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KENDRA


I always knew I wasn’t meant to be a human. I thought of myself more as a mermaid—maybe even closer to a dolphin. But definitely not human. At least that’s how I felt every time my toes touched the water.


Its salty flavor filled my throat as it collapsed over me. It is what it is, I repeated to myself as the overwhelming wave fumbled me around, somersaulting me to shore. It was the mantra I chose when angst tried to creep its way into my mind.


I started to panic as I lay on the sand, trying to catch my breath, eyes shut. Thoughts of doubt cluttered my brain, but I pushed them away, focusing on inhaling and exhaling, reminding myself, I can breathe. The anxiety wasn’t always bad, only sometimes. Never while I was in the water—mostly when the waves plummeted me to shore, forcing me to face reality again.


A shadow cast itself over me. I opened my eyes to find Coach Harkins standing above me, his wet, blond locks dripping onto my face.


“Come on, Ken! You need more explosive maneuvers.”


I sat up and nodded my head. He was right; he was always right. I paused before grabbing my surfboard and heading into the water. The ocean felt like home. If only I had gills, I’d probably never touch the earth’s land again.


I paddled out past a few small waves, then sat on my board waiting for a larger wave to form as Coach Harkins stood on the sand. I took in the sun’s rays beating down on my skin.


“This one, Ken! Come on,” he yelled to me.


I eyed the wave coming toward me, unsure if we were friends, but I knew I could easily introduce myself. The water was the one place I didn’t question myself; there was no time for awkward silences or prying thoughts of uncertainty. I knew how to flow with its currents and tides.


I paddled a ways before hoisting myself onto my board. My adrenaline surged as I attempted to nail a backside air reverse in the water. I could hear Coach Harkins screaming when I landed the move perfectly, my board gliding against the wave and then launching into the air, landing a perfect 360 back down onto the water, surfing the wave to shore.


I walked up the beach where he was waiting for me.


“Rough start, but good work today,” he said.


I was preparing for the quarterfinals in the USA Surfing Prime West.


We always ended practice with a five-minute meditation. Coach taught yoga part time—something he had discovered after a terrible car accident. He’d been drunk driving and was told he’d never be able to walk again, let alone surf. But he’d proved the doctors wrong.


What I admired most about him was his honesty regarding his struggle to become sober. Although it sometimes felt repetitive listening to his frequent lectures on staying away from “that crowd,” I appreciated his sincere concern. But believe me, I knew firsthand all about “that crowd”—they’d been a permanent fixture in my house during most of my childhood, along with the substances they brought and the death of my brother that followed. The thing was, they weren’t bad people. No. They were lost people—at least that’s how my dad always explained it.


Coach was the one who introduced me to meditation, and it changed my entire mindset. My dad had tried family counseling and shrinks—one who diagnosed me with a type of anxiety called panic disorder. They even put me on a small dose of medicine for a while when I was twelve, but it didn’t work. The side effects were too overwhelming—nausea, joint pains to the point where I couldn’t even surf. But the worst were the night terrors. Thankfully, I met Coach, and he sparked my interest in utilizing the Eastern approach to managing anxiety. Not just in surfing, but in most aspects of life, from school to just overall facing daily fears. I used to have panic attacks quite often, but learning how to control my breath really changed things for me. I didn’t think it would ever be truly cured, but at least it could be managed.


Coach and I sat across from one another on the sand in a shaded area. My eyes fell upon his throat where a trach scar from his accident remained. Coach seemed like a completely different person than he was before, from the stories he’d told me. It’s weird to think though that scars are always there to remind you of who you once were.


“All right, close your eyes,” he said.


I closed my eyes, focusing in on my third-eye chakra, trying to clear my mind of worrying about school and everything I had to do. It took me out of my head and into the moment.


“I want you to take a deep inhale through your nose for five seconds,” he guided me. I inhaled. “Now hold that breath for five seconds … three, two, one, and exhale for five.”


I let out a heavy breath through my nose. I could feel it in the back of my throat as we repeated the exercise. It felt good. I began to feel lighter, my body naturally and unconsciously swaying back and forth as if I was going to float away.


“Exhale an audible breath out of your mouth,” he said.


I sighed as I let my breath go.


“Remember you can always come back to this place. Whenever your mind wanders away, come back to the breath. It allows you to be present—and really, life can only exist here in this moment. So, live it. Breathe it. Be it.”


I welcomed the smile peeking through as Coach’s words resonated with me.


“Gently open your eyes, Ken.”


I slowly allowed my eyes to open, the sun somewhat overwhelming. I caught sight of the hills covered in houses beyond the fog. Laguna Beach was magical, especially in the morning.


“How do you feel?”


“Amazing.”


Coach stood up and stuck out his hand for me to grab. I held on as I lifted my calm body back up. I was in a whole different space. I stood there, taking in the breeze. The ocean. The sun. The sand between my toes. Everything around me.


What I loved most about my bike rides home in the morning was watching all the cafés open up down South Coast Highway. I loved the smell of coffee brewing and the sound of forks clinking against plates. I could hear the waves crashing from a distance, the ocean calling me to come back with every crash and roll of its tides. What I would’ve given to be able to surf all day, every day.


My stomach gurgled as I passed by all of the bakeries tempting me with their fresh pastries sitting in the front windows. I was famished.


Thankfully, when I got home, there was food waiting on the table.


“How was practice, doll?” Harry asked.


Harry was my dad’s fiancé and, in a sense, a maternal figure—being that I didn’t have one. I mean, he took responsibility for all the obligations that a mother would normally have.


“It was good. I’m starved.”


I devoured the food—I swear I could have eaten the plate itself. Harry handed me a glass of orange juice as his phone rang. He checked the caller ID and silenced the call.


“It’s Zola … too early to talk business.”


Zola was an old friend of Harry’s who he’d met back in cosmetology school when they were in their twenties. Now they were opening up their own salon together.


“Have you told your parents yet?” I asked.


“About the salon?” He shook his head, clearing his throat as he redirected his gaze to the ground. I felt bad for bringing it up.


“They won’t talk to me, Ken. You know that.”


I nodded.


Harry’s parents were very old school and could never quite come to terms with the whole “gay” thing. They thought my dad and Harry were destined to go to h-e-double-hockey-stick—total opposite of my dad’s parents. And no, I didn’t cuss. I know I was sixteen and that seemed weird, but I just didn’t like it. When I heard other people swear, it sounded so vulgar and dirty. I tried to do everything the opposite of my brother, except for surfing. He swore a lot.


My dad walked in the house from his morning run, sweat dripping from his naked head down to his nose.


“Morning, sweetheart.” He greeted me with a kiss on the forehead.


“Hi, Dad.”


He walked over to Harry and gave him a kiss.


“Bruce, we need more bacon.”


“I thought you went vegan?” he asked as he replaced his prescription sunglasses with his regular bifocals.


“Yeah, that didn’t work out too well,” Harry said, stuffing a steaming hot sausage into his mouth.


My dad laughed. Harry went through many phases; last week he bought a ten-class package for a Pilates studio. He went one time and was too sore to even sit the next day, so he decided that the owner was a “narcissistic b-word” and that Pilates was a total scam. In his words: “Working out is supposed to invigorate you, not disintegrate you.”


Skittles, my Pomeranian, ran into the room, barking.


“Morning, Skittles!” I fed her a sausage.


“Ken, no human food,” Harry lectured. “She’ll shit all over the house, and I’m the one who has to clean it while you’re at school.”


“Speaking of school, I have to go or I’m going to be late.”


I threw my bag into the basket of my bike and started for school. When I got there, all my friends were sitting in the courtyard.


“Hey, Ken!” Ashleigh came up and hugged me. I noticed she was wearing the bracelet I got her for her last birthday.


“Cute bracelet. Who got you that?” I teased.


“Some bitch.”


We walked over to the rest of our group. They were all circled around Ashleigh’s boyfriend, Ashton, and one of his soccer teammates. The two of them had their fingers pressed up against each other’s necks.


“Uh, what are they doing?” Ashleigh yelled.


“Playing the pass-out game,” our friend Taylor replied.


“They’re going to hurt themselves!” Tiny Ashleigh walked into the middle of the circle and pushed them apart. Ashton accidentally hit her in the face when he jerked his hand back.


“Ashton! My nose!” she said, flipping out. Ashleigh swore that her only insecurity in life was her nose. She thought it was too big for the rest of her face. But I didn’t see it. I mean, maybe. The only flaw I could see in it, really, was a small bump that she said was from breaking it as a child. “Please, it’s already big enough!”


“What are you doing, Ash?” Ashton snapped. I used to tease them and refer to them as Ash Squared, but they didn’t get it. I personally thought it was adorable.


“You’re going to kill each other, dumbass!” she scolded him. Ashleigh was like one of those Chihuahuas that thought she was a pit bull. Something that I wish I had more of in me. But I was more reserved. I guess we balanced each other out.


“It’s just a game! You don’t need to always butt in.”


“Annoying bitch,” Ashton’s teammate muffled under his breath. Ashton and Ashleigh jerked their heads toward him.


“Hey!” Ashleigh whined.


“Don’t call her that again, dick,” Ashton defended her. “Or I’ll make you pass out for real, next time.”


The first bell of the day rang, giving us five minutes to get to our classes.


“Shit, I can’t be late for chem again. See you at lunch, Ash.” Ashton grabbed his bag, running off to class. He and Ashleigh had been dating on and off since we were in eighth grade. We’d all had pre-algebra together with Miss Benson. Ashton used the back of his pop quiz to write her a note asking that she meet him at the park after school—he said he knew he was going to fail the quiz anyway, so he didn’t even bother turning it in. Of course, she made me tag along. They made out on top of the monkey bars, and I’d been third wheeling ever since.


Ashleigh and I walked inside together. Lockers lined the hallway.


“Are we doing a limo for homecoming?” she asked.


“I don’t even have a date—”


“Ken, you’re not backing out. Sorry. Not allowed.”


I had hoped that I’d somehow be able to get out of going to the dance. I don’t know why I’d even agreed in the first place. I would rather be surfing than at some school dance I wouldn’t even remember in a few years.


“I know, I know,” I said as I pulled The Great Gatsby and my study guide out of my bag. “I’ll see you later.”


I opened the door to my English class; only four other people were there so far. No one usually showed up until a minute before the late bell rang. I liked to be extra early, as just the thought of walking in late with a bunch of people already seated gave me heart palpitations. Mr. Paul sat on his desk at the front of the room, shuffling through his papers.


“Morning, Mr. Paul.”


“Hello, Miss Dimes,” he greeted me.


A few more of my classmates scattered in. I opened up The Great Gatsby to where my bookmark was stuffed between the end of chapter eight and the beginning of chapter nine. I skimmed through chapter nine as the door opened and twenty-something other people boisterously entered the room. The late bell rang as they took their seats.


“All right, everyone, settle down, please.” Mr. Paul tried to be calm, but I could see his face flush, and he did this thing when he’d get angry where his chin jutted out.


When everyone sat down and faced the front of the room, Mr. Paul stood up.


“I hope you all brought your books and study guides. We’re going to review chapter five and then go over the study questions.”


“Can I look at your book with you?” Michael Bradley asked me.


“Yeah. Sure.”


I scooted my desk closer to his so he could see. He smelled like a mix of BO and peanut butter, but I didn’t want to offend him—I decided the only solution would be to breathe through my mouth for the rest of the period. It wasn’t his fault he had football practice before first period. Michael and I had a lot of classes together throughout high school, but I didn’t know much about him except that he was on the football team. I’d always been good at keeping people at arm’s length. The closest friend I had was Ashleigh, although even she didn’t know my past. No one in Laguna did.


“We saw a lot of themes coming out in this chapter. The theme of social class was a big one.” Mr. Paul went on for a good forty minutes talking about social class during the 1920s while Michael was basically asleep on my lap.


When I looked up at the clock—which Mr. Paul insisted had to be analog because “these days, teenagers just have it too easy”—there were barely two minutes left of class. I drew the conclusion that time flew by when you read ahead.


“All right. Before I let you go, I want to cover a few of the symbols. One that stuck out was the green light.” Mr. Paul glided between the aisles of desks.


“Miss Dimes, what would you say is significant about the green light?” he asked me.


“The green light represents a couple of things, one mainly being Gatsby’s hopes for the future—”


The bell interrupted my train of thought. Michael jumped up out of his sleep, drool hanging from his mouth. Everyone swiftly packed up their bags, ready to bolt for the door.


“Hold on there! The bell doesn’t release you, I do,” Mr. Paul said.


The class settled back into their seats.


“Remember to read chapters six through nine this weekend.”


He paused, looking around the room.


“You’re free to go.”


Everybody darted out of the room as I took my time gathering my things up and placing them into my bag.


“Thanks for letting me use your book, Ken.” Michael smiled and winked at me.


I smiled back. “No problem.”


As Michael started for the door, a mint container fell from his bag. I picked it up and hurried to his side. It was one of those red tin Altoids packs.


“Hey, you dropped these.”


“Oh,” he said, quickly taking the small container from me and shoving it back in the front pocket of his bag. I couldn’t help but notice the way his face went blank. “Thanks.”


He rushed out of the room without another word.


I turned back around to grab my bag from the desk and headed for the door. It was a relief to breathe out of my nose again.


“Good job, Miss Dimes,” Mr. Paul said as I passed his desk.


“Thanks. Have a nice day.”
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BROCK


I hated Thursdays—they were so close to Friday but not close enough. I mean, it almost seemed like a pointless day, like the word um—why not just get to the point? The fucking weekend.


I let my cigarette hang from my mouth as I strummed a cord on my Fender—it was one of several guitars that hung along my walls. It wasn’t my favorite, but it was still a beautiful piece—a ’65 Stratocaster.


My thoughts drifted with the sound of each note.


Fuck school, my mind sang to the melody as I noticed the time on the clock; punctuality wasn’t my forte. Then again, nothing that required structure really suited me well.


All teachers ever did was talk, talk, talk, blah, blah, bullshit. They never let us speak, only expected us to listen to their textbook theories on nothing. Music spoke and listened. It was a mentor and a student. It spoke a language that anyone could understand, and it understood what people had to say when they couldn’t speak at all.


I was running so late that when I finally did decide to make it to second period, I figured stopping for a coffee wouldn’t matter. I pulled up to the drive-through and ordered my usual: a hot coffee with a tablespoon of cinnamon, four sugars, and a quarter cup of cream. There was nothing better after smoking a morning bowl. It was, like, an odd counter-buzz.


I pulled up to school just as the bell rang, releasing everyone from their first-period classes. Before I got out of my car, I squeezed a drop of Visine in each eye. As I was walking through the courtyard to the front doors, Billy, the security guard, stopped me.


“You need to go through the office to get a tardy slip.”


“Come on. Really, Bill?”


“Really.”


I looked him up and down; he was your typical high school security guard. He was tatted from his neck down. He was probably in his mid-fifties and most likely just got out of jail or rehab. His potbelly stuck out past his toes, and his beard was full of cracker crumbs from the night before. I put my hand on his shoulder, looking him straight in the eye.


Without changing my gaze, I reached into my pocket and pulled out a bag of coke. There wasn’t much in it, and it was cheap shit anyway. I was going to use it up later or try and pawn it off to this fucking nerd in my math class in exchange for completing my late homework.


I dangled the bag in front of Billy’s face.


“This will be yours for free, if you let me through.”


His eyes widened a little.


“What?” he said, playing dumb.


“Billy,” I started, “how long you been clean for?”


“What? How would you know I—”


“You have the chemical compound for coke on your calf and sober tatted on your wrist.”


His eyes were wandering all over the place until he snatched the bag out of my hand and stuffed it in his coat pocket. I proceeded to the doors. That was even easier than I anticipated.


“Have a nice day, Billy.”


When I walked into school, it was still passing period.


“Hey, babe.” Annie slapped my ass as she walked by.


I wanted to fuck her right then and there.


“You want to ditch second?” she asked as she stuffed something into my pocket. I reached in and felt a condom wrapper. One more period wouldn’t hurt.


We walked outside, passed the football field, and headed for the baseball diamond. No one used it during school hours. We sat on top of the bleachers and started making out. She lay down and I lay on top of her. I unbuttoned her jeans as she worked her lips down my neck and pulled down my pants.


“I’m about to blow your mind,” she whispered as she grabbed ahold of my most vital of organs. I was so hard. She worked her mouth down my chest to my stomach and then all the way. She knew all sorts of tricks—tricks I was more than willing to let her demonstrate on me.


She looked at me as she did her thing. It really turned me on when she kept my gaze like that. It was a sign of confidence.


She smiled this half grin that said, Please fuck me.


“Sit up, babe.” She did as I said.


I quickly put the condom on.


She rode me fast and hard.


“Ah! You’re so sexy, baby!” she cried. I had her moaning and groaning so loud that Billy came rushing over to the diamond. When he saw it was me, he turned around and ran off.


A whole class period worth of bleacher boning later, we finished.


I threw the condom in the bushes as she put her pants back on. I pulled my pipe out of my pocket along with a small bag of pot, lighting it up and taking in a long hit before handing it to Annie.


“You going to homecoming?” she asked me, taking a second hit.


“I guess so. Are you?”


“Yeah. I’m taking this kid from Saddleback.”


“Cool.”


She handed me the pipe. The good thing about Annie was that there were no strings attached. I wasn’t big into commitments—they made me feel suffocated. The last time I had a girlfriend was in the eighth grade, and it lasted two weeks. I ended up hooking up with her older sister. The thing was it wasn’t like I was a bad boyfriend. I just made out with other people sometimes.


“I’ve got to get going to class. See you later.”


“All right.”


She grabbed her bag and walked back toward the main building. As I took another hit, my phone went off. It was a text from my mom.


Call me.


I grabbed my bag and headed to my third-period class as I called my mom, taking one last hit for good luck.


The rest of the day went by super fucking slow, even though I ended up ditching two of my other classes. I went to my last period, though, music class. It was the only class I bothered to go to really—and the only one I enjoyed. Mr. Brawling was a bad ass, and he didn’t give a shit about much. Like me. Plus, he never assigned homework, so he was automatically my favorite.


Today, he let me sit in the hallway and mess around on his custom Fender, while he played The Godfather in class and lectured on about the film score. The Fender had his last name written along the neck and everything.


We got to talking after class. He told me the guitar was from his rock band days when he toured in his twenties and Fender sponsored him. He seemed way too cool to be a teacher.


“You seem very passionate about music, Brock,” he said to me as I started for the classroom door.


“Thanks. I am.”


I may have loved music, but it was just a hobby. A passion as Mr. Brawling put it. But drugs and selling them were my world.
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KENDRA


Friday wasn’t my favorite, especially this Friday. Homecoming was tomorrow, and the thought of dancing—in public, mind you—made my palms sweat.


I walked out of history, my brain throbbing.


“Hey, Ken.”


I looked to my right—Jason Wells was at my side.


“Hi, Jason,” I said as we continued down the hallway.


Jason was a super-senior and captain of the football team. To most girls, he was the hottest thing to walk Planet Earth. He wore a frequent tan—the result of many days at his mother’s tanning salon—that made his blond hair look even lighter. He had perfect teeth and perfect biceps. Everything he did was perfect really, minus his grades. I guess you can’t have it all, right?


“Did you write down the trig homework? I wasn’t in class.”


“Yep. I’ll give it to you later.”


“Sweet. You excited for the dance tomorrow night?”


“Duh! Are you?” I lied.


“For sure. But I have a problem that I think you can help me with.”


We left the building along with the rest of Laguna Tides High School, everyone heading for their cars.


“What’s that?”


“I don’t have a date.”


“Isn’t it a little late to try and score a date?”


“Yeah, totally. That’s why I need your help.”


“Most of the girls I know have dates, but maybe—”


“We could go together?”


My heart fell. Jason and I? We were just friends—and I wanted to keep it like that. He was cute and all, but I don’t know … he was Jason. He flirted with anything that crossed his path. Plus, I knew he only wanted me to go with him because I’d never hooked up with him before. Supposedly he and the rest of the football team had a bet going on to see who could hook up with the entire junior and/or senior class first—and I wasn’t about to be the girl who helped him win. At least, that was the story Ashleigh gave me, and usually her stories were only 50 percent accurate. The other half seemed to be lost or distorted through a game of telephone. But still …


“Oh, you wanted to go together?” I restated, the heightened pitch of my voice evident.


“Well, I figured since neither of us have a date and all.”


I quickly searched my mind as if it was a filing cabinet and I had to scan all of the documents labeled “Excuses.”


“That’s nice of you to ask but … it’s just such short notice.” Lame excuse, I know, but it was all I could think of when he put me on the spot like that.


“Y-yeah, I get it,” he stuttered. His bicep flexed as he scratched the back of his head, almost confused that I’d turned down a date with him. He was probably surprised. No one else in the whole school would reject the chance to be with Jason. In my opinion, the whole homecoming thing was overrated, and so were guys with muscles that big.


I wanted to get some practice in while the tide was still high.


“I’ll see you later.”


I walked over to the bike rack, throwing my bag in the basket as I headed for home.


When I walked into my house, Skittles greeted me with her yappy barking. I squatted down to her level and scratched the top of her head.


“Hi, baby! Did you miss me today?”


She licked my nose.


I could hear the sound of the sewing machine coming from the dining room. I followed it in there. My dad was sitting at the table, sparkly fabrics sprawled out all over.


He noticed me standing over him and quickly jumped up.


“You can’t be in here! This is your homecoming dress. Close your eyes.”


I shut my eyes as I sighed with frustration. My dad had always dreamt of being a designer, but it was something he did for fun just for my friends and me.


Any hope of backing out of homecoming was kiboshed now that my dad had spent the time, effort, and money into creating a custom dress just for me. He would be crushed. I was hoping he’d forgotten that I ever even mentioned to him that I was going, but he took these things to heart. He was always saying how he wanted me to get the “full high school experience.” Did that mean I had to call Ashleigh about the limo? That sounded super tacky when it was only going to be her and Ashton—and me third wheeling (a sport I had exceled at during the course of their relationship).


“Okay, you’re good, you can open now,” my dad said.


The fabrics were cleared away, out of sight.


“How was school, honey?”


“It was good. Felt long.”


“Are you going to the homecoming game tonight?”


“I should probably get some practice in for Primes. I need to practice every chance I get.” Plus, the thought of having to sit through two hours of rowdy shrieking and shouting while sweating my butt off due to an excess of human body heat sounded far from ideal. I’d much rather hit the water, come home, put my pajamas on, and cozy up with my dog.


“You need to go out and be a teenager is what you need to do. I’m taking your surfboard away for the night.”


I laughed. What always surprised me most about my dad was that, despite Kyle’s death, he always encouraged me to go out, be with my friends, and experience life. He never really tried to keep me in a box like you might expect a parent who’d lost a child to do.


“Okay. I guess I’ll call Ashleigh to see if she’ll pick me up.”


I started for my room.


“Oh, and Ken?”


“Yeah?” I turned back around.


“Tell Ashleigh that I hemmed her dress. She needs to try it on at some point tonight.”


“Okay. I’ll tell her.”


I walked upstairs to my room, Skittles following behind me, and set my bag on the ground. I pulled my cell phone out of my back pocket and dialed Ash’s number.


“Hey, lovey,” she answered.


“Are you going to the game tonight?”


“Duh. What kind of question is that?”


“Pick me up.”


“Wait—Kendra Dimes is actually going out? Like on a Friday night? To have fun?”


“Funny, ha-ha.”


“Be there around six.”


“The game doesn’t start until seven!”


“We have to get good seats! It’s going to be packed.”


“Fine. See you then.”


I hung up, surrendering to the fact that I was going out tonight. My anxiety was starting to kick in at the thought of those claustrophobic bleachers.
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BROCK


“You going to the game tonight?” I asked Nick as I took a hit. The two of us were sitting in my car, hotboxing.


“Yeah. Are you?”


“I guess.”


I wasn’t really into football, but whatever.


He stuck his hand out. I passed him the joint.


“Who you going with?” I asked.


“You, bro.”


We both laughed—everything seemed funnier when we smoked together.


“I kind of wish I had a date to homecoming,” Nick said, moping.


“You sound like a pussy.” I laughed at Nick.


“I’m serious, man.”


“That’s the sad part.”


Nick was such a bitch. He had to be a virgin. But he always told everyone this lame story how he got a BJ in the pool while on vacation last summer. I was calling bullshit though. No doubt. I just didn’t buy it. The kid was way too into trying to score any girl that gave him minimal attention, and so far, since I’d known him, he hadn’t even made out with anyone, let alone touched the cooter. Any guy looking for a “date” or a “girlfriend” was really just looking to get laid. That’s fact.


I took one last hit before rolling down all of the windows. I threw the joint outside and drove off.


My phone rang. It was my father. I couldn’t help but roll my eyes.


“Hello?” I answered.


“Where are you?”


“Uh, going to the football game.”


“What football game?”


“The homecoming game tonight.”


“Are you with anyone right now?”


“Yeah.”


The line went dead.


I looked down at my phone and clicked the lock button as I shoved it back into my pocket.


“Who was that?”


“Just my father.”


“So, what’s the deal with you and Annie?”


“Nothing. Why? What have you heard?”


“That you two fucked on the baseball diamond.”


“Who told you that?”


“She was bragging about it to all her soccer friends in class.”


I stayed silent. True players don’t kiss and tell—or fuck and tell, in this case. That was lame. I wasn’t pissed, but how old were we? That was some middle school shit.


“So, did you?”


I just laughed. Nick joined in, picking up on the unspoken truth.


When we got to the football game, we were so late it was already halftime. Jason, the quarterback who was always hitting me up for coke, messaged me before the game. He was trying to buy. He left fifty bucks in the men’s bathroom stall trash can in the building across from the field, and I left an Altoids tin filled with coke in exchange.


When I walked out and headed toward the bleachers, a girl passed by me, her fists clenched at her sides as she mumbled under her breath, “This is why I don’t go to football games.”


She collapsed down behind a wall where they were selling concessions.


“You good?” I asked her.


She didn’t bother to look my way; she was breathing heavily in and out through her mouth.


So, I asked again, “Are you all right?”


I neared her as her eyes met mine. She looked like she was on the verge of tears.


“Yeah, I just get really nervous in big crowds like that when everyone is all smooshed together and on top of each other,” she said, speaking with her hands in an exasperated manner.


“I get it. I’m not much into sporting events myself.” I chuckled. She smiled and lifted her long brown hair off of her face.


“I’m Brock, by the way,” I said.


“Kendra,” she replied. The conversation ended there because her friend, who I recognized as Ashton’s girlfriend, came chasing after her. I decided to continue on with my shit.


Anyway, I got a few deals in, so overall it was a successful night—minus the game. It was a major loss.


The next day was the dance. Something I had no fucking interest in, but my parents were making me go because it was a prime opportunity to get some deals in. Duh.


I looked in the mirror as I buttoned up my shirt. I couldn’t lie—I was looking fresh as fruit.


My father walked in, a glass of scotch in hand.


“You look nice. You taking a date?”


I shook my head.


“What about Annie? Does she have a date?”


“Yeah, some kid from another school.”


Annie’s and my families were, well, family friends.


I threw my suit jacket on over my shirt, then headed over to my dresser to grab a watch. I wasn’t really in the mood for the interrogations.


I turned back around to find a handful of mini plastic bags filled with cocaine inside of a larger plastic bag sitting on my desk.


“This is exactly ten grams. I want you to have exactly ten grams sold by the end of the night. Understood?”


I looked at my father—his eyes were narrowed in on me, like he was a camera trying to focus itself. We had the same eyes and that scared me sometimes.


“Understood, sir.”


“And here.” He tossed me the keys to the Ferrari.


“Really?” I looked at him.


“Sure.”


I put the bag in my coat pocket as I left the room. I could feel my father’s gaze searching me up and down.


I zoomed down Nick’s street. He was waiting on the sidewalk. His jaw dropped when I rolled down my window.


“So fucking sick,” he said as he opened the car door.


“My father’s letting me use it for the night.”


He got in the car and looked around, amused, touching the leather, the window, the roof. I laughed. He was like a kid in a candy shop for the first time. Such an amateur.


“Man, I thought your whip was sick. This is even cooler—no offense.”


I shook my head. “None taken.” But I had to admit, my car was pretty fucking awesome. It was a matte black Audi A8 with all black interior and custom rims. My family didn’t come from that old money shit; I didn’t grow up with all of these materialistic things. It was new money—money that was a result of a lot of dealing and shady shit. It came from taking risks and bent morals. This kind of money stemmed from the desire to have what we never did—and damn, did we have it all now.


“You ready to fucking dominate tonight?” he said.


“Hell, yeah. Look what I got.” I pulled out another bag of cocaine from my pocket—my own personal stash.


“Oh shit!” Nick choked. “So dope!”


“So not dope,” I said, laughing at my own pun.


Nick looked at me, clueless, his eyes empty.


I poured it onto the dashboard and hit a bump. I poured some more for Nick. He did the same.


“Now we’re ready,” I said.


We drove off.


The dance was lit. I mean, maybe I was just tipsy enough to enjoy it. I grabbed Annie by the waist from behind. She turned to face me, grinding on me from the front. She squatted down to the floor, circling her hips around. She smoothly made her way back up, gliding on my body. We began to kiss. She tasted like pot.


“Where’s your date?” I asked in between kisses.


“Don’t know.”


And knowing her, she didn’t give a shit either.


I let the music take me for a moment. Somewhere else. I closed my eyes, and suddenly I wasn’t me, and I wasn’t at the homecoming dance for Laguna Tides High School. I was elevated somewhere greater than this. I was digging on the dramatic minor chord progression. Super tight beat. I didn’t know why my mind understood music the way that it did. But it did. It still does. I can recognize notes and chords and all that shit without even thinking. It’s like second nature.


“Let’s go to your car,” she whispered in my ear, interrupting that melodic high and bringing me back to reality.


Before I could answer, I felt my phone vibrating.


“One sec.” I reached into my pocket.




Ryan: Can u still meet up?


Ryan: Jason n I wanna buy


Brock: Yeah. Where you at?


Ryan: Drinks. …





“Be right back.” I released Annie.


“Where you going?”


“Deal.” When I said Annie’s family and mine were “friends,” I meant more like business colleagues.


She nodded her head and kept on dancing as I walked toward the beverage table where Ryan Decker was waiting with Jason Wells. They were regulars. I didn’t know much about them except that they loved cocaine—and Jason was on the football team. Ryan looked anxious. Like super fidgety. Jason, on the other hand, already looked stoned. He was talking to some chick, totally distracted.


“Hey,” Ryan said.


“Yo,” I said.


He slipped a hundred-dollar bill onto the table. I grabbed it and replaced it with a small red mint tin, which contained a plastic bag full of coke. I only used the mint containers when it was a school deal going down. Otherwise, it didn’t matter.


He nodded in thanks and walked off. I had more game than I thought—three grams sold at the dance alone. That meant only seven to go.


I returned to Annie. She was dancing with someone I assumed was her date.


I turned around to find Nick trying to grind on some chick. She looked at him and rolled her eyes, crossing her arms as she scurried away with her friend.


“What?” he yelled to her over the music. It was a dope beat, but DJ Overdose never ceased to impress me. He was kind of one of my biggest inspirations.


Nick threw his arms up in the air. Some people have it, others don’t. He was one of those others.


I walked up to him, pulling a flask from my coat. I took a quick chug, then offered some to him. He pounded it down.


“Wanna dip?” he said, exhaling a belch. I took the flask back.


“Duke is meeting us here. Let’s wait for him.”


Duke was my homie from LA—well, more like brother. My fuckin’ ride or die.




Brock: U still coming??


Duke: Hell yeeeee … omw





He was going to shit when he saw the ’Rari. One time he and I jacked it for the night without my dad knowing and took it for a helluva joy ride through LA. But we got pulled over by a cop, and he called my parents for being out past legal curfew. If the cop had only known what my parents did for a living.


Anyway, my dad kicked my ass 1. For taking the car and 2. For getting pulled over in a car that was basically a dispensary on wheels. But he definitely didn’t care about the curfew.
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KENDRA


I stood between Ashleigh and Ashton—third wheeling as usual—as my dad and Harry snapped photos of us in our homecoming attire. For once I’d actually rather be third wheeling if it meant I didn’t have to go with Jason. He’d approached me after the game last night to try and convince me again to be his date to the dance. His persistence was becoming annoying. At the same time, I felt bad for always turning him down … but not bad enough.


Anyway, the night I was dreading was finally here—and I was running very late. Honestly, I’ll admit, it was my fault. I’d stalled as long as I could in hopes that Ashleigh and Ashton would maybe get in a fight that would prevent us from going. Or something of that nature.


“Come on! Bigger smiles!” Harry shrieked as the flash on his camera blinded us. I’m sure he captured my awkward face mid-blink as usual.


“Aw, you guys!” he said, pulling the camera away from his face to look at us. “Okay, okay, okay, for this one I want Ashleigh to—no, Kendra, stay where you are—Ashleigh, I want you back-to-back with Ashton. Okay, now face left—no, other left. Yes, yes! Don’t move. Now, guns up!”


The camera flashed as we stood there like wannabe Charlie’s Angels, our suppressed giggles ruining the fierceness of the photo. Skittles barked in agreement at our ridiculous poses.


“You guys better get going,” my dad advised as he looked down at his watch.


We all left through the front door. My mouth ached from smiling so much.


I paused to hug my dad and Harry goodbye.


“You look great, Ken,” my dad said. I looked down at my dark green dress that sparkled against the light. It was a mermaid-style gown and, honestly, I loved it—despite the fact that it was for this hyped-up dance.


“All thanks to your designing skills, Dad.”


Harry coughed, hinting for me to add, “And your hairdressing skills, Harry.”


He smiled with satisfaction.


“You really do look gorge, Ken,” Harry agreed.


We all climbed into Ashton’s car. His dad let him borrow his Mercedes for the night.


“Bye, sweetheart!” my dad yelled.


“Please be careful!” Harry chimed in, sniffling.


We drove off. Ashleigh turned up the music. She started dancing all over the passenger seat, belting out lyrics in sync with the radio. She held out her hand with a clenched fist in front of Ashton’s mouth. He sang into her fist as if it was a microphone. I couldn’t help but laugh.


We pulled up to school, limos lined up in front of the entrance. Ashleigh turned down the volume.


“Woo! Party time!”


Ashton laughed.


We walked into the lavishly decorated auditorium.


“This is tight,” Ashton said.


“Let’s dance!” Ashleigh yanked Ashton and me out onto the dance floor. Ashleigh twirled me around as Ashton danced around us. My body stiffened right up, and I could feel sweat forming above my lip. I stood frozen in the center of Ashleigh and Ashton.


“Come on, Ken! Dance!” Ashleigh laughed at me.


I looked around; people were bouncing around and clapping and grinding provocatively all over each other. I clapped my hands together, laughing at my uncoordinated self, trying to get out of my head and just enjoy the moment.


I started to get claustrophobic in between all the people. The room felt hot, and my nerves began to kick in. Ugh.


It is what it is, I said to myself. I quickly started to focus on my breathing, blocking out the thought of how squished I felt. Concentrating on it would make me nervous, and I’d potentially forget how to breathe—which would be super embarrassing in the middle of this dance. Mostly because no one who has never dealt with anxiety would understand. That was really the worst part. They would just think I was crazy. Thankfully, I got ahold of myself before it accelerated.


A freshman girl slithered past Ashton, sliding against his body to get through the crowd. She smiled at him as she passed through. Ashleigh froze up mid-twerk.


“What the fuck, Ashton?” Ashleigh scolded.


“What did I do?”


“Are you joking? Grinding all up on that freshman slut!”


“You’re joking, right? Like, I’m supposed to be laughing.”


“Does it sound like I’m joking?” Ashleigh pouted off, Ashton chasing after her.


That was my perfect escape from the center of the dance floor. I made my way over to the beverage table. My friend Ella, even taller than her normal five-foot-nine self, due to her six-inch pumps, stood there talking to an unfamiliar boy.


“Hey, Ella.”


“Hey, Ken! Cute dress!”


“Shpanks, girly. I like yours too.”


“Thanks. It’s couture,” she noted, twirling in a circle. Ella looked like a high fashion runway model at all times, whether she was at a school dance or in the biology lab. She took a sip of whatever was in her red cup and then suggested, “Let’s take a picture!”


She whipped out her phone and snapped a photo of us.


“Damn! It turned out blurry,” she said as she zoomed in on it.


“Want me to take it for you?” the unfamiliar boy asked.


“Yes, please.”


Ella handed him her phone.


“Oh, Ken, this is Brock.”


Brock. I looked at him more in depth and realized he was the guy from the football game. How embarrassing, I hoped he hadn’t remembered. I’d been mid-anxiety attack when he’d confronted me the day before. That was a part of myself I never wanted anyone to see. The anxiety. The vulnerability. The football game had been awful. I got so overheated and claustrophobic in those bleachers, I thought I was going to pass out. My heart rate started to pick up, which made me even more nervous because I was somewhat of a hypochondriac. So, I thought I was having a heart attack or something and ran right out of there at halftime.


“I think we met last night,” he said, confirming my concern. My body tingled.


He smiled at me, taking the phone in hand. I observed him, forgetting what was going on in that moment, as if I was in some sort of slow-motion scene in a movie. His eyes gazed into my own and it was like, even though it was basically the first time, it didn’t feel like it. I felt like a crazy person for what I was feeling for a complete stranger. Then I looked at his lips and the way he half smiled, the corners of his mouth lifted just slightly. My heart rate sped up, and my face began to sweat, which freaked me out because I didn’t want my makeup to get ruined. The camera’s flash blurred my vision, bringing me back to reality.


“Here you go.” Brock handed Ella her phone without taking his gaze away from mine. No one had ever stared at me like that before. I had to look down. It was intimidating.


“Here, let me take one of you two!” Ella chirped.


Brock and I stood close together and he put his arm around me. My stomach fluttered.


“Okay, ready? One, two, three. Say penis!”


Brock and I both laughed as the camera flashed brightly. I could feel his hand squeeze my waist. He smelled like ocean and some sort of expensive cologne. I liked it.


I took a step back, studying him over again as he removed his hand. He smirked. It was weird—meeting Brock was like re-meeting someone I’d known before. Like we had this instant connection—or at least I felt connected to him. This sounds stupid, but have you ever been drawn to someone that you know nothing about? That’s what I felt with one look at Brock.


A strong grip grasped onto my shoulder, making me jump. I turned around.


“Hey, sexy,” Jason whispered in my ear. He reeked of alcohol.


I forced a smile. I felt my body turning hot and flushed.


“Do you guys mind if I steal her for a little bit?”


“Go right ahead,” Ella replied. I kind of hated her.


I hesitantly took Jason’s hand as he led us over to the dance floor. I looked back. Brock was staring, laughing as Ella stood by his side flipping me off.


“Lucky bitch!” she mouthed to me. She, like the rest of the teenage female population, was obsessed with Jason. But no one topped Taylor’s craze over him. She may or may not have been the one responsible for jacking his jersey last year from the boys’ locker room. She created a cult following in the downstairs girls’ bathroom—that no one used—with a shrine including the jersey and an arrangement of photos that all of Jason’s “fangirls” had collected over the years.


A slow song came on. Jason placed his hands at my waist, my arms around his neck. I could feel my shoulders tensed up to my ears. I gently relaxed them. But they worked their way back up as the song continued.


“You really do look beautiful,” Jason said.


“Thanks, Jason.”


He began to ramble on about something. I wasn’t really paying attention. I searched the auditorium, looking to catch sight of Brock.


“Ken? Did you hear me?”


“Uh, yeah, sure.”


“So you want to ditch this shithole and go somewhere?”


His alcohol-coated breath became warmer on my neck as he leaned in to kiss me. I placed my hand on his chest, pressing him away.


“Jason, you’re a nice guy and all, but you and I—we’re just friends.”


“Yeah, yeah. No, of course.”


He stepped back, releasing me. I walked back to Ashleigh and Ashton, who were now making out in the middle of the dance floor.


“Sorry to interrupt,” I said.


They both turned to me, still glued together by their hip bones.


“How’s your boyfriend Jason doing?” Ashton teased.


He laughed at his own joke. I nudged him.


“He’s not my boyfriend.”


“Hannah is throwing a huge party after the dance. You down?” Ashleigh asked.


I took a look at my phone to take note of the time. I had practice early in the morning. I mean, Coach wasn’t going to be there. It was just me practicing on my own, but still. My commitment to this was everything.


“I should—”


“Ken, seriously, an hour of fun won’t kill you. I promise.”


I sighed.


“All right, why not?”


Before I knew it, the three of us were following the blaring music into Hannah’s backyard. I was dreading every second of it and wondered why I’d agreed in the first place. Although, I wondered about Brock; would he be at the party? I wished Jason hadn’t pulled me away at the dance.


We walked through the gate; people were stripping down to nothing and jumping into the pool, beer pong tournaments were set up on the basketball court, and people were making out everywhere. It was definitely out of my comfort zone, to say the least. I stood there and kept to myself, unsure of where to sit or even stand, really. I knew why people had to get completely blackout drunk to enjoy these things. Otherwise, what did you do besides stand around and look awkwardly for someone to talk to? Or maybe that was just me.


I felt a hand touch my waist. I jerked around to find Ryan standing behind me with two of his burnout friends.


“What up, Ken?”


He pulled me into him.


“You smell like weed, Ryan,” I said, pushing him away in disgust.


“Oh, c’mon! Don’t act like you’ve never tried it.”


I walked away. I hadn’t tried it—and I never planned to. All it took was one time for my brother, and he was hooked. He spent two years of his life chasing the next high and the next … until the high took him.


I took a breath, calming the chaos of my mind. Inhale. Exhale.


A loud, shattering crash drew my attention around the corner. A broken beer bottle lay at Ashton’s feet. He and Ashleigh were at it again.


“I’m so sick of your BS, Ashton!” I overheard Ashleigh say.


“What do you want from me?” Ashton answered.


“Stop flirting with other girls or I’m done—for good.”


“Calm down, Ashleigh! Who did I flirt with?”


“That foreign exchange student from Italy—Gina.”


“What? No, I didn’t. Ashleigh, honestly, you’re psycho!”


“Wow, thanks a lot.”


They continued to argue. I couldn’t even keep track about what anymore.


A voice startled me. “They do that a lot, huh?”


I turned around to find Brock standing there in between two other boys—one taller who wore a hat that didn’t seem to match his nice shirt and slacks, and the other, Brock’s height with almond-shaped eyes.


I laughed as I felt my face turn flush again, embarrassed at my own awkwardness. Brock’s shaggy brown hair was messier than when I’d seen him earlier. It was super cute. He brushed his hand through it, that same half grin painted on his face. His nonchalant composure appeared effortless.


“Yeah, they do.” Really? That’s all you can say, Ken? I thought to myself. Why did I have to be so uncool? Couldn’t I be flirty and outgoing like all the other girls?


Jason stumbled toward us, a beer stain on his shirt, his face sweaty.


“Hey, Ken.”


He offered me a beer.


“No thanks,” I kindly declined.


“Jason! Come on, we’re up at BP,” Ryan called after him.


“All right. I’m coming,” he slurred.


He turned back to me.


“See you later, babe.”


He planted a sloppy kiss right on my cheek before proceeding to beer pong. I wiped the wetness off of my face.


“By the way, great shit, Brock!” he yelled to him as he approached the game with Ryan.


Brock nodded his head at him. I wondered what he was talking about.


“That your boyfriend?” Brock asked, followed by a strong sniffle. He rubbed his nose aggressively.


“Oh—nononoooo!” I talked fast when I was nervous. It was a bad habit of mine.


“You sure? He was all over you at the dance.”


“Yeah, no. He’s just a friend.”


“Dude, she’s way too cute for him,” his taller friend interjected. He winked at me—or maybe it was a twitch, I wasn’t sure. But his smile was warm and inviting. “I’m Duke, by the way.”


He stuck out his hand for me to shake in a gentlemanly manner. I smiled at him, shaking it.


“I think he likes you,” Brock said.


“Who?” I questioned.


“Jason.”


“He’s a womanizer.”


“I don’t know about that.”


“He’s not my type.”


“What is your type exactly?”


“Yes, what is your type exactly?” Brock’s other friend, the one with the almond eyes, chimed in as he slung his arm around me. He carried a slight accent of some sort. Maybe from New York or Chicago or somewhere like that.
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