weird. It was full a minute ago. I motioned to the bartender for another, then poured it down my throat in a steady stream.

I was breathing fast when I slammed the glass on the bar, shattering my fugue state—and bringing Gavin into sharp relief. I was reeling.

“Shit, Penny! Be careful. You almost broke your glass!” He practically yelled.

“You’re moving to fucking France?!” I yelled back.

The bartender jerked his head toward the door, and within minutes Gavin was forcibly dragging me out of the bar by the arm. I slipped out of his grip and bolted to the parking lot, seething and very much drunk. I was fully freaking out when he caught up to me. “So do you love her?” I asked.

“Briel? What kind of question is that?”

“Just answer me.”

“Fuck, Penny. That’s not what this is about. I don’t really have a choice here, though, do I?”

“You always have a choice.”

He glared at me. “That’s fucking rich, coming from you.”

I shook my head vigorously. “Totally different situation.”

“Like hell it was.”

“When do you leave?”

“In two days.”

“WHAT?!”

He ran up and shook me by the shoulders. “Jesus, if I knew you were gonna take it like this, I wouldn’t have told you in public. Pull yourself together.”

I screamed at the top of my lungs and then made a guttural sound as I hunched over and held my stomach.

“First Milo, now you?”

“Don’t you put that on me. I’m not the reason why you’re about to be alone and unhappy.”

“Fuck you, Gavin!”

“Fuck you, Penny!”

He didn’t turn around—he just stormed off in typical Gavin fashion: petulant, recalcitrant, and a total shithead. People in the parking lot were gawking, appalled, covering their children’s ears. But no one made a move to leave. When Gavin and I got like this, we were like a car wreck by the side of the road, impossible to look away from.

Gavin slid into his ’67 Chevelle and fired up the engine. I hated that car because he loved it so much. It had a black leather interior, a flawless paint job, and tinted windows, like it belonged to some kind of celebrity—which Gavin definitely wasn’t. It was his only possession worth a dime, besides his garage, a few guitars, and a Zippo lighter he swore River Phoenix had given to him at the Viper Room the night of his death.

I ran to the exit and stood in the middle of the lane, daring him to run me over as he ripped out of his parking spot and raced around the corner toward the exit. “We’re not done talking, you coward!”

He slowed but let the car idle while he revved the engine. “I dare you!” I yelled.

He stuck his head out the window, leaned his tattooed arm against the door, and actually grinned at me.

So smug. What a dick.

“You look ridiculous standing there. Get out of the way!”

I walked toward his window and noticed that his demeanor had completely softened. There was even humor in his expression. He wanted me to block him, and he knew I would.

“Can’t you have a proper fight without running away?”

“You were lecturing me, yet again. I have a mother, thank you. You have a child you can order around . . . and a husband you can control. I don’t need your shit, okay? Don’t you realize that I’m freaking out, too? I’m going through the hardest time of my life, and you’re making this all about you.”

“You’ve been going through the hardest time of your life for the whole fourteen years I’ve known you.”

“And as my friend, do you think you’re helping my situation right now?” he spat back, his mood shifting once again.

“Don’t even. Don’t you dare act like I haven’t been a good friend to you. You’ve put me in the most awkward situations, you’ve bolted on me, you’ve stopped speaking to me for weeks at a time, but still . . . I make myself available to you. I’ve been here for you, always. And now you’re moving thousands of miles away when I need you most?”

He shook his head slowly. “That’s right, Penny. You have been here. You’ve been right by my side, lecturing me, rolling your eyes at me, pressuring me to get serious about Briel, all so I could go and fuck up my life even more while you sit in your nice house, with your KitchenAid mixer, your Oracle espresso machine, and your fucking Yellow Lab.”

“Don’t talk about Buckley that way! He’s a good dog. And you love our espresso machine.”

Gavin’s lips turned up at the corners. “You’re so messed up, Penny. You definitely have a chemical imbalance.”

I pointed to my chest, shocked. “Me? Look who’s talking? Please, pull into a parking space. I don’t want to stand here anymore, making a spectacle of myself. Some parent from Milo’s school is probably watching this whole thing. There’ll be whispers at the next PTA meeting. Is that what you want for me?”

“Don’t pretend like you go to PTA meetings. And look around: Everyone’s gone. It’s just us.”

He was right. The parking lot had cleared out. Gavin was sitting in his idling car while I was standing outside his window like a moron.

“I resent you for saying I pushed Briel on you. And yes, for your information, I do go to PTA meetings.”

“You encouraged me to go out with her, then you needled me about it until I finally did.”

“You were horribly depressed! I thought you were gonna jump off a bridge. I told you to go out with her and to have some fun. She’s a nice girl. I didn’t say turn your life upside down, pack up, and run away with a foreigner! You’re thirty-six years old, Gavin. I think it’s time you grew up.” I shook my head. “God, I can’t believe you.”

He jerked his head back and squinted. “Great band but not totally PC to call someone a foreigner, Penny.” His voice was low.

“Are you going to become a French citizen now, too? You better brush up on your French.”

“Everyone speaks English there.”

“No, they don’t! People always say that, but you’ll see. They might be able to communicate to a degree, but it’s not conversational English.”

Why am I still standing here, screaming about French people?

I needed to tie this conversation up in a pretty little bow. I needed closure. I couldn’t say good-bye to my best friend without it. He was leaving, going to France to chase a girlfriend I knew he didn’t love. I was losing him. And it was my fault. We couldn’t leave each other angry.

“I’ll figure it out,” he said. “Try not to make me feel worse about my situation, though I know that’s hard for you.”

“Your situation? It’s always your situation. What about my situation?” He just stared at me. He was hurting; I could tell. But I was hurting, too. “Listen—”

“What?”

“Don’t interrupt me.” I cleared my throat. “Gavin . . . it’s just . . . I’m going to fucking miss you, okay? I’m having a hard time right now, and life is about to get a whole lot harder the second you leave.” I started to cry.

He hated it when I cried, but he didn’t ask me, “Why are you crying?” He never had to ask.

He took a deep breath in through his nose, then released it forcefully in a burst of frustration. A second later his car stalled. He put it in gear, got out, and swooped me up in a bear hug. “Penny, Penny, Penny . . . my crazy girl,” he said as he rubbed my back. I was wiping my snot-covered nose on his black T-shirt and he didn’t care one bit.

He held me for a long time. When he started to release me, I said, “It’s not enough.”

He picked me up again and squeezed me harder. Tucking his face into my neck, he said, “It’ll never be enough.”

“Why?” I said, fully bawling against his shoulder.

He brushed a strand of my hair, damp with tears, behind my ear. “I have to go, and so do you. You need to be with your family now.”

I felt the lump in my throat growing. “You don’t have to constantly remind me that I have a family. I love my family. But you’re a part of it, too, and that’s why I’m here. That’s why I’m fucking crying in the parking lot in front of Bank of America.”

He pulled away and we stood there, two feet apart, staring at each other, as if we were committing each other to memory. Allowing one another to really look at and take the other person in, stripped down to our bones, without scrutiny.

“Is this it?” I asked.

“This is it, P.”

I shook my head, leaned up on my toes, and wrapped my arms around him. We hugged again for a long time before he got into his car. I tried to hold on to the feeling of having him in my arms, or maybe I was trying to hold on to the feeling of being held in his.

He started the engine as I stood there, waiting for him to leave.

“We’ll talk on the phone or email or something, okay?”

“Okay,” I told him.

He swallowed nervously. Looking up at me from the car window, he said, “I wish it were you, Penny.”

That was my bow. He knew I needed it, good or bad—no matter what feelings it shook loose from our long and complicated history together.



2. Fourteen Years Ago

PENNY

If you had asked me, at the age of sixteen, if I saw myself living at home at twenty-one, I would’ve laughed in your face. Yet here I was, at the beginning of my senior year of college, still waking up in my childhood bed and having breakfast with my parents and little sister, Kiki, every morning.

I had spent my entire life in this house. My dad was a microbiologist at a pharmaceutical company in Fort Collins, which paid just enough to send me to college but not enough for me to live in the lap of luxury in my own apartment, according to my practical father. We live five minutes away from Colorado State—and you have a perfectly good bed here. He wasn’t wrong, but still—it put a major damper on my social life.

My mom’s job was doting on Kiki. My sister was twelve years younger than me—definitely an oops baby. Even though my parents had always wanted a second child, they had given up all hope after ten years of trying, and then, “Oops! Here comes Kiki.” Where I was dark-haired and olive-skinned, like my dad, Kiki was blond and fair-skinned, like my mom. I always thought my mom liked Kiki better because of that.

Keeks had been on the pageant circuit ever since she was a baby, so the poor kid acted like a trained Pomeranian. Though I had nothing against pageants, I couldn’t understand why my mother was so determined to be a stage mom to my little sister when I was practically begging her to come to my ballet recitals. Mom had been a beauty queen when she was younger, but still . . . it never made sense to me why she couldn’t relate to ballet, too.

We ate breakfast together every morning in the kitchen, at the round wooden table, on country-style chairs. Dad would read the paper, Kiki would do her voice exercises, and Mom would cook and serve us, wearing the same apron she’d had since I was born. I would just sit there and wonder how I’d spent my entire life in the same city but had no social life to show for it.

“Why don’t you get involved in a school club or a sorority?” Mom asked as she slid runny eggs onto my plate. I grimaced. She was a terrible cook. I mean, how can you fuck up eggs? Especially when you make them three times a week?

“I have dance rehearsals every day, Mom. And right now, that’s enough.” I lied. It definitely wasn’t enough, but who was going to pledge a sorority as a senior?

“Well, why aren’t you friends with any of the girls in your program?”

I threw a look at Dad, but he ignored the conversation and instead shuffled through his newspaper quietly as Kiki continued trying to improve her vocal range.

I didn’t want to answer my mother’s question. The truth was that the girls in the program were absurdly competitive, and few of us had formed honest friendships. If I had said that, my mother would have come back with “Well, you chose dance as a major.” She liked to remind me of that fact, as if it were the worst decision of my life. We all knew I would’ve been at Juilliard or in a dance company by now if I really had the chops. But I loved dancing. I wanted to build my life around it, in any way I could.

All my high school friends had gone off to college in other cities, other states, and other countries, but I was stuck here, floundering on the Fort Collins social scene. I hadn’t had a boyfriend since high school, and aside from a few one-night stands my freshman and sophomore years, I’d been dateless. I needed to find something to do outside of school and dance. I needed to make friends and I knew it. But it was hard as a commuter, and as a senior. Everyone had already found their cliques long ago.

My sister’s voice was getting higher and higher. “God, shut up, Kiki, please! Mom and I are trying to talk.”

“Don’t be rude to your sister,” Mom snapped. “She has a pageant this weekend. She needs to prep for it.”

Kiki looked over at me like I was an alien. I pushed my eggs around the cobalt-blue plate.

My father looked at me over his specs. “Sweet Pea, clean your plate,” he said quietly. “It’s not that much food.”

Dancing was my life, but the rigor had taken its toll. There was pressure to be both skinny and strong, and I was always confused about what size I should be. I was definitely not the skinniest, and I wondered if that’s what had kept me from being an elite dancer.

While taking the tiniest nibbles of gross, slimy eggs to appease my father, I asked Kiki, “Do you even like being in beauty pageants?”

She smiled one of her sparkle-toothed smiles. “Of course I do.” I smiled weakly back at her. Poor thing.

“You’d think the people of Colorado would have learned their lesson by now,” I said.

My dad shot me a look of warning.

“What?” Mom said, wide-eyed.

“Mom, come on. You parade her around like she’s a miniature adult. Did you actually bleach her hair?” My mother glared at me. “This is JonBenét-level insanity.”

She turned her back on us and walked across the kitchen, dumping the frying pan into the stainless steel sink with a clang. She stormed into the living room, sniffling, as my dad glared angrily at me.

“What? She’s hard on me, too,” I said.

He shook his head. “That was horribly insensitive, and frankly, in poor taste. That poor little girl, JonBenét—”

“You’re right, you’re right. I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up.” Growing up an hour away from Boulder in the nineties, I’d had my fill of JonBenét talk.

“Who’s JonBenét?” Kiki asked.

“Don’t worry about it, Keeks.” I patted her on the head and got up to go after my mom.

I found her sitting on the edge of her bed, crying. She was so fragile. So vulnerable. I looked around the room awkwardly while she sobbed into her hands. Her bed, with the floral comforter and frilly bed skirt, had been perfectly made like it had never been slept in. Her room was straight out of the show Dynasty. She even had one of those breakfast trays with little flowerpots on it, which sat perfectly in the center of the bed. It had never been used. She tried so hard to hold everything up and maintain appearances. I should have admired her determination more, but there was something desperate about it. Something that rubbed me the wrong way—especially since she had the bad habit of making biting comments about every single one of my choices. I never felt good enough for her, and I felt like I was constantly spoiling the image she was trying so hard to cultivate.

“I’m sorry, Mom. I just think the pageant thing is a little over-the-top. Aren’t you afraid Kiki will burn out before she’s even a teenager?”

She looked up and scowled. “I never burned out on it when I was in pageants. When are you going to burn out on ballet?”

“I’m not unless I catch on fire.” I smiled.

“You’re so much like your father. Everything is a joke to you. Maybe things will be different when you graduate and realize you can’t keep chasing impossible dreams. Your dad will have to get you a job at the pharmaceutical company in the warehouse or something.”

It wasn’t the first time she had hurt me. It wasn’t even the first time that day. Why did she have to constantly make me feel like I was delusional for feeling passionate about ballet? “You don’t think I’m a good dancer, do you?”

She opened her mouth but hesitated. Time stood still as I waited, prepared for another not-so-subtle insult. “I think you’re a good dancer, Penny. I’ve always thought that.”

“Then why are you making me feel like my only option is to work in some warehouse?”

“Because dancing is not a job,” she said firmly.

“What are you grooming Kiki for? Twirling a glitter-filled baton across a stage while singing the National fucking Anthem? I’m athletic and I’m one of the best dancers in my program. Don’t tell me that doesn’t count for something.”

“You think the pageants are for nothing? How about public speaking and confidence?”

I laughed bitterly. “You’re right. Forget I said anything. I have to go, I’m gonna be late.” She’d win the argument no matter what. There was no point in drawing it out further.

“You’re still my daughter, and you’re still living under my roof. You need to show me some damn respect and clean up your language.”

That was as bad as her language got. The lone exception was when she’d had too much champagne at our neighbor’s Christmas party one year and said shit and piss in the same sentence. My dad had nearly choked to death on a cocktail weenie.

As I headed for the door in my warm-up sweats, slippers, and coat, my father stopped me.

“Sit down for a second,” he said. He took the duffel bag from my shoulder, set it on the floor, and gestured toward the chair beside the front door.

When I sat down, he knelt in front of me and removed one foot from its slipper. He began bending my toes forward and backward. He did this often to loosen up my feet. Without looking up, he said, “Are you going to be on pointe today?”

“Probably.”

“How much time do you have right now?”

“About three minutes,” I told him.

He pulled a tube of arnica cream from the side of my bag and began massaging it into my foot. I noticed in that moment that he was getting old. His hair was turning gray and he was getting an old-man belly, just above his belt.

“Sweet Pea, they look bad. You lost another toenail,” he said. “You also need to be wearing your boots out there, not slippers. It’s cold. It’s supposed to snow today.”

“I can’t wear the boots. They hurt too much. I’ll skip the studio this afternoon. Maybe go to the library and study.”

“Good.”

For some reason his kindness toward me made me emotional. He was the only one who believed in me. I found myself getting choked up and looked away as he continued to rub cream into my feet.

“How’s that feel? Better?” he asked.

I nodded and stood, put my slippers back on, and hugged him. “Thanks, Dad.” He always hugged me well.

“I’m proud of you, little girl.”

I couldn’t speak. He knew my mom was hard on me. It was nice to have one parent who knew how to be soft.

ONCE AT SCHOOL, I practiced a romantic modern dance routine with my usual partner, Joey. It was a beautiful piece, choreographed by Professor Douglas, a young, fun, easygoing guy who came onto the scene at CSU the year before. Douglas was his first name, but everyone started calling him P-Doug by the second semester of my junior year, and he just went with it. He jokingly said he’d base our final grades solely on our hip-hop routines. He had been a professional dancer until he tore his meniscus and had to have three surgeries before he could dance again. He’d never be a pro, so now he was our instructor.

The song he chose for Joey’s performance and mine was a “Wicked Games” cover. It was evocative and perfectly suited for the choreography. We had gotten the routine down pretty well except for the lifts, which wasn’t Joey’s strong suit. He was a graceful dancer, long and lean, but he liked to do solo work more than partner work. He wasn’t into girls, which shouldn’t have mattered, but it did to him. He’d never have a career in dance as long as he appeared physically repulsed by women. Most of the gay partners I’d had understood that acting was a part of dancing, unlike Joey.

Doug was sitting in the audience while we rehearsed onstage. “Do the second lift again,” he said. “Your line looks off, Joe.”

Joey had a crush on him, but I think Doug was straight, which made Joey extra sensitive to his remarks.

“My line?” Joey pointed to his chest.

“Yes,” Doug confirmed.

“That’s a hard lift and Penny wasn’t holding it.”

“Excuse me?”

“You feel heavier to me,” he said. “You feel shaky.”

I looked at Doug. “I’m five-foot-six and a hundred and thirteen pounds—and Joey thinks I’m too heavy for this lift?”

Doug shook his head. “Joey, you’re just off today, man.”

Joey crossed his arms, huffed, and then stormed offstage.

Doug and I were silent for a moment, until he started to cue up the music for my solo piece. “Doug, do you mind if we call it? I need to let my feet rest. I’m taking the night off from ballet, too.”

“Sure, Penny. You danced beautifully today. You were holding the pose with strength. You don’t need to be concerned about your weight.”

“Thanks, Teach.” I smiled before skipping back to the locker room.



3. Fourteen Years Ago

PENNY

While making my way to the library, I decided to stroll through the psychology building to kill time. I hated the library; everything was too quiet and static, though it was easier to study there than at home. As I passed through the entryway to Clark Hall, I ran into Ling, a psych major I knew, pinning fliers to a bulletin board. I caught the words BLIND KISS printed in big block letters.

“Hey, Penny!” she called out. “We’re offering a twenty-dollar Java Hut gift card for this one.” She knew I was down to participate in most psych studies if I could get free coffee or a lunch out of it.

I looked at the flier and back at her. She didn’t smile at all; she was all business. “I don’t know. ‘Blind Kiss?’ Sounds suspicious.”

I felt someone come up behind me. I turned to see another girl reading the flier intently. “You have to kiss someone you’ve never seen or met with a blindfold on? That’s crazy. I would never do that. What if you get a total dog?” She rolled her eyes and walked away.

I didn’t think I wanted to kiss anyone blindfolded, even if I was getting free coffee out of it.

“Come on, Penny, it’s for our senior project. We already have five volunteers. We just need five more . . . girls.” She said the last word under her breath.

I laughed. “So you got five guys to agree but haven’t been able to get one girl to do it? Shocker.”

She leaned in close. “Look, I’m not supposed to tell you this, but I would make out with any of the dudes who signed up. They’re all hot. I swear.” Somehow I found that hard to believe. “Take a walk with me,” she said. “I have to put up the rest of these fliers.”

Ling wasn’t the friendliest but I admired her fortitude. She was basically the only girl I knew who wasn’t in dance. I also liked her style; on that particular day, she wore combat boots with a floral-print dress.

“Say I do agree. What’s going to happen?”

Her eyes lit up. “You’re gonna do it? I’m so —”

“Hold on—” I put my hand up. “Just tell me about it.”

We were walking through Clark, trying to dodge people as classes let out. Ling was small, but she had a formidable presence. “Out of my way!” she snapped as she zipped through the crowd. “Penny, listen. All you have to do is kiss a guy. No big deal.”

It wasn’t a big deal, though it had been a while since I’d been kissed. “What exactly are you studying?”

“We’re gonna blindfold you, put you in a room together, and ask you how you feel about kissing a person you’ve never seen or met. Then we’ll pair you up and you’ll talk for a little while . . . and then you’ll kiss. Afterward, you’ll talk about how it felt and then we’ll take the blindfold off.”

“What’s the point?”

She stopped walking and faced me. “You don’t get it?”

“Not really.”

“We want to know if people can feel attracted to another person without ever seeing them. It’s about separating looks from physical attraction. Also, we’re trying to measure the power in a kiss. What you transmit, what you feel.” She giggled. “It’s very romantic.”

“Sounds terrifying. Even if everyone is good-looking.”

“Then don’t do it, Penny. Why are you following me around?”

“What about actual blind people?”

“That’s different. Our culture, our generation, is obsessed with looks. It’s a good sensory experiment. Our hypothesis is that imagination is what drives sexuality; projection fuels intimacy between people. That’s what this experiment is all about. But it’s complicated. Just forget it.”

She was pinning another poster to a bulletin board when a little crowd formed. “We have plenty of guys,” she said to the crowd. “We just need girls. We’ll compensate with forty-dollar gift cards to Java Hut.”

“You told me twenty,” I whispered near her ear.

“Shhh,” she said. “I have to up the ante. This thing is supposed to happen tomorrow. We have a videographer booked and everything. I’ll give you a forty-dollar card too, okay? Just be quiet.” She directed her attention back to the crowd. “This girl is doing it. We just need four more.”

“You are?” a few girls murmured with looks of disgust on their faces.

“For the sake of science,” I said. I also didn’t want to disappoint Ling. “Come on, when you’re all seniors, you’re gonna need volunteers for your projects.”

We got four other girls to agree after a lot of pleading. After the crowd scattered, Ling turned to me with a huge grin on her face. “Thanks for helping me out today, Penny. Once this whole thing is over, I promise I’ll come and watch you dance, okay?”

I smiled. Ling and I were going to be friends.

By that point, the library sounded even less appealing. I needed to dance. I would have to skip ballet the following day to do Ling’s experiment, so even though I’d told my dad and Professor Douglas I’d take it easy, I decided to go to the ballet studio anyway to get in some toe time.

Walking through the CSU parking lot toward my ’94 Honda Accord, the chill in the air was strong. I was moving fast on my numb, bruised feet.

The Honda was my dad’s old car he’d sworn would run for three hundred thousand miles. I pumped the gas as I turned the key over and over but there was nothing. “Dammit.” I hit the steering wheel and looked at the odometer. It only had a hundred and ten thousand miles.

Slouching in my seat, wondering what to do, I was startled by a rap on my window. I looked up to see Lance, a microbiology major who knew my dad.

“You flooded the engine,” he yelled.

I got out of the car. “My dad said I’d get three hundred thousand miles out of this piece of junk.”

“I can give you a ride home,” he offered.

“Um. Can you give me a ride to my dance studio? It’s about two miles away. My dad can pick me up after he gets off work.”

“Yeah, no problem. I totally dig your dad, by the way. His last lecture was amazing.” My dad was a frequent guest lecturer so all the microbio kids knew him.

“Yeah, he’s great.”

I locked up my car and got into Lance’s Toyota Corolla. The inside was pristine and smelled like coconuts. “Penny, have you ever swabbed your steering wheel?”

“Huh? No.” The stench from my dance bag was starting to overpower the coconut scent.

“When I knocked on your window, it looked like you had your mouth on the steering wheel.”

“What’s your point?” I’d only been resting my face on it, but he seemed grossed out. I wasn’t in the mood for his judgment.

“You should swab it and bring it into the lab. You’d be amazed by how much bacteria is on a steering wheel. It’s dirtier than a toilet seat.” I seriously doubted his claim, but whatever, he was the scientist.

“Interesting.” I pointed to the next stoplight. “Make a left up there.”

“So, what are your plans after graduation?” He was driving exactly the speed limit, which either meant he was trying to make the ride last as long as possible or he was an old man.

“I was thinking about opening a studio and teaching dance. How ’bout you? Do you have an internship lined up?”

“Definitely something in pharmaceuticals, but I was actually thinking about going into sales instead of research and development. More money, you know?” He turned toward me and wiggled his eyebrows. Lance was a dead ringer for Tobey Maguire. A lot of girls liked him. He was sweet and charming, confident but not arrogant. He would have been perfect boyfriend material—if I were looking.

“Well, you didn’t need all this schooling for pharma sales.”

He laughed. “It was in the contract. I had to go to college in order to collect a trust fund my grandmother had left me. I’ll be able to buy a house as soon as I graduate. But I’ll still need to work. And as much as your dad inspires me, and as much as I love the lab, I don’t want to do that every day, you know?”

“Yeah, I do know, actually. Oh, you just passed the driveway.”

“Whoops.” He did a very cautious U-turn and pulled into the parking lot.

Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I jumped out and turned to look at Lance through the open door. “Thanks a lot. This was really nice of you.”

He smiled and seemed to hesitate for a moment before continuing. “I know this might seem out of the blue, but do you want to go out sometime?”

“With you?” Oh man, why did I say that?

He huffed. “Yeah, with me.”

“Oh sorry. You just caught me off guard. Yeah, maybe. I just have to get through exams. Maybe during Thanksgiving break or something?”

“Okay, cool. Let’s keep in touch.”

“Sure. Do you want to exchange numbers?”

“Yeah, let me see your cell phone. I’ll put my number in it.”

Embarrassed, I said, “Oh, I don’t have one. You’ll have to call my house number. Here, give me yours and I’ll put it in.”

“You don’t have a cell phone?” He was shocked as he handed over his.

“I’m probably gonna get one for Christmas.”

“Oh. Okay. I’ll call your house then.”

“Cool, thanks again for the ride.”

The studio where I had practiced since I was a kid was starting to look run-down. It was in a small strip mall and the landlords hadn’t painted the exterior or trim in twenty years. It was brown and dingy, and several roof tiles were missing. Whenever it rained or snowed, which was a lot in the winter, there would be leaks, which damaged the hardwood dance floor. I wished Nancy, the owner, could get some help but she seemed so overwhelmed all the time.

I reached for the glass studio door but it wouldn’t budge. It was locked, though I could see Nancy inside at the front desk, talking to a man and a woman. She saw me, stood up, and came to let me in. “Sorry, Penny, just having a little meeting. Come in, come in.” I nodded at the man and woman as I headed for the locker room.

That day I practiced my grand jeté in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirrors, a beautiful but difficult move in which the dancer leaps forward, legs turned out, hips squared, with the front leg pointed forward and the back leg turned upward. Everything has to come together; your shoulders have to be pulled back, your neck has to be long, and your arms, extended in clean, graceful lines. I leapt twice to get power and force off the ground. While I was in the air, Nancy walked the floor and yelled, “Extension, Penny!”
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