

[image: images]






Thank you for downloading this eBook.


Sign up for the S&S Teen Newsletter — get the latest info on our hot new books, access to bonus content, and more!


    [image: sign up button]

    or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com/teen








[image: images]





    For my mother and father.
Everything that is good in me is there because of you.
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In this way, in increments both measurable and not, our childhood is stolen from us—not always in one momentous event but often in a series of small robberies, which add up to the same loss.


—John Irving, Until I Find You
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MY MOTHER GOT HER THIRD TATTOO on my seventeenth birthday, a small navy hummingbird she had inked above her left shoulder blade, and though she said she picked it to mark my flight from childhood, it mostly had to do with her wanting to sleep with Johnny Drinko, the tattoo artist who worked in the shop outside town.


“Stella-Stella,” he said when we entered. He sat in a black plastic chair in the waiting area, flipping through a motorcycle magazine, and he looked up and smiled. Big teeth, freckles, alarmingly cool. “Good to see you.”


He put the magazine down as the bell above our heads dinged when the door closed behind us. He was tan and toned and a little bit sweaty, and he wore a dirty-blond ponytail that hung to his shoulders. His sharp eyes were so blue, I thought of swimming pools and icicles the first time I saw him. My mother told me about Johnny Drinko after he gave her the orange and blue fish on her hip, but I’d expected him to be as unlikable as the other burnouts Stella hung around with back then. I had not expected him.


“And you brought your kid sister this time.” He winked at her, and I popped a bubble with my piece of pink Trident, listened to the hot hiss of the tattoo needle inking skin somewhere inside the shop.


The hummingbird was Stella’s third tattoo, but it was the first time she let me come along, so she was nervous, her hips shifting from left to right inside her tiny white shorts. It took a lot to make her shaky, and I could tell she wanted a beer or maybe a highball of vodka, but I knew she’d go through with it since I was there watching. Once she made her mind up, there was no going back. It was one of the things I liked and disliked about my mother.


“Lemon’s my kid,” she said to Johnny, and she tucked a panel of frizzy bleached hair behind her ear.


She’d gotten a perm a few weeks earlier and was still adjusting to the weight of the nest hovering above her shoulders. It was the first and last perm she ever got, but I’ll never forget the vast size of her head with her hair frazzled and sprung out around her face like that.


“I figured it’d be good to bring her along, let her see how much it hurts,” she said, and I thought of our argument the week before when I announced I wanted a tattoo of my own.


“Like hell,” she had said when I told her about the sketch of the oak tree I found in an art book at school. We were in the apartment, and she was making baked chicken for dinner. Again.


“You have two,” I reminded her.


“I also have nineteen years on you and my own job.” She peeled back the skin of the bird’s breast and shoved a pat of butter underneath.


I rolled my eyes. “I’ve got my own money,” I said, which was true. I’d been saving my allowance and slipping five-dollar bills from her purse when she wasn’t paying attention.


“You’re not even seventeen yet, and I’m your mother. No. Chance. In. Hell,” she said, and she put her hand up like a stop sign as if directing traffic, signaling that the conversation was indisputably over.


Johnny Drinko wiped his palms on his jeans and ran his eyes over the curves of my body. “Lemon, huh? How’d you get a name like that?”


And then my mother used the laugh she saved for men she wanted to screw when she wasn’t sure they wanted to screw her back. “Look at her.” She nudged me forward toward him. “Sharp and sour since the day she popped out.”


It never ceased to amaze me that she insisted on using this line for explaining my name, when really we both knew she picked Lemon on account of her obsession with the color the September I was born. She was a recreational painter, and each month she randomly selected one shade to use as the base for all her work. September of the year I was born was the month of Lemon, a muted yellow paint she found in an art store when we lived in Harrisburg.


Johnny Drinko sat down behind the cash register and lit a Marlboro Red while my mother leafed through binders of tattoo sketches. The shop smelled like plastic wrap and cigarettes and sweat, and I could feel Johnny watching me from behind the counter, so I cocked my hip and put my hands on my waist, reciprocating.


I’d lost my virginity that spring to a senior at school, and even though we only did it four times before he got suspended for selling weed at a soccer game, I considered myself to be experienced. The first time the pothead and I tried it regular, the second time he did it from behind, and the last two times he used his tongue first, so even though I was just getting started, I thought I knew what felt good and what didn’t. I’d learned enough, at least, to recognize that a guy like Johnny Drinko could teach me all the things I still wanted to learn.


I moved next to his chair and looked at the photos taped on the wall behind his head: Polaroids of bandanna-wearing bikers and big-haired blondes with crooked teeth showing off sharply inked dragons and crosses on forearms and ankles. “Roughnecks” we called them, the townies who never left town, never went to college or got a real job, the grown-ups who never grew up. There were also photos of sports-team emblems tattooed on fine-tuned athletes and pictures of girls in low-slung jeans sporting new tramp stamps: fresh flowers and vines inked at the base of their spines. Aerosmith played from a set of cheap speakers mounted on the wall, and a fan blew warm air inside from a corner by the window while Johnny leaned over a leather notebook sketching a tree with long-reaching roots and thin, naked branches.


“You going to the race next month?” he asked me.


I shook my head, and behind us my mother said, “Oh, I think I like this one” to no one in particular.


Stella and I lived in a small city in southern Virginia that had a NASCAR racetrack built on the outskirts of town. We’d been living there for over a year and a half, and race weekend happened twice a year, but the closest I’d come to going was parking with the pothead in a cul-de-sac near enough to the track that we could listen to the buzz of cars between beers and awkward conversation.


“I must have inked a hundred NASCAR fans last spring. This one guy had me do a foot-long car driving up his back. It was pretty cool, really.” Johnny nodded to the photos on the wall. “I did a good job.”


I shrugged and popped another pink bubble, my trademark gesture that fall. My mother called the habit white-trash, but my friend Molly-Warner read an article in one of her magazines about the importance of drawing attention to your lips when flirting with boys, and she insisted we follow the rule.


“His old man had been a racer, got killed back in ’81 in a crash,” Johnny said between drags off his smoke. “That tat was really important to him.”


I could see the black ink of a design inching up the back of his neck, and I suddenly wished my mom wasn’t there so I could reach over and take a drag off his Marlboro. I needed my mouth around the tight white tube where his lips had just been. I was looking at him, and he was looking back, but then a woman with bright red hair pushed aside the white sheet that separated the waiting area from the tattooing room, spoiling the moment. She had wet, glassy eyes and a square of Saran Wrap taped below her collarbone.


“All good, Suzie Q?” Johnny asked, and they moved to the register.


“It’s a keeper.” She smiled at him and then at me.


I nodded like I knew exactly how it felt to walk into a room without a tattoo and to walk out of the same room permanently adorned. She shifted her attention back to Johnny, who was eyeing her with a slick smile slapped across his face, and I had a quick but detailed vision of them screwing in the truck bed of a white pickup. She was on top, bucking back and forth with her palms pressing into his chest, and his eyes were closed while his body pulsated beneath all that pumping. He might have liked it, or maybe not. I couldn’t decide.


My mother called my name then, and I looked up and winked at Johnny before I turned away from him, checking to see if I could get his attention the same way Stella and the redhead had.


It took about twenty minutes for Stella to settle on the hummingbird, then she handed Johnny the sketch and leaned over the counter where he sat. “You mind?” she said, and she took a smoke from his pack. I thought of her mood swings back when she quit and the nervous way she used to chew her fingernails. She caught me watching her when she brought the Marlboro to her lips. “See something you like, kiddo?” she asked, and then she followed Johnny Drinko to the customers’ chair behind the white sheet.


The other tattoo artist, a man with a thin black braid, finished cleaning his gear while Johnny completed the stencil and poured ink into tiny white paper cups sitting on the stand next to his chair.


“I’m taking lunch,” the other guy said, and he pulled off a pair of pale blue surgical gloves and tossed them into the trash.


And then it was just me, my mom, and Johnny Drinko squished inside the heat of the tattoo room.


That was the third town we had lived in since we’d left Denny, and I liked it best, because of the low mountains and the sticky summers and the way our apartment smelled like fresh bread all the time, since we lived next to the sub shop by the mall. It was a rough ride to get there after the six months at the Jersey Shore with Rocco from the pool hall, and I was glad to be in Virginia, where my mom seemed calmer and the men she dated were quieted by the innate laziness of a small town. My best friend, Molly-Warner, had a car and a fake ID, and we had spent the summer making out with boys from school and smoking cigarettes at the public pool in town. I’d finally found my lady curves, as Stella called them once while watching me under raised eyebrows, and when school started that month, Molly-Warner and I would head to the neighborhood park after class and spend our afternoons in our bikini tops, lying out, reading books, and gossiping about our teachers, our classmates, the latest school scandal. Stella liked to take her notebooks up to the Blue Ridge Parkway on the weekends to sketch split-rail fences and ragged farmhouses she’d paint back at home. It was the first time I felt like we were ready to put Denny and Rocco and those last years behind us, and I hoped we stayed in town until I finished high school. It was my senior year, and I was sick of moving boxes and cheap motels and having to make friends every time my mom picked a new place for us to live. I needed to finish driver’s ed. I needed to stay in one place long enough so I could recognize the faces in the crowd when graduation finally happened. I’d finally found a group of friends, mellow kids like me and Molly-Warner who partied a little but also knew how to keep out of trouble, and the librarian at school liked me enough to drop the late fees I’d accrued over the summer. Plus, Stella had a good job working in the jewelry department at J.C. Penney, and I could tell she liked the cheap rent and the apartment that smelled like bread too.


Johnny Drinko was pressing the hummingbird stencil against my mom’s skin when she licked her lips and said, “Get me a mint from my purse, Lemon. I need something to suck on.”


It was not the first time I’d watched my mother throw herself at a man. She’d been throwing herself at men in each town we passed through ever since we left Denny after the black eye. She was pretty and thin and wore cute clothes, and after all the drama when she and Denny split up, I was just glad to see her back on her feet. I knew she liked the game—the chase and the satisfaction of getting what she wanted—but there was something about Johnny Drinko that made me nervous, something I sensed right away that day at the shop. He was mysterious like he had a secret, and controlled like he knew what he wanted, and that had me worried. If Stella wanted him and he didn’t want her back, if the game lasted too long, she’d walk away. While we’d been living in Virginia, things had finally evened out, but I was constantly afraid she’d get bored or, worse, vulnerable, and I knew it would be someone like Johnny Drinko who would send us moving again.


I used to tell my friends my mother was made of metal and glass. She was smooth and sturdy on the surface, but there was always that part in danger of shattering, a childlike aspect that never disappeared. I resented that unpredictability and tiptoed around the threat of her cracking apart, of her dragging us out of one city and into the next.


“Let’s motor,” she said as she took the breath mint from me, sucked it between her lips with a smile, and settled into the chair. Then I watched Johnny Drinko ink a perfect permanent hummingbird above her shoulder blade.
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THE NEXT TIME I SAW JOHNNY DRINKO, he was sitting in my living room on a Tuesday afternoon in early October. Molly-Warner and I had ditched our last class and headed to my house because I knew my mom would be at work. Molly-Warner wanted wine coolers and I wanted something to eat, and Johnny Drinko was on the couch watching The Crocodile Hunter when we opened the front door.


“What are you doing here?” I said, and Molly-Warner mumbled “he-llo” behind me.


He looked good and cool, his golden arms stretching out from the sleeves of a tight black T-shirt with the Rolling Stones tongue printed on front. His hair was loose that time, thick waves drifting above his shoulders, making me think of surfers in California or Hawaii. He smiled and checked us out from the couch as I combed my hand through my hair and sucked in my stomach.


“Stella gave me the key.” He leaned for the remote and turned down the volume.


I tossed my backpack onto the floor by the door and tried to decide if I liked or didn’t like seeing Johnny Drinko in our apartment. My afternoon had gotten a lot more interesting with him sitting there looking at me that way, but I didn’t like that he’d seen my mom, that they were together earlier, and that she’d invited him over.


“Business was slow at the shop, so I closed early.” He leaned back in the chair and put his feet up on the coffee table like he owned it, and I decided that, overall, I did in fact like his presence taking over our apartment like that. “Your mom said I could hang here.”


We moved into the room, and I hitched my weight on one hip, hooked my thumb through the belt loop of my jeans, and arched my back a little. I’d topped out at five feet five inches that summer, and I’d been experimenting with bangs, so with the layers growing out my brown hair finally had some shape, some curl. I didn’t bother much with makeup, but my skin was still a creamy summertime brown from all those hours at the pool. I knew I wasn’t model-hot like the popular girls in school, but it could have been worse, so I didn’t mind Johnny looking at me like that. Even if I was nervous, having him there made me feel important, him looking at me and me looking back at him. I was glad Molly-Warner was there to see it.


“Who’s your friend, Lemon?”


Johnny Drinko taught me and Molly-Warner how to make tequila sunrises, and we drank them in the living room while we finished watching the episode “Journey to the Red Centre.” The two of us sat on the floor in front of the TV, and Johnny stayed on the couch, but I could smell him from where I was, the distinct mix of sweat and tequila with the chemical scent of ink from the shop.


When the credits started rolling, Johnny Drinko rose to his feet and announced, “Jesus, I need a cig,” but I told him Stella didn’t let me smoke in the house, which I guessed was true since I always hid my Camel Lights from her. He shrugged, and Molly-Warner and I followed him out when he left the apartment.


The three of us stood in front of the sub shop and took turns using Johnny’s Zippo to light one of his Marlboro Reds. I’d recently discovered the Beats, and something about the way he propped himself against the wall of the building and clamped his smoke between his thumb and pointer finger reminded me of the cover of Desolation Angels, a photo of Kerouac I’d studied a hundred times when I’d read the novel that summer.


“You girls old enough to smoke?” He inhaled deep.


“What do you think?” Molly-Warner said, and rolled her eyes.


Molly-Warner and I met in chemistry class the year before. She was still a virgin, but there were rumors at school that she gave good blow jobs, which made me feel a little better when I first told her about sleeping with the pothead. He wasn’t the most admirable character, a lanky kid who’d probably never make it to graduation, but she believed me when I said he’d been nice about the whole thing and that he had a quirky sense of humor.


“I’m a sucker for anyone who can make me laugh,” I told her, which was true even though it didn’t have much to do with me sleeping with the stoner. We’d never talked all that much, when it really came down to it.


Molly-Warner was my most confident friend even though she was a little bit fat, and she had short, spiky hair that made her look tough and unpredictable. She wasn’t weirded out when I told her about all the different places my mom and I had lived, and she’d been nice to me from the start even back when I was the new kid in school, the daughter of a single mom who lived in the junky apartment complex near the mall. She never was one to judge. Both her parents worked at the furniture factory in town, and they bought her a used Toyota when she turned sixteen so they wouldn’t have to worry about driving her to school. She was my only friend with a car, and I was her only friend who didn’t mind talking about what it felt like to have sex.


“Did it make you feel important?” she asked one afternoon as she wove her way through town with one hand on the steering wheel and the other hanging out the window.


I had my nose buried in a not-very-good collection of Jim Morrison poems, and I shook my head and kept my face turned down toward the book. “Not really.”


“But it was exciting, right? To be with him like that?”


She hit the brakes, and I looked up, eyeing the red light that put the car on pause. She was staring at me like I was supposed to say something significant as she raised her dark eyebrows high, punctuating her face with them like two big quote marks. I didn’t want to disappoint her, but I also didn’t like to lie.


“I guess it . . .” I tried to find an easy way to describe the weight in my stomach the first time we did it, the distinct and lonely feeling that comes when you realize something important has happened and that, if you had blinked just a second longer, you almost would have missed it. “I guess it felt good to do something memorable,” I said.


She returned her eyes to the road with a “humph,” trying to translate my statement into something satisfying, a recommendation maybe, or a promise.


We lied and told Johnny Drinko we were nineteen, and when he said he was twenty-seven, I decided he was too young for my mom anyway, that he probably didn’t know she’d be thirty-six in November. She had a convenient habit of letting the fact slip through the cracks.


“You girls like living here?” he asked as a woman and her son nudged past us and headed into the sub shop.


I looked at him and tried to decide if he liked living there, but it was too hard to tell, since he was wearing sunglasses and watching Church Street in front of us as the cars moved down the road.


“It’s okay, I guess.” I shrugged.


“It’s a shit hole is what it is,” Molly-Warner said, and I wished I could sound as assertive as she did when I talked. It was something she was always telling me I needed to work on.


“Oh, yeah?” Johnny eyed her up and down, and I tried to telepathically tell her to suck in her gut. I wanted him to think I was the kind of girl who had interesting thin friends with strong opinions.


“There’s nothing to do here—it’s the same shit all the time.” She flicked her cigarette onto the pavement.


“That’s kind of what I like about this town,” Johnny said. “It’s mellow, no surprises. I dig that.”


I wanted to tell him that’s exactly how I felt, that that was what made the town my favorite place Stella and I had lived, but I kept my mouth shut and finished my smoke instead.


We were pretty drunk by the time my mom got home, so my voice was slow and slurred when I tried to explain why Molly-Warner and I were sitting around in our underwear taking tequila shots and playing strip poker with Johnny Drinko. She said something about us acting like prostitutes, and then she told me to get some clothes on and go to my room. Now. Johnny was on his feet pretty fast considering how many cocktails he’d had, grabbing his T-shirt off the floor and pulling his tennis shoes on as he headed toward the door.


“It’s cool, Stella,” he said as he dug in his pocket for his keys. “We’re just hanging out.”


Molly-Warner and I stood in the doorway that connected the kitchen to the living room, and we held hands and smiled as we watched my mom throw her cell phone at Johnny’s head.


“Are you insane?” she yelled right before the phone hit the wall.


We stopped smiling then, and I started to feel a little queasy when Molly-Warner began to cry, the tequila sneaking up on me and uncoiling in my stomach, stretching out. But I squeezed my friend’s hand and whispered, “Shh, it’s gonna be fine,” and then Johnny called my mom a crazy bitch, and he opened the door and headed down the hallway.


She followed him out and stood at the top of the stairs, yelling, “They’re only seventeen, you sick shithead” until he was gone. I hoped the neighbors weren’t home from work yet.


My mom kicked Molly-Warner out, and I sat on the couch as I watched her slam the door and call my friend a dumb slut. Then she turned her eyes to me.


“Are you crazy? Have you lost your mind?” she asked.


Which made me think of her at the Motel 6 the week after we left Denny, of the way I dragged her out of bed on the sixth day and dumped her in the shower. It was fast and furious, the misery and depression clinging to her like Velcro she couldn’t get unstuck. I was only fourteen at the time, but I watched as my mother lost herself over Denny, a drunk who treated us like crap, a loser who took all her money.


“Jesus, Lemon. He’s twice your age,” she said, which wasn’t even close to being true, but I let it slide.


I looked at her in the tight black miniskirt and the chunky wedge heels she’d worn to work. I looked at our tiny apartment, the stacks of dirty dishes taking over the coffee table and the trash spilling out of the bin in the kitchen. And for the first time I realized how embarrassing it was to have a mother who acted like a child, to live in an apartment where two people in the building couldn’t take a hot shower at the same time. I decided I’d outgrown Stella’s choices: I wanted a permanent address, a home with enough space for us to unpack all the boxes, a family that made more sense than we did.


“Look at you,” she said. “He works at a tattoo parlor, for Christ’s sake.”


“You’re the one who gave him the key,” I said, even though I knew it had nothing to do with me and Molly-Warner getting drunk with the man I figured my mother wanted as her boyfriend.


“What does that mean?” She came toward me. She ran her eyes over the empty shot glasses that had left sticky rings along the edge of our coffee table, at the tequila that had spilled and ruined her stack of Vogue magazines piled on the floor. At my jeans on the carpet next to the couch.


“It just means he was here when I got home. He was here because of you.” I stared at her. “They always are.”


Her face changed right before she slapped me—it was hot and tight and far away, her face like sculpted metal and her eyes like broken glass.


I brought my hand to my cheek, my skin throbbing and my eyes watering over. And when she turned away, headed to her bedroom, and slammed the door behind her, I knew we’d be moving within the month.
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The last time I saw Johnny Drinko was that weekend, back at the tattoo shop. He was ringing up a man with a buzz cut and a square of Saran Wrap taped to his forearm, and I stood outside the window, looking in as Johnny handed the guy a credit-card receipt. The customer left, and then Johnny came out, lit a cigarette, and squatted down next to me. I didn’t say anything for a long time, but then he reached over and hooked his finger under the edge of my silver anklet.


“I hope I didn’t get you and your friend in too much trouble,” he said.


I remembered the way his skin looked when he took off his shirt at our apartment, the way the black tattoo on his back reminded me of the Egyptian hieroglyphics I’d learned about in social studies the year before.


“Nah, it’s no big deal.”


He dropped the silver chain but kept his grip on my foot as he rubbed his thumb along the curve of my heel, making me hot and anxious in a way none of the boys from school ever had.


“You seem like a good kid. It’s too bad.” He stopped.


I fidgeted with the button on my corduroy miniskirt and imagined how his breath might taste. Like sweat and cigarettes, tequila and ink, maybe. “It’s too bad what?” I asked.


I thought of the pothead and the way I kept my shirt on the first time we did it in his car down at the cul-de-sac. We were rushed and awkward, childish, and it embarrassed me as I stood outside the shop with Johnny Drinko. I imagined it would be better with Johnny, that he would be smarter and less clumsy. He would make me feel grown up, and I would finally understand why Stella wanted to be with men like him.


He ran his hand up my calf and squeezed my leg. “It’s too bad about you being so young.” He rubbed his thumb along the slope behind my knee. “And me being so old, I guess.”


When I followed Johnny Drinko into the shop and behind the white curtain, I was thinking of my mom across town behind the jewelry counter at J.C. Penney, how she was probably planning the move, deciding what we would need to leave behind this time and what we would have space to take with us.


And then Johnny sat down in the same chair my mother had sat in a week earlier and pulled me toward him. Behind him I saw myself in the glass mirror above his work counter, me looking down at him as he tugged me to his lap. He tasted different than I expected. I’d been right about the cigarettes, but there was also something cinnamon and hot, like the thick red After Shock liquor Molly-Warner and I drank sometimes at her house. At first his tongue was slower than the pothead’s, but it sped up as he shoved his hands under my shirt, his fingers darting back and forth across my skin, pinching.


“Should we lock the door or something?” I asked when I pulled my face away from his and tried to catch my breath.


“I already did,” he said.
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My mom and I bailed on the month-to-month rental by the sub shop and moved to Morgantown, West Virginia, the following week.


“I’m doing this for you,” Stella said after we loaded up the car and turned in the key to the landlord. But I just rolled my eyes and looked out the window as she pulled out onto the road.


I didn’t get a chance to see Johnny Drinko again, but I copied down the address of the tattoo shop from the phone book and promised myself eventually I would find words good enough to write down and send to him from the road. I lost the address on I-77 somewhere between Beckley and Bridgeport.


The day we left, I ran into the pothead when we stopped at the gas station near the mall. At first he pretended he didn’t know me, but when Stella went inside to pay, he came over to the car and leaned down at my window.


“I heard about what you did, Lemon,” he said. He reached inside to graze his fingers across my cheek, but I shook his hand away. “You screwed that guy down at Atlas Tattoo.”


I squinted and looked behind him at my mother, who was handing her credit card to the man at the register.


“When you turn out like your mom, just remember who taught you first,” he said before he laughed and walked away.


And in that instant I realized I had become a girl worth talking about, a person worth remembering once I moved away.
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A FEW WEEKS LATER WE WERE SETTLED in a squat two-bedroom house in West Virginia with the same water-stained ceilings and sluggish showerhead dribble as all the other places we had rented, but this time around was different because by the time I enrolled at my new school the first week of November, I was almost six weeks pregnant.


I spent my first days dodging teachers in the hallways and categorizing students into the distinct groups I’d seen in every school I’d gone to. There were Preps and Hipsters and Weekend-Warrior Partiers with trust funds stitched into their back pockets, the kids who threw ragers at their houses when their parents flew to Vail or Vegas or Key West for vacations. There were the Jocks and the Geeks and the Film Kids, who kept video cameras in their backpacks. The Adrenaline Junkies were the guys who went skydiving or rock climbing on the weekends, and the Low Riders were the country boys who stuck small wheels on big trucks and cranked rap music from their dashboard speakers. I usually slipped in somewhere between the Art Kids and the English Nerds, never committed enough to join the lit magazine staff, knowing we could move again at any time, but too much of a bookworm to be considered an angst-ridden Art Punk or Emo. It always took a while to make friends, but this was the large kind of public school that made it easy to disappear.


Then, a week after I told Stella about the pregnancy, my new friend Emmy Preston found out her dad was being sent to Afghanistan.


“You’re shitting me,” I said.


“I wish,” she said back, and then neither of us said anything as I tried to wrap my brain around it slowly, the shock of it moving over us like fog. It was bigger than all the arguments with Stella, bigger, even, than my frustrations at having moved again before I finished driver’s ed.


Like a lot of the dads in Morgantown, West Virginia, Emmy’s father enlisted as a reservist for drill pay. That November, when their infantry unit was activated, over a hundred and fifty of the town’s men would have to board a group of old, beat-up school buses and leave for a place that, until then, had existed for us only on television and in newspapers. Now the war infected their families, and Emmy handled the news like the rest of the reservists’ kids: with silent acceptance and a vacant shrug of the shoulders.


Emmy and I had met in Contemporary Lit on my first day at school, and out of twenty-six other kids in the room, she picked me to lean over and ask with a big wide grin, “WantToGetStonedAfterClass?” She had flawless tan skin and quirky rectangle-shaped glasses she had to wear for reading, and later she said she picked me because of my nose ring, a small silver hoop I wore after I’d secretly gotten my nose pierced when we first moved to West Virginia. I carried the nose ring in my pocket and removed or replaced it depending on the proximity of my mother.


“You were new and I was bored with my scene. Everyone likes new, right?” she once said. “Plus, facial piercings score major points in terms of hipness. Even if you can’t drive.” She nudged me then and smiled.


After class that first day, when I told her my name was Lemon, Emmy said, “Sure it is,” which I was used to, and I followed her out of the building and figured there were worse things I could do than smoke a joint with this long-haired blonde in skinny jeans and a red hooded zip-up. I was almost a head shorter than she, so I had a perfect view of her gold necklace as I walked beside her, the small four-leaf clover resting inside the V of her collarbones. We walked through the back of campus, down by the gym and up a small hill to an empty field, and all the while people watched her. I could feel their eyes on Emmy like the glare of summertime sun streaming through a car window.


“I lost my virginity here last summer. It was the football field a million years ago,” she said as we crossed over the turf, “but now they never mow it, and the only thing it’s really good for is smoking between classes and hiding when they take us outside for gym,” and I knew immediately Emmy and I would be very good friends. She would be the person who taught me never to apologize for who I really was.


And in the same way, it took my mother less than thirty seconds to decide she did not like her when they met. Emmy came for dinner, and while we waited for the pizza guy to arrive, Emmy tried to convince Stella to get a better job that paid salary, a better haircut with highlights, and a better house on the north side of town near West Virginia University.


So while Emmy prepped for her dad’s deployment over at her house, my house became angry and loud as Stella processed the reality of my pregnancy. Once she knew about the baby, it seemed like happy hour happened more frequently. “Get me a beer, Lemon,” she’d say when she got home from work, shifting her eyes away from my stomach with a dramatic “ugh” or “hmph.”


I was a neon sign in a storefront. I was the intercom voice in the public library announcing someone had left their car lights on. When she looked at me, my body was a stack of catalogues that kept showing up in our mailbox. Unwanted and unnecessary, a waste of natural resources.


Stella also started sleeping with her boss, Simon, a freelance photographer who’d hired her to help him stay organized after he landed an ad campaign with The North Face for a shoot in Dolly Sods Wilderness Area. Simon had grown up in Fort Collins, Colorado, a place that seemed as foreign and far away as Kabul, Afghanistan, where Emmy’s dad was deployed. He’d spent a few years working on a farm in Costa Rica, and even went to college for a little while to study photography, but ended up on the East Coast because he fell in love with a woman who didn’t love him back enough to stick around. That’s what he told me, at least, one night when we stayed up to watch Saturday Night Live together. And then he said he decided to stay in West Virginia once he’d arrived, because he liked how slow it was. He liked the heat in the summer and the green in the spring, and mostly he liked the way Morgantown encouraged people to take their time. The way he said it made me homesick for the apartment that smelled like bread, and my friend Molly-Warner, and it even made me miss the smell of skin and ink a little bit, since Johnny Drinko said something similar the day we made tequila sunrises.


Stella claimed his upbringing out west made him more cultured and interesting than the other men she’d met in town. I think she liked the way he paid attention to her paintings and the way he’d show up with new brushes or art books, little gifts none of her other boyfriends would have thought to buy. He liked all the same late-night television I did, and he was good at explaining how Spanish conjugations worked, one of the subjects I’d fallen behind in since the distraction of the pregnancy, so I liked him okay. Better, at least, than Denny in Philadelphia or Rocco in New Jersey.


November turned the town a dark rusty color as orange and red leaves began dropping to the ground, and Emmy and I wasted time hanging out down by the lake every day after school. Sometimes we’d do our homework, and sometimes we’d just listen to music or play cards. She was good at gin rummy, and I was a blackjack badass. By then Emmy was kissing a boy from our physics class, a long-haired guitarist named Dylan who worked after school as the poetry editor for the Morgantown High literary magazine. Dylan liked to listen to the Shins and he liked to smoke pot, but mostly he liked to drive us around three wide in the cab of Emmy’s old blue truck, since his parents hadn’t bought him a car and he usually rode to school on his dirt bike. He was the kind of guy who would never outgrow his long hair, who would never hold a nine-to-five.


“Do you think he’s too quiet or too artsy?” Emmy would ask me before he’d show up at the lake. “Do you think he’s too nice? Or too boring, maybe?” she’d ask as she sucked on a cigarette and stared out at the water.


I’d nod or shrug, thinking of how similar Dylan and Emmy were, how brave and fearless, carefree. Emmy was one of the popular kids who hung out in the parking lot between classes smoking cigarettes but also landed her name on the honor roll, while I was the kind of kid who just aimed to blend in. I was the new girl, an increasingly curvy loner who’d had to walk home from school before I met Emmy and Dylan, and it constantly surprised me she’d chosen me to be her partner in crime. I asked her about it once when we were parked down at the lake and she was venting about a girl in our class, Jenny Myers, who’d just gotten a new Mini Cooper. I knew she and Jenny had been friends, but we never hung around with her, and I wondered why she’d bailed on her old friends and replaced them with me.


“Aside from the obvious fact that I’m ridiculously intelligent and adorable, why’d you pick me and walk out on them?” We were good enough friends by then, and I was feeling honest—honest and maybe a little worried she might walk out on me, too. Plus, I’d heard some of the girls had been giving her a hard time, the girls with the right clothes and the right boyfriends. I’d seen the notes scrawled on the bathroom doors. They called her a fake and a traitor, and I wanted to give her a chance to talk about it.


“I spent three years with the Preps and the Partiers, you know?” she said, and I nodded.


Before I came along, Emmy was part of a close-knit crew of Partiers, and she’d told me she and Jenny Myers and Allyson Carter and Maggie Rothbright had founded their clique freshman year in French class; the group of boys followed shortly after.


“And I knew who I was supposed to be when I was with them. But it was never really me. Those kids come from families with money, and I always felt like I was playing catch-up.” We were standing in front of her truck, and she dug the toe of her red Vans into the mud. “This summer I just got sick of it. It’s like I knew they were just friends of convenience, party friends. I knew we wouldn’t keep in touch after graduation,” she said, and shrugged.
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