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HER AND ME AND YOU





1.

I met Fred first.

At a party on Orchard Ave. that Charlotte Kincaid took me to.

Him: “Need a beer?”

Me: “I’ve already got one.”

“Well, drink up,” he instructed. He was pale and skinny (and who wears Docksiders and corduroy?). “When you’re ready I’ll get you another.”

Charlotte and I stood shoulder to shoulder chomping pretzels and watching the drunk crowd rock. Charlotte nursed her canned Bud Light and I picked at a pebble of salt wedged between my two front teeth.

“You’re new,” he said.

“Right.” You’re new. No question mark.

I’d been in Meadow Marsh a week. I missed home. And Evie. And Charlotte Kincaid would never be Evie. She was soft-spoken and smelled like baby powder and dryer sheets. She had none of Evie’s charm or spark.

“Let’s sit,” Fred suggested.

“I’d rather not.”

Charlotte shot me a look, then wandered away. Where was she going? Bathroom? Food foraging? “I want to be alone,” I told him, downing the rest of my beer and grabbing another out of the six-pack on the floor by his feet.

“You’re at a party.”

I felt my face flush, then twisted the top off the bottle and shoved the cap in my coat pocket.

“You don’t really want to be alone. . . .”

True. I wanted to be with Evie. Or home in Katonah with Mom and Dad watching crappy TV. I took a bitter swig of beer and handed the bottle back. “You want the rest?” It was time to go.

“Your backwash?”

“Nice meeting you,” I said. I pulled my hat from my bag.

“Wait—you’re leaving?”

“Do me a favor? If you see Charlotte Kincaid, tell her I walked home?”

“You can’t walk—it’s pitch-black and freezing.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “My grandmother’s place is like, half a mile away.”

“You live with your grandma?”

In fact, no. Grams was dead. But I’d just moved twenty-eight miles with my unhinged mother to my grandmother’s place in Connecticut. Because my favorite parent, Dad, had done some very bad things with a paralegal named Caroline.

“Hey—”

I pulled on my hat and headed for the door.

“Wait!”

“What?”

“Your name?”

“Alex.”

Alex, he mouthed. “I’m Fred.”

“Fred, right.” I was walking backward now, toward the foyer. “What’s with the Docksiders, Fred?”

He looked down, then back up. “You don’t like my shoes?”

I smiled, turned, and reached for the door.



2.

My mother was on her back—drunk, messy, her head hanging off the side of the sofa.

“Shit, Mommy.” I dropped my keys, my coat, and hoisted her head back onto the couch cushions. “Hey,” I said, loudly shaking her shoulders. I checked her pulse, her breath—still living. I grabbed an afghan off the recliner and covered her up, then rolled her onto her side just to be safe. I left a trashcan nearby.

In the morning, I called Evie.

“Yo.”

“Hi.” She sounded groggy; dreamy.

“You asleep?”

“Sort of.”

“Well can you talk?”

A beat. I heard muffled whispering, laughing. Then: “I’ll call you back.”

“Eves?”

“What?”

“Is someone there?”

“I’ll call you later.” Click.

I chucked my cell onto the floor and the battery popped out. “Crap.” I got out of bed, forced everything back in its place, jimmied the window open, and dialed Dad.

He picked up. “Snow.”

“I know.” I hammered the window open wider and stuck my head outside.

“How’s my girl?”

“Freezing.” I was inside now. Creeping back into bed. “How’s home?”

“We miss you.” We: Dad. Chicken, the dog.

“Mom’s a real mess, you know.”

“Honey.”

“Have you broken things off with slutty Caroline?”

“Al.”

“Because I’m ready for things to go back how they were.”

“Honey, it’s not that easy.”

“I don’t believe you,” I said. Then, “Gotta go.” I flipped my phone shut and buried myself under piles of covers. I curled my knees to my chest, inspecting a scab on my big toe.



3.

I met Adina the following Monday.

Meadow Marsh High was triple the size of my old school. Stained glass. Brick. Science wing. Student center.

I ate lunch alone at an empty table near the restrooms. French fries and ranch. My fave. I crammed five skinny fries into my mouth and looked up. Hovering overhead? Docksider Fred. With a girl.

“Can we sit?”

The girl wore a tattered black dress with four teensy rosebuds embroidered at the collar. Over that she had on a men’s tweed coat. She was frail and blond and made me feel oversize and mannish.

“Is this your girlfriend?” I asked.

They sat side by side and close. The girl pulled five clementines out of her book bag, frowning. “His sister.”

“Adina,” said Fred, pulling a wad of green gum from his mouth. “Where’s your friend?”

“Who?”

“That girl from the party.”

“Oh.” I shrugged. “Charlotte Kincaid. Yeah, I dunno.”

“Orange?” offered Adina, digging her thumbnail into a clementine rind.

“No. Thanks though.”

Fred pulled a to-go bowl of Cheerios from his blazer pocket. “Awesome table.”

“Are you kidding?”

“Yes,” he said, pulling the paper lid off his cereal bowl. “Seriously—next time, find a spot away from the bathrooms.” He smiled. His freckled face made me want to bake a batch of brownies. Down a gallon of milk.

“Hey, what’s your name?” The girl asked.

I redirected my gaze. “Alex.”

“Alex.” She chewed. “You’re from . . . ?”

“Katonah.”

“Oh, right.” She nodded like she knew all about it. “So, Katonah, why are you here?”

“Ah—” I wasn’t sure what to say. My dad’s a raging slut? “My parents—Well, my dad—” I stopped, starting again: “My mom’s from here,” I finished.

“Fascinating,” Adina deadpanned, angling away from me. “Eat faster,” she said to Fred.

I winced, watching her nibble at an orange slice. Fred eyed me apologetically. “You settling in okay?”

I shrugged.

“If you need someone to show you around . . .”

Adina laughed, then slapped a hand over her mouth.

“What? What’s so funny?” said Fred.

“No, it’s just—” Who knew a giggle could sound so patronizing? “No, nothing. You’re cute.” She made her eyes into small slits.

“Well, if you’re feeling lost,” Fred said, ignoring her, ripping a piece of loose-leaf from his binder and scribbling something down. “My number.” He smiled, sliding the paper forward.

“Thanks,” I said cautiously, watching Adina. She watched me back. “Hey,” I said softly. “Who’s older?”

Fred took one last bite of cereal and pushed his bowl forward. “We’re twins.”

“Oh.” They looked only vaguely alike. Both blond. Both thin. I wondered briefly what Evie might think of Adina. She’d love her pointy collarbone but would call her names behind her back. Skeletor. Bobblehead.

“Hey, Katonah.”

“Yeah?”

“Here.” She tossed a clementine rind across the table. It landed lightly in my lap.

“What’s this for?” I picked it up, inspecting it.

“I just felt like giving you something.”

“I’m touched?”

“You should be. Those things are precious. You think oranges grow on trees?”
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“Mommy, it’s three. Have you been downstairs yet?”

The room was a dull black. I pushed back the curtains and cracked the window halfway.

“How was school?”

“Fine.”

“Meet anyone nice?”

I sat down on the edge of the bed. “I don’t know yet.” I shut one eye against the light and watched Mom pull her hair into a tight knot. She used to be pretty. Now she looked worn and pale.

“Did Charlotte show you around?” My mother knew Charlotte Kincaid. She was the daughter of Deirdre Kincaid, Mommy’s oldest friend.

“Sort of.”

“Nice girl, right?”

I shrugged.

I could’ve stayed in Katonah. I would’ve stayed, had I thought my mother could survive the additional blow of me choosing Dad over her. “Come downstairs? I’ll make you a snack.”

She smiled. “Have you talked to Dad?”

I nodded. “I’m home with him this weekend.”

Her face fell. She loved Dad, but Dad loved Caroline. I pushed back her covers and tried tugging her out of bed.

“No honey, not yet.” She wasn’t always this way. So screwy. Dad broke her. “Gimme a minute, okay?”

I let go and her hand hit the bed with a bounce.
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Weekend home.

Evie and I were dressed in big down parkas and galoshes. We lay on our backs in the snow.

“So wait—where was I?”

In the middle of telling me this: She’d found love. With a boy we’d known peripherally for years. Ben Ackerman. Curly hair. AP track. Water polo. He dated small, athletic girls. Cheerleaders, mostly. Girls who could be tossed in the air.

“At Pia Borelli’s.”

“Right, Pia Borelli’s. So we left her house at eleven and went back to my place—”

“Where was Judith?” Judith: Evie’s mother.

“Home. Downstairs watching CNN. And we were upstairs on the floor in my room playing cards and then, out of nowhere, he kissed me. I was like, ‘Go fish,’ and then we were kissing, and then . . .”

“And then what?”

“Then, you know.”

“What?”

“We did it.”

My heart plummeted. “Oh.”

Evie’s first kiss had happened when we were eleven. His name was Lennon and they dated for one week. She let him feel her up.

“You did it with Judith downstairs?”

“So?”

I’d never even kissed anyone. Except Evie. Who would sometimes use me for practice when she wanted to brush up on technique.

“No, nothing. It’s just—well, what was it like?”

“Amazing.”

“It didn’t hurt?”

“Yeah it hurt, but you can’t imagine how awesome it feels being that close to another human being.” Evie was on her side, her wavy hair poking out in jagged tufts from underneath her cap.

“No, I can. I mean, I get it. Like, that person’s inside you,” I said.

“It’s more than that.” She sat up, pulled off her hat, and shook out her hair. “You just can’t understand until you do it.”

I flinched—“Oh, sure”—and nodded like that meant something. Evie had always been rash, a little reckless. But this—this took “impulsive” to a whole other level. “You really like him?”

“Why would you ask that? Of course.” Her eyes narrowed. “Are you jealous?”

I wanted to hit her. Suddenly. Smack both her rosy cheeks and pound my fists into the powdery snow.

“Oh, don’t look so glum,” she said.

Did I look glum? I felt furious. Everything had changed so fast. Dad, Mom, Evie. Especially Evie. Why Ben Ackerman? Why now? Was she that eager to leave me behind? “One day I’ll get it I guess.”

“No,” she whimpered, locking an arm around my neck. “You will stay this way forever. Pure and virginal.” She pulled back. “It suits you.”

I shook Evie off and sat upright. “What if I don’t want to stay this way?”

She wrapped her arms around my body, pulling me into a snug embrace. “I love you just as you are. Why is that bad?”

“So you get to grow up and I don’t?”

“That’s not what I meant.” Evie tightened her grip. “Why aren’t you hugging me back?”

I lifted my arms, hugging back. “Better?”

“Yes,” she said, squeezing the crap out of me. “Much.”

*   *   *

Dad made four-cheese lasagna for dinner. Salad. Good crusty bread and butter. Apple pie for dessert. He even let Evie and I down half a bottle of red. I like nothing more than binge-eating with loved ones—but this meal felt shockingly bad. Spoonfuls of Caroline, my broken mother, my philandering Dad. A dash of Ben Ackerman for added richness and flavor.

“Al, you’re not eating.”

“I’m drinking,” I said, raising my cup. Evie laughed. Her lips were purple.

“You want something else? Plain pasta? It’ll take me two seconds to make—”

“I’m not really hungry.” I pouted, jabbing a mound of arugula with my fork. My dad smiled, his brow wrinkling. He shoved a huge piece of sauce-slathered bread into his mouth. He chewed. His chewing drove me crazy. Everything I’d once loved—his sheepish posture, his glasses, his bald spot and dorky humor—all of it, now, drove me up-the-wall nuts.

“I’m going upstairs.” I stood, facing Evie. “You coming?”

She flashed a desperate look at my dad.

“Al, come on, stay down here.” He looked so sad. “We don’t get to do this too often anymore.”

“Right, I know.” I glared at him sideways and shoveled two messy slices of pie onto my dinner plate. “Not my fault.” I shrugged. I looked back at Evie: “Yes or no? You coming?”

“Yes.” She dusted some crumbs off her lap. “Right behind you,” she said, glancing back at my dad.

*   *   *

After the apple pie and wine, we lay on our backs on my bed, our bellies distended and our lips stained red.

“Watch this.” Evie said, sitting up and, groaning, pulling my laptop off the desk and onto the bed. Kitten videos. Kittens stuck in boxes. Kittens taking baths. We laughed. We watched video after video, hysterical. We laughed so hard our insides hurt.

“Why’d you have to go?” Evie asked, rolling onto her side; catching her breath.

“Oh, Eves, come on. I’m right here.”

“Right now you are.” She sat up. “I see you, what, twice a month now?” She frowned. “You could’ve stayed.”

“No way,” I said, slamming my computer shut. “Liz is a complete wreck.”

She stuck her thumb in her mouth and nibbled on a hangnail.

“Besides,” I continued, “you’ve got that guy now. Ben. You don’t need me.”

“That’s different.”

“No it’s not.”

“It is,” she insisted. “Don’t be stupid. He’s a boy.”

“So?”

“So it’s not the same thing.”

I shrugged. I doubted I’d ever love anyone the way that I loved her. I couldn’t imagine making new friends, let alone loving a boy. “Why’d you hang up on me last week?”

“When?”

“Last week when I called. You were with him, weren’t you?”

“I don’t remember,” she said. But that was a lie, she did remember. She bit down harder on her thumbnail.

“Why don’t you come visit,” I suggested.

“When?”

“Next weekend?”

“Ben has a meet.” She blinked. “I said I’d go.”

“Right.”

She reached for my hand, taking hold, squeezing tight. “You should come.”

“Oh, I don’t know . . .” I said, as if I had friends, commitments, a life. “Maybe,” I said. “I’ll let you know how my schedule shapes up.”
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If Evie could love someone else, so could I.

Charlotte Kincaid and Libby O’Neil set their trays down at their regular spot by the coffee cart. I waited by the vending machines and watched them sip milk, pop open two bags of chips, and drop napkins on their laps.

“Hey,” I said, jogging toward their table. “Hey, hi.” I stopped, smiled, and dropped my bag on an empty chair. “Sorry about the other night.”

Libby eyed me.

“I told that guy Fred to tell you I was leaving.”

“Which guy?”

I scanned the cafeteria for Fred and spotted him and Adina four tables over.

“That guy,” I said, watching Fred watch me. Charlotte and Libby turned to look. He saluted.

“Fred Bishop?” said Charlotte.

I nodded. “He didn’t tell you I’d left?” She shook her head. I babbled on: “I just, I felt kind of sick and claustrophobic and didn’t know where you were—”

“Sit down, Alex.”

“Oh.” I nodded. “Yeah, okay.” I sat, pulled an apple and a small plastic bag of Triscuits from my knapsack. Friends. Look how easy.

“So, Alex.”

“Yeah?”

Libby’s face was blank. “How are your classes?”

“Fine.” I nibbled a cracker and watched the twins while I talked. “I like my world lit.”

“Who do you have?”

“Kordova.”

Adina and Fred read novels and picked at their packed lunches.

“Getting to know the Bishop twins?”
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