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PROLOGUE
august



6:00 p.m.


SCHOOL WILL START UP AGAIN NEXT WEEK, AND I AM AT Ricky D’Amico’s end-of-summer blowout. I do not think I was number one on her list of people to invite—I was probably not even number fifty-one—but her next-door neighbor is my best friend, Karin, and she couldn’t very well not invite her next-door neighbor, and once she invited Karin, Karin asked me to stop by.


Ricky D’Amico has never liked me. First week of freshman art class, nearly three years ago now, she thought I purposefully said something to insult her—I didn’t; it was just a stupid joke—and she has never forgiven me.


By the time I arrive, walking there from my house two blocks away, it looks like the other fifty people who were on the guest list ahead of me are already there. Many of the guys and some of the girls are clustered around the keg just outside the garage. Ricky D’Amico has the kind of cool parents who say it’s okay for us kids to drink, even though we’re all underage, so long as no one drives and they don’t get busted for giving alcohol to minors. They say so long as we are responsible, there’s no harm in having a little fun.


It’s only six o’clock, so it’ll be light out for nearly another three hours, and when I look over by the pool area, the late-afternoon summer sun still fairly high in the sky, I see most of the girls hanging around there, red plastic cups of beer in their hands. But none of them are swimming. The D’Amicos have one other rule: no swimming while drinking.


A couple of kids yell out “Hey!” to me, but no one approaches, leaving it instead for me to decide where I’ll go first. I used to think maybe this kind of thing meant people didn’t like me—well, okay, Ricky D’Amico doesn’t—but lately I think it is because most people are so scared of being rejected. They’re scared that if they act all happy to see you, and come running over like a puppy dog, you’ll be looking over their shoulder trying to find someone better.


I look at both groups of kids—the one by the keg, the one by the pool—trying to decide where to go first. I recognize all of the girls, of course: Sherry Bixby, the junior varsity head cheerleader; Dawn Peck, who everyone thinks will be a great artist someday and who always wears these romantic gauzy clothes she designs herself; Kirstin Thomas, who is so smart that it scares boys, but who is also so pretty and perky, no one ever leaves her out of anything; and all the other JV cheerleaders, artists, and pretty girls. I size up what they are wearing and decide that I have not done too bad for myself tonight: While I’ll never dress as cool as Kirstin and her crowd, my jeans fit well, with no bulges hanging over the side; my white gauze shirt is acceptable without being arty; even my makeup is right for once, making me look like I care about what I look like, but not too much, while highlighting my dark eyes. I am particularly happy that, despite it being August, there is little humidity, so my long dark hair is not turning into the finger-in-the-light-socket look it’s capable of developing. At least not yet. My heeled sandals make me four inches taller than my usual tiny height, and I am not falling over in them yet, two things that always make me ridiculously happy. And my smile is good—God knows, my parents paid enough for it.


But even though I feel as though I look good enough to approach the girls at the pool, when I look closer, I realize Karin isn’t there. And when you go to a party where the hostess doesn’t really want you there, it’s always best to locate your best friend first.


So I turn my attention to the kids gathered around the keg, and I do not see Karin there, either, but as I draw closer, making my way through the crowd, I do see something that is maybe even better: Danny Stanton is seated in a lawn chair next to the keg, taking it upon himself to keep everyone’s red plastic cups filled.


I have been in love with Danny Stanton it seems like, sometimes, forever.


“Hey! Angel!” Danny says, obviously happy to see me. He reaches for another red plastic cup. “Let me get you a brewski.”


Angel really is my name, Angel Hansen. My mother, who is only forty-two, loved a book called That Was Then, This Is Now by S. E. Hinton when she was a pre-teen. Even though the girl nicknamed Angel in the book isn’t very nice, Mom loved the name and made sure it went down on my birth certificate as Angel, so that no one could ever call me Angela or Angie by mistake.


“Hey, Danny,” I say, keeping my voice even, not wanting to sound too excited to see him, even though I am.


When I say it seems like I have been in love with Danny Stanton forever, it is no exaggeration. Toward the end of freshman year Danny asked me out. Danny is very tall with black hair, and brown eyes that are even more beautiful than chocolate. I was so surprised when he asked me out—it wasn’t like we traveled in the same circles exactly—but he seemed to think I was funny in a good way, and he laughed at all my jokes. We first talked to each other on a Wednesday in mid-June, skipping both our classes for the rest of the day and hanging out in the cafeteria until it was time to go home, when he walked me to my bus. On Friday he had me go over to his house, and while I loved it when he kissed me, I was relieved when he didn’t try for more. On Saturday he had his father drop us off at the movies and we did a little more than kiss, but not much. On Sunday we were supposed to go out again, but then he called to say he’d decided to get back together with his old girlfriend, one of the freshman cheerleaders. I didn’t know what I’d done wrong. We’d had a good time together—you can’t miss it when the other person is having a good time—and I even made the mistake of crying a little bit on the phone and getting bitchy a little bit when he said he was going back with his old girlfriend; I was that hurt.


I hadn’t even known he had an old girlfriend.


Now, two years later, I am still hoping for a second chance.


When he said two years ago that he was going back to his old girlfriend, even though I was hurt, I totally understood it. After all, why would someone like Danny Stanton want to go out with someone like me? He was gorgeous, everyone knew he was going to be a great basketball player, he was the most popular boy in school. Even the people who hated jocks liked Danny Stanton. And what was I? I was the unremarkable girl, the girl who wasn’t awful but certainly wasn’t great, the girl who could sometimes crack a decent joke but who mostly just disappeared into the woodwork.


And still I am hoping for that second chance, because Danny Stanton has never stopped being nice to me, not once, not even when I got all teary and bitchy on the phone with him that one time. Two years later he still acts as though I’m someone sort of special. I know this because, even though he has gone through many girlfriends since that cheerleader freshman year, when we run into each other at parties, he always hooks up with me if whatever girlfriend he is going out with at the time isn’t around. We don’t have sex—I’ve never had sex—but we do a lot of other things. He doesn’t do this with anyone else.


Karin sometimes says that he uses me, but I don’t believe this. He could have anyone he wants, he could certainly have more variety in his life, so why does he keep coming back to me?


“Maybe it’s because he’s always drunk when he sees you,” Karin said one time.


This may sound like a mean thing to say, like she’s saying he only would want me if he were drunk. But Karin is my best friend and I know she is just trying to protect me.


Just to prove it to her, though, I had her drive me to his house one time last year before I had my own license. It was only two in the afternoon, so I figured he had to be sober.


“I’ll bet I can get him to kiss me inside of five minutes,” I told her.


“And that’ll prove something?” she said.


“Okay, maybe it won’t prove anything,” I admitted, “but it’ll feel good.”


And he did kiss me, sober, and it did feel good.


For two years now, I have been telling myself that if I can just get Danny Stanton in the right moment, he will see that the reason he asked me out in the first place two years ago, the reason he keeps coming back to me again time after time after time, is because he is as much in love with me as I am with him.


Now as I look down at him sitting in that lawn chair, that sweet, goofy grin on his face, I smile back. “Sure. Pull me a beer.”


I start to drink.


7:00 p.m.


Karin finally finds me where I am still standing by the keg, next to Danny Stanton.


“Hey!” Karin gives me a big hug, the kind of strong full-body hug best friends give each other, sometimes even if they just saw each other yesterday, like it is that good to have the other person in the world.


I hug her back, hard, so glad she is my best friend. In the process I spill some of my beer on both of us.


“Sorry,” I say, pulling away.


Karin laughs.


“Who cares?” she says.


I see Ricky D’Amico walk up to the other side of Danny Stanton where he is still seated in his lawn chair, pulling beers for people, her auburn hair startling over a lime green halter top, her legs long in a pair of microshorts that are maybe a total of three inches in length from well below her navel to her crotch, and I think, Ricky D’Amico would care if I spilled a beer on her.


Karin laughs again, reminding me why she is my best friend when she adds, “I’ll only spill some on myself eventually anyway. Thanks for saving me the trouble.”


Even though Karin is prettier than I am, with short dark-blond hair streaked with gold and honey, in a boyish cut that somehow makes her look even prettier, blue eyes like the best of the blue paints in art class, a figure she doesn’t have to worry about, and a sense of style that is original without looking forced; even though she is smarter than I am, a sure thing for Yale where I’m only an if; even though she is more popular than I am and even Ricky D’Amico kind of likes her … none of that matters. She is my best friend because she always makes me feel as though she has always liked me, will always like me, for me. She never makes me feel Less than in any way.


Karin takes a beer from Danny Stanton, then she grabs on to my hand, tugs me toward the pool area.


“Come on,” she says, “let’s go where the action is.”


But I perform what Mr. Davis in physics class would call an equal and opposite reaction to her action: I resist.


“What?” she says.


“I just think I’ll stay here for a bit,” I say.


“Why?” she says.


My back is to Danny Stanton, meaning he can’t see my face when I give my chin a little move upward, raising my eyebrows a bit, like I’m trying to say, “Behind me.”


“What?” Karin says again, confused.


Frustrated, I mouth the two words that are pretty much the most precious to me in the world: “Danny Stanton.”


Now it’s Karin’s turn to be frustrated.


“Aren’t you ever going to give that up?” she says.


“No,” I say, “not ever.”


“Well,” she says, dropping my hand, “when you come to your senses, I’ll be over by the pool.”


I turn back toward the keg and am surprised to see Danny sitting there alone now.


“Hey,” he says to me again, more quietly than before, as though he’s just seeing me tonight for the first time. “It’s Angel Hansen.”


“That’s me,” I say, feeling kind of dumb even as I say it, but then realizing it doesn’t matter how dumb I sound because from the looks of Danny’s lazy smile he’s already well on the way to being pretty drunk.


Danny reaches out suddenly, grabbing on to the same hand Karin tugged on just a few minutes ago. He studies my hand like it’s the most interesting thing in the world, rubbing my fingers with his thumb. Then he puts his beer down next to the lawn chair and squints up at me, shading his eyes with the same hand that was just holding the beer. “You know what I like best about you, Angel Hansen?” he says.


I’m so surprised by his words, by the important sound of his words, I just shake my head dumbly.


“It’s that you don’t care at all,” he says.


“And that’s a good thing?” I say, puzzled.


It’s as if he doesn’t hear me, though. “You don’t care about what I do at all, do you?” he says. “You never did. If I stopped playing basketball tomorrow, if I broke my leg tomorrow and could never play again, you wouldn’t care about that at all. You never cared about any of that.”


I open my mouth, but before I can say anything, he adds, “You only ever cared about me.”


“I … You —” I get no further.


“I … You —” Ricky D’Amico, coming up on the other side of Danny, mimics me cruelly with a laugh. Then she does exactly what I’d like to be doing right then myself: She settles her butt, covered only by that Band-Aid breadth of shorts, down onto Danny’s lap, drapes her arms around his neck possessively.


I don’t even see it happen. I just feel it, as Danny slowly lets go of my hand, my hand left holding nothing.


Ricky D’Amico lowers her head, plants a series of kisses on Danny’s neck, then looks up at me, a triumphant gleam in her eyes as Danny’s arms rise up and encircle her.


“Didn’t you realize Danny’s here special for me tonight?” she says. “Don’t you have somewhere else you need to be , Angel?” she says. “Aren’t you supposed to be over by the pool with Karin?”


In a way I am surprised I give up so easily, but I tell myself that I will get another chance on another day, another night.


Still, I take my time drawing myself another beer from the keg, take my time walking away, take my time conceding, just long enough to hear Danny say in a hazy voice, “Hey, Angel, where you going?”


And maybe, I think, this is another reason why Ricky D’Amico has always hated me: She’s a little bit in love with Danny Stanton too. Well, isn’t everybody?


8:00 p.m.


“Hey!” shouts Tim O’Mara, practically in my face. “Can you believe we’re going to finally be seniors this year?”


Tim O’Mara is one of those guys who is not really a dork—I mean, he got invited all on his own to Ricky D’Amico’s end-of-summer blowout, right?—but who will never be at the top of anyone’s A-list either. It’s because of things like this, the way he says, “Can you believe we’re going to finally be seniors this year?” The other guys, guys like Danny Stanton, can get rowdy all they want to and have it still sound cool, but when Tim O’Mara does the same thing, there is something just a little off about it, something a little too loud, a little too eager.


There was a time, maybe about a year ago, during one of the few times when I was really mad at Danny, that I thought I might like Tim O’Mara, like him enough to date him. He was cute enough, with curly blond hair and puppy-dog brown eyes, and he was certainly nice enough. Maybe that was it: Maybe he always seemed too nice. Whatever it was, I just couldn’t pull the trigger. It was like it took too much energy to be around someone who was always trying too hard. Still, we always said hi if we saw each other in the halls, sometimes sat at the same table in the lunchroom, even had some fun together when we were partners in physics class.


Now, feeling as though I have lost Danny Stanton—at least for the night—to Ricky D’Amico, I find myself being warmer to Tim than I have been in a long time.


“Yeah,” I shout back at him, nearly as loud as he has just shouted at me, taking a long sip off my beer, wiping the foam mustache from my upper lip. “It’s great! Seniors!”


Before long we are shouting enthusiastically back and forth at each other about how great it’s all going to be. Before long I am drinking more and more beer. Even though I know that, being so small, I shouldn’t drink so much so quickly, I keep drinking with Tim O’Mara, the two of us getting louder and louder. We are like our own symphony of two, only with all false notes, every single one off-key.


At one point I look back toward the garage to where Danny Stanton was seated. He is not used to me paying so much attention to someone else , I think. Even if he may not want me all the time himself, he is not used to having me seem to favor someone over him. But when I look over, I see him rising from the chair, see Ricky D’Amico tugging him toward the house, see him trailing behind her, see the back door close behind them.


“Hey,” Tim O’Mara leans in to whisper in my ear, except it comes out more like a bit of a shout anyway, “why don’t we get out of here?”



9:00 p.m.



Tim apologizes for his car, a ten-year-old Volvo.


“It’s my father’s,” he says, left hand on the wheel. He turns on the radio, and a second later I feel his other hand on my knee, then it inches up my thigh a bit. “He says there’s no point in buying new before the old’s totally worn out.”


“Where are we going?” I think to ask, my mind hazy from all the beer, my tongue thick in my mouth.


I look over at him, see him smile in the glow of the dashboard light.


“Back to school,” he says.


Five minutes later he is pulling into the parking lot of the middle school we both went to, so many years ago. He parks the car, clicks off the engine. Then he reaches over into the backseat and, after some fumbling around, turns back to me with the necks of two bottles of beer clasped in his hands. “Want one?” he asks. Not waiting for my answer, he flips the top of one, hands it to me. “Here,” he says.


I think, I should not be doing this. I think of the D’Amicos’ rule and how Tim should have gotten himself a designated driver tonight. I think of how I never should have gotten in the car with him like this. But then I think of Danny Stanton with Ricky D’Amico—they are probably kissing, or more, right now—and I take the bottle.


I take a long swig, and all of a sudden I am a lot drunker than I was a half hour ago, the car around me starting to swim: not a nauseating swim, just a gentle swim like I’m being sailed away on something.


Tim reaches for a knob on the radio, cranks the tunes louder. The swim intensifies as Tim leans in to kiss me.


It is not bad; it is not great. It is just Tim: a guy I’ve known for years, a guy I’ve never felt much for one way or the other, at most a guy I feel vaguely pleasant around.


He starts to kiss me harder, his hand resting on the place beneath the hem of my shirt and my stomach. Then he leans across me, opens my door.


“Come on,” he says, opening his own door.


“What?” I say dumbly.


“Let’s make ourselves more comfortable,” he says, coming around to my side of the car, taking hold of my hand, leading me out.


Tim gets a beach blanket from the trunk, leads me to the gently sloping lawn on the side of the school. I have a dim memory of being much younger here, of teachers taking us outside for class on the first warm days of spring. It feels weird to be lying on a beach blanket with Tim O’Mara on the same spot where Ms. Welch used to talk to us about how to use topic sentences in essays, Ms. Welch talking loud over the sound of the lawn-mower as the landscaper trimmed the grass, bouncing up and down in the seat of his old John Deere.


“It’s such a hot night,” Tim says between kisses. “Are you sure you need this shirt? And what about these pants?”


It seems like a bad idea even while I’m doing it, but the beer in me is so strong now, and anyway it doesn’t feel like it’s me doing it, it feels like it’s just Tim doing it, and I keep seeing Danny Stanton and Ricky D’Amico, when I still see anything at all, together in my head.


Tim does more than kiss me, but I feel less and less aware of what he is doing as I lie with my back against the ground, vaguely registering the bite of mosquitoes on my legs. I don’t know if it’s so much that I don’t feel like myself as it is that I don’t feel like anything at all.


When he starts to take off his own pants, I rouse myself enough to object. I know that I do not want this, not like this.


“Oh, come on,” he says, and smiles, the night behind him as he climbs on top of me. “I’ll just lie here for a minute while you think about it.”


But I can barely think of anything. Later on I will remember suggesting there were other things we could do than the thing he obviously had in mind. I will remember saying I didn’t want to get AIDS. I will remember saying I didn’t want to get pregnant. I will remember saying I’d never done this before.


“Come on,” he says again, more softly now, reaching for his jeans. I hear a crinkling sound, see in his hand what I realize must be a foil-wrapped condom. “See?” he says. “You won’t get pregnant. You won’t get AIDS. And, hey, everyone has to have a first time.”


Later on I will remember nothing of the act itself: not pain, not pleasure. All I will remember is the sensation of things slipping away from me and the exact way the stars looked, winking overhead.



10:00 p.m.



I do not even remember putting my clothes back on, the drive home to my parents’ house.


It is as though I come to as we pull into the driveway and Tim kills the engine.


He reaches to kiss me again, but it is different from his earlier kisses. Those were like he was saying a different form of hello, like he was trying to reach for something; this kiss feels more like he is doing the last thing before pulling away, like he is shutting a door, saying good-bye. I notice he doesn’t ask for my phone number, ask to see me again. This is okay: I would not want him to call, would not want to see him again, not like this. It will be bad enough passing him in the hallways at school when school starts up again.


“Hey.” He smiles, mussing my hair. “It was great, right? You had a good time, right?”


I don’t say anything to that. I am too busy feeling sick to my stomach, nauseous. But he doesn’t let me go yet. Instead he laughs at what a “hard time”—as he puts it—I gave him earlier, the objections I raised before doing what we did.


“No one could call you easy, Angel,” he says, and laughs.


Then he does an odd thing. He reaches over to the glove compartment, opens it, pulls out a small notebook and pen, writes something, tears off the sheet, hands it to me.


“Here,” he says.


I look down at the scrap of paper, squint at the letters and numbers on it: “Tim O’Mara” and a phone number.


He reaches across me one last time, pulls the handle for me one last time, pushes the door open for me one last time, laughs one last time.


“Call me if you’re pregnant,” he says.


After I get out of the car, he pulls the door shut behind me as I walk toward my parents’ house.


In four hours my life has totally changed: I have had sex for the first time, an act I do not even remember.


In exactly two and a half months I will use that phone number and I will call Tim O’Mara.





September



Week of September 3/Week 1


IT IS HARD TO BELIEVE THAT AFTER SO MANY YEARS OF schooling together, we are seniors now, this will be our last year in high school. From the day school starts, right after Labor Day, it is like we are all on a collision course with the future, riding high on a wave of energy, and living loud.


“Seniors!” someone shouts nearly every day, pounding the lockers as whoever is doing the shouting runs down the hallway. “Seniors!”


Sometimes it seems as though Tim O’Mara is shouting louder than anybody. Sometimes it seems as though every time I walk down a hall, there’s Tim O’Mara, shouting, “SENIORS!”


We have not said a word to each other since the night of Ricky D’Amico’s party. At the time I didn’t expect him to call me—after all, he never even asked for my number. But as the days have piled up, I’ve been surprised that no call has come. I guess a part of me thought that Tim O’Mara, who has never been known to have a regular girlfriend, might take our one night together as an excuse to try to turn it into something more. Weird. Even though I have no interest in him in that way whatsoever, that part of me that half-expected a call, that part that had rehearsed in my mind how to let him down gently, is kind of hurt that the call never came.
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