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For Mom and Dad


CHAPTER ONE

Sebastian Ruiz got me thinking about things I’d wanted to forget forever. And then he disappeared.

Rumors were flying in the junior hallway. Even though Sebastian was a loner, his name suddenly took on celebrity status. He’d tried to kill himself. He’d OD’d. He’d been shipped off to military school. He’d been kidnapped. If it had been anyone else, I would have thrown an alien abduction theory into the mix.

But it wasn’t someone else.

It was Sebastian Ruiz—who only a few days earlier had come to Rebecca’s party and had shaken me up like a long-forgotten snow globe and then walked away, leaving me to the impossible task of catching all the fluttering bits of false snow.

I hadn’t even wanted to go to Rebecca’s party. Hours before, I’d been sitting under the oak tree, flipping through my well-worn copy of UC Berkeley’s architecture program brochure. I stared at my favorite photo—six students enraptured by a professor with wild white hair and bushy eyebrows. If I squinted, the girl on the left with blondish-brown hair could be me.

Then Rebecca called.

“Don’t bail on me,” she said immediately.

I hesitated, trying to think of a good reason why I couldn’t go to her party. Every other Saturday, Rebecca’s mom worked the double-shift at the radio station. And that’s when we’d break out the sex, drugs, and good ol’ rock ’n’ roll. But that night, I just wasn’t in the mood.

Apparently, I’d hesitated too long, because Rebecca jumped on the silence.

“Listen, I can hear you wracking your brain for an excuse. You don’t have one. This is bullshit.”

“I’m—”

“Seriously,” she said. “Jasmine can’t come, and there’s another guy coming, so it would be me and like seven guys.”

“What guy?” I asked. Fresh blood was rare. It was always the same group of eight to ten of us. The drama club stoners and me.

“He’s not a drama guy. Chris ran into him at the diner this morning and invited him.”

Chris—my best friend with benefits, boyfriend, whatever.

“Name?”

“Sebastian,” she said. “Tall, skinny, glasses. Kinda cute. You know who I’m talking about?”

“Yeah,” I said, making sure my voice sounded normal. “He’s in my English class.”

I didn’t tell Rebecca that for the last few weeks during class, I’d been making eye contact with Sebastian more frequently and longer than was probably acceptable for someone with a boyfriend. I didn’t know what it meant. Nothing, probably. Just that we were both bored and happened to be looking up at the same moment. Or maybe not.

“So?” Rebecca said. “I need you to come.”

Mom poked her head out between the sliding doors, her face flushed from yet another marathon on the treadmill.

“Are you having dinner here?” Mom shouted across the yard.

“No,” I yelled back. “I’m going to Rebecca’s.”

She closed the door quickly, lest any air-conditioning escape.

“Oh, thank god for small miracles,” Rebecca said. “Come over soon.”

“Okay.” I rolled up the Berkeley catalog and went around the house to the garage so I wouldn’t have to see Mom.

Hours later, I was on Rebecca’s porch with the regulars. Ryan and Tyler sat on the floor, their backs against the railing. They hooked up occasionally, and lately Tyler wanted more, but Ryan insisted he wasn’t gay. Tyler was holding back tears.

“That doesn’t even make sense,” he said. I knew what would happen next. Ryan would feel bad for hurting Tyler, he’d put his arm around him, and take him somewhere to “talk.”

Cody, Rebecca, and Salim sat on folding chairs at the small table in the corner, playing Never Have I Ever with shots of vodka. Matt straddled the beer cooler, drumming it with his hands to the beat of the music—something by some Broadway diva they were all obsessed with who’d recently gone solo.

Chris sat on the porch swing next to me, his arm stretched over my shoulders. He held a can of beer; I nursed a vodka cranberry. He waved a gnat away from us. Because I’d known Chris since birth, we didn’t have to talk much.

“Never have I ever been in a threesome!” Rebecca called out. Cody raised his hand proudly and took a shot of vodka.

“Really?” Rebecca frowned at him. Cody was her ice cream, her spaghetti and meatballs, her wish upon a star. And every now and then, Cody would decide that she was his too.

Rebecca came over to the porch swing and squished herself between Chris and me. She put her hands in Chris’s thick blond hair and kissed him loudly on the cheek and turned to me and licked the side of my face.

“Gross!” I yelled.

“My two best friends. Together. Include me, please,” she said. “Come on—Cody’s done it. Let’s do it.”

Chris choked on his beer.

“You’re wasted,” I said, wiping my cheek.

“But I love you guys,” she whined.

“And we love you,” I said as she stretched her body across us, her head in my lap and her legs on Chris’s.

She yawned, which made me yawn. It seemed like Sebastian wasn’t coming, and I didn’t want to admit to myself that I was waiting for him, so I began preparing an excuse to leave.

But right then Sebastian turned the corner onto Rebecca’s street, his hands deep in his jeans pockets.

The way his shoulders slouched reminded me of the first time I ever saw him, a few days before the start of fourth grade. I’d been fighting with my mom, and I needed to get out of the house, which felt toxic with our screams. I ran toward my oak tree, making my way past the pool to the back of our property. But there was a boy sitting in my spot. A skinny boy with glasses and big feet. I felt anger burning up inside me. Who the hell was this kid, and what was he doing under my oak tree?

I stomped right up to him.

“Who are you?” I demanded.

The boy quickly closed his book. It was thick with glossy pictures of planets and stars on the front—wispy rings circling one of the planets. Sunlight reflected off his wire-rimmed glasses, and when he squinted, he revealed white teeth that contrasted with his light brown skin. He put his hand up to shade his eyes, which were dark brown and fringed with the longest black eyelashes I’d ever seen. A smooth, white scar cut through his left eyebrow, making a gap where the hair didn’t grow.

“I’m Sebastian,” he said.

“What are you doing here?”

“Uh, my stepfather is here.” He pointed at the house. “He meets with your father. He builds a room maybe.” English was definitely not his first language.

Dad was thinking of doing an addition on the family room—making a sunroom.

I was annoyed. This boy was in my space. But he wasn’t taking the hint to get up, so finally, I sat next to him. He showed me his book about the solar system.

“It’s a new book,” he said, pointing at the shiny binding, “but it is already out of date.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“The International Astronomical Union is changing what means planet. And Pluto becomes a dwarf planet instead of a planet.”

“So, they can just do that?” I asked. “Change what’s always been just because a few old guys say so?”

Sebastian shrugged. “A planet clears the area of its orbital path. A dwarf planet does not do this. Pluto does not, so it is a dwarf planet.”

“Whatever that means,” I said.

“It means that it appears the same, but it does not do the same, so it is different.”

For a second, my mind swam with planets and dwarf planets, the way things look versus the way things are. I tried to digest the meaning of what he’d said, and perhaps even a deeper meaning, when my sixteen-year-old cousin Scott jumped out from the other side of the tree, scaring the hell out of me.

“Who’s he?” Scott asked.

“Sebastian,” I said, when I could breathe again. Sebastian nodded at him.

“What’cha reading?” Scott asked.

“Nothing,” I said.

“I’m going in the pool,” he said. “Let’s hang out after he leaves.”

Scott walked over to the pool and dove in, making a loud splash.

“Want to swim?” I asked Sebastian, even though Scott had implied that he was not invited.

“I don’t know how.”

I looked at him like he was crazy. “Then what do you do in the summer?”

“I read,” he said. “I study.”

“Well, if you’re gonna live here, you need to swim. Nobody studies in the summer.”

We watched Scott swimming laps, his strokes perfect. I felt the pull to go to the pool, the pathetic need to do what Scott wanted, like I always did.

“Well, I’d better go,” I said.

Sebastian picked up his book and walked toward the driveway where his stepfather’s truck was parked. He turned around and waved, and I felt a sudden pang of loneliness. I went inside to put on my bathing suit—the orange one that made me feel brave like a lifeguard.

Dad didn’t ever build that sunroom.

I didn’t see Sebastian again until ninth grade when all the area schools combined into one high school. And even then, he wasn’t on my radar.

Until now.

Sebastian still had the same features he had at nine years old—light brown skin, dark brown hair buzzed short, impossibly long eyelashes behind wire-rimmed glasses, and a long, straight nose. But now he was tall. Really tall.

Chris called out to Sebastian. “Hey, you showed! Nice.”

Sebastian pulled his earbuds out and stuffed them in his pocket.

“Hey,” he said, taking the porch steps two at a time.

A couple of the guys reached out to him for a dude handshake-bump thing. Rebecca got up and gave him a Euro double kiss—one on each cheek. Then he turned to me.

“Hey, Macy,” he said, his voice quiet and deep.

“Hi.” I hoped he wasn’t expecting me to do the double-kiss thing. While Rebecca could pull something like that off, I definitely couldn’t.

After Chris handed him a beer from the cooler, Sebastian appeared to be listening to him and the other guys speculate about who else in the junior class might have had a threesome. I stayed on the porch swing with Rebecca. She analyzed major celebrities who’d gotten their start on Disney TV shows, and I tried not to be aware of Sebastian standing just a few feet away from me.

A little while later, Sebastian headed upstairs with everyone to get high. He looked at me like he was waiting for me to come too, but I didn’t.

The second time everyone went in, Sebastian stayed behind with me, and for a split second, I felt uneasy. If his dark eyes made me feel the way they did in a classroom full of people, what would happen when we were alone, the moths flitting in and out of the dim porch light our only witnesses? He perched on the railing in front of me and cracked another beer.

“That looks comfortable,” he said. He no longer had even a hint of an accent.

“Sure is,” I said, plumping up the flowered pillow behind my back.

He stood up to his full, lanky six-foot-many-inches.

“Room for me?” he asked as he walked toward me.

I nodded.

The old rusty chains creaked as he sat next to me. We pushed our feet against the peeling gray porch floor, swaying back and forth. I wondered if Sebastian could feel the wisps of hair that had escaped from my yellow bandana and were dancing in the spring breeze toward his face.

I stared at his giant sneakers—orange, unlaced high-tops. Graffiti covered the sides of the soles. There were pictures of eyes—some with huge teardrops—lips, trees, a bird.

“That’s cool,” I said, pointing at one of the eyes on his left shoe. He held it up so I could see better.

“That’s my ‘eye of the world’ eye,” he said. “It watches over everything.” He pointed two fingers at his eyes and then at mine, back and forth—the I’ve got my eye on you gesture. Then, with exaggerated seriousness, he locked his gaze on mine. My pulse raced.

We both laughed uncomfortably.

We looked at the street and continued swinging back and forth, back and forth. My heart finally slowed to its normal rhythm.

“I got you with that one, right?” he said. “I’m kind of a ladies’ man.”

I raised my eyebrows at him.

“I’m serious! Check this out!” He held up his thin but solid arm, pushed the sleeve of his T-shirt to his shoulder, and pretended to flex his bicep; he frowned when nothing happened.

“Ha, ha,” I said.

“I don’t have a BMW, or any car, actually, but I do have a sweet BMX.” He paused. “If you’re nice, I’ll take you for a ride—you can sit on the handlebars while I pedal. You’re impressed, right?”

“I didn’t know you were trying to impress me.” I smiled, vaguely aware that the classroom eye contact had moved to flirting and my boyfriend was just inside the house.

“Well, you know,” he said. “It’s always worth a try.”

And then his face got serious. “I’m sorry I stared at you the other day. In the hallway.”

“Huh?”

“Oh, never mind,” he said. “I thought you caught me looking.”

I wanted to say, “Don’t we catch each other looking all the time lately?” But of course, I didn’t. Instead I said, “When?”

“You were outside the art room. I’d never seen you there before. You were looking at your phone and you had this sad expression for a second. I felt like I was looking in your window with the shades up or something.”

His honesty was both scary and refreshing. I remembered that day. Sometimes when I felt like being alone, I hung out near the art room. I liked the smell of the paint and clay.

“So, what was up? What made you so sad?” he asked.

“It was no big deal, really. I applied for a summer internship, so that was just the inevitable ‘thanks but no thanks’ e-mail.”

I cleared my throat, wishing the sound could be like an eraser. I hadn’t told anyone that I’d written to a small architecture firm in town about the possibility of working there in August. Not even Rebecca or Chris.

“Doesn’t sound like no big deal,” he said.

“I thought it might help with college applications, but whatever, I’ll find something else.”

“Where do you want to go?”

“Berkeley,” I said.

“In California?”

I nodded.

“Why so far?” he asked.

“Because it’s so far.” I laughed awkwardly. And also Berkeley had one of the best undergraduate architecture programs in the country. “Where do you want to go?”

Sebastian shrugged. “So then, what are you doing this summer, now that you don’t have the internship?” he asked.

“In July we’re going to Nantucket. I always work at a T-shirt store while I’m there. What about you?”

“Babysitting my half-sister, I guess. My mom’s a nurse with a crazy schedule, and my stepfather’s got his own building company, so it’s looking like Sofia will get to go to Camp Sebastian.”

I wasn’t one of those girls who got all gushy about guys being good with kids, but I couldn’t help smiling.

I noticed a design on the top of his shoe, between where the laces ended and his big toe.

“What about that one?” I asked. It was so swirly and intricate; I could barely make out its shape. “Is it a key?”

He looked surprised. “I didn’t think it was that obvious.”

“It’s not,” I said. “I can just sort of tell. It is, right?”

He nodded slowly. “To lock things up.”

“Like what things?”

“You know,” he said. “Stuff that should be locked up. Dirty magazines, money, bad guys, secrets.”

I stared at the key on his shoe—the blue swirls and whirls. I couldn’t see where they began or ended. I squinted to see the details in the dim light.

“What kind of secrets?” I asked.

“Any secrets. Most embarrassing secret. Go.”

“Oh, no,” I said. “I’m not playing this game.”

“I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

“Very funny…. Fine,” I said. “Here’s one. When I was eleven, I was dying to have this Barbie ski chalet—it seemed so cozy on the commercial. It had a pretend fireplace with logs and everything. But I was too old for Barbies, so I ordered it in secret with my mom’s credit card. When it came, I hid the box under my bed. After I finally put it together, my cousin caught me, and I never heard the end of it.”

Sebastian looked at me. “That’s the best you can do?”

“Yup. What about you?”

He shrugged. “I had a Ken.”

“Huh?”

“I had a Ken, and all he had was a cardboard box for a house. I could have brought him over to your place.”

“Liar,” I said, punching him lightly on the arm.

“You too,” he said.

“I wasn’t lying!”

“Maybe, but the Barbie ski house is not your biggest secret. I know you’re hiding big stuff.”

“I’m hiding big stuff? You got that from talking to me for less than ten minutes?”

“Lucky guess,” he said. The way he looked at me—like he had my number—was impossibly frustrating and attractive at the same time.

“I didn’t say you were right,” I said. “What are you, clairvoyant or something? Telling everyone what’s lurking underneath the surface?”

He took my hand and turned my palm up.

“Ah, yes.” He traced a line along my palm. He furrowed his brow. “Many secrets, a tall, dark man, and a long life with some struggle but much happiness.”

He let go of my hand. I hoped he couldn’t see my cheeks burning red.

“So, what is it that makes me so completely transparent to a hack seer such as yourself?”

“Hack? Me? My skills are unparalleled. I am the most experienced observer in town. That’s what you learn to do when you come here from Spain in the middle of third grade and you don’t speak English. And the Latinos call you conquistador and want nothing to do with you. You keep quiet and you learn.”

“Well, you sure aren’t keeping quiet now,” I said.

“I know, right? I’m pissing you off. I didn’t mean to do that.”

His eyes met mine and didn’t stray. Finally, I needed to breathe again, so I looked down at my knees.

“So …” I said. “What about me made you think I have some big secret?”

I couldn’t help it. I had to know.

He hesitated.

“What? Go ahead. I can take it.”

“Nothing,” he said. “I just see there’s something else in there, besides all this—school, the parties, the drama shtick. But no one sees it because you hide it.”

What the hell? I had an urge to just get up and walk away, never talk to him again, but my body stayed where it was, unmoving.

“I hide it. How exactly do I do that?”

“Well, A) all your friends are in the drama club. You hang out with people who need the spotlight all the time so you don’t have to have it shining on you. And B) your expressionless face.”

“What are you talking about?” I said, my voice bitter.

“You kind of keep your face at a low hum,” he said.

“Oh my god, now you’re freaking me out.”

“See?” he said. “Like that. You didn’t raise your voice or change your facial expression when you said that, and I know you’re at least a little pissed, so you’re covering it up. You’re very good at it. That’s how I know you have a secret.”

What was happening? It was just a regular Saturday night in May.

Time to change the subject.

“You never told me where you’re applying,” I said.

“Don’t know yet. Don’t you get high? You didn’t go inside.”

He was just as skilled at changing the subject as I was.

“Me?” I said. “I’m the gullible dumbshit who believes those inane urban legends. You know, like the guy who hallucinated his face was an orange and peeled it off. You’re into it?”

He looked away from me, took a sip of beer.

“Maybe,” he said.

“Like in a bad way?” I asked.

“Is there a good way?”

“I don’t know. I guess not. But everyone here seems to have a good time.”

“Why do you hang out with these guys if you don’t get high?” he asked.

“Rebecca’s my best friend. She loves to party. And Chris. And the rest of them—the drama club guys—well, they are entertainers after all, so they’re very entertaining, especially when they’re high as hot-air balloons. And they don’t care that I don’t partake, if that’s what you mean.”

Sebastian looked at me as though he wanted more.

“And to keep the spotlight away from me, right?” I added, elbowing him gently in the side. He smiled and elbowed me back.

“Yeah,” he said. “Somehow I don’t really see you hanging with the cheerleaders.”

“No?” I tilted my head and batted my eyelashes. “No rah-rah for me?”

“No rah-rah for you.”

“Why are you hanging out with these guys?” I asked. Sebastian hadn’t said much more than monosyllables to them—acknowledgements of “killer weed” or an occasional movie review.

“Well, your friend Chris invited me,” he said. I cringed at the mention of Chris and the way he emphasized the word friend. “And they’ve got good weed.”

“For such good weed, you don’t seem high,” I said.

“You should see me when I’m not high. I’m very, very sober when I’m not high,” he said, pulling his mouth down in a frown.

He looked at his watch.

“Am I keeping you?” I asked.

“I promised I’d babysit tonight. My mom’s got the night shift and my stepfather’s out of town.”

“How old’s your sister?”

“Four.”

He downed the rest of his beer.

“And you’re okay to take care of her like this?” I held my drink up, indicating the beer, the weed, whatever else they had in there. “Isn’t that somewhat irresponsible?”

“I can handle my substances,” he said, and then his voice was suddenly gruff, almost angry. “I’m not like them—your friends and your boyfriend. I’m nothing like them. I don’t even know what I’m doing here.”

I felt the heat from his breath on my cheek, slightly cooler than a fire-breathing dragon. He stood up quickly, making the chains on the swing bounce, and went to the edge of the porch. His body was rigid, his fists clenched.

He leaned his forearms on the porch railing, looking out onto the street. I wanted to tell him that it was okay. That I knew whatever had made him angry wasn’t directed toward me. That I was angry too. But I wouldn’t even know where to begin.

He straightened and gripped the railing with both hands. Then he opened his hands, gripped, opened again. He did this a few times.

“I’m sorry for that—whatever that was,” he said quietly, “I shouldn’t have said that about them. Your friends are cool. I’m the ass.”

“It’s okay. I understand,” I said.

He came back to the swing and sat so close to me that if I moved my knee just a millimeter, we’d be touching.

“I think too much,” he said. “I can’t stop. Even getting high. It numbs me, tones things down a little, but not enough.”

He put his hands on his head and rubbed the fuzz there. He looked at me, and I tried to read what his eyes were saying. But I found it difficult to concentrate when he was this close to me, when his skin radiated heat toward me.

“Why am I telling you this?” He was looking for something from me, like he needed me—me specifically—but I was paralyzed.

He kneaded his hands together in his lap and placed them on his knees like he was trying to keep them still.

“Do you think too much?” he asked quietly, so quietly I barely heard him.

“I try not to. Thinking makes everything worse.”

“Like what?” he said. “What’s so bad?”

His eyes made me want to tell him something. I had to stop that from happening.

“Nothing,” I said and looked away.

“Got it,” he said, softly.

“Maybe you’re too smart.” I wanted to get the conversation back onto him. “That’s why you think so much.”

“Oh yes,” he said, his lip curling up on one side. “Way too brilliant for my own good, right? It’s a nice theory, but unfortunately I’m not all that smart. I just study a lot.”

We were both quiet for a few seconds.

“Do you remember that summer when we were kids?” he asked abruptly. “When I was at your house with my stepfather?”

I nodded.

“You told me I had to learn to swim, so I did.” His voice got quiet. “Maybe we could swim sometime.”

Sebastian and me. Bathing suits. My pool. Together. That would never, ever happen. Suddenly, I felt such a deep loss, I had to blink quickly a few times to make it go away.

“I don’t swim anymore,” I said.

“Really? I remember you telling me it was the only thing to do.”

“Well, I guess it’s not.”

He looked at me then like he knew me, like no one had looked at me before. Not Chris, not Rebecca, not anyone in my family. It was freaking me out. It was making my heart stutter. It felt good—it felt horrible. I was in a strange, marvelous, frightening dream. I could hear the voices inside the house and the bass of the music, but it was just background.

“Macy, I—” And in the same second he said my name, I heard Rebecca yelling it, “Macy!” and then she was at my side.

“Oh goddammit, I have to talk to you!” she said, slurring her words. No doubt Rebecca was having a Cody crisis.

I stared at Sebastian, willing the dream to stay, and yet relieved that I could pull my veil back down.

“Hey,” Rebecca said to Sebastian, and then, giving me a quick, curious look, “sorry, gotta borrow my girl.”

“Gimme a minute,” I said to her.

“Hurry!”

She went back into the house.

“What were you going to say?” I asked Sebastian, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“Just that I’ve gotta go,” he said.

I stared at him.

“My sister,” he said. “Remember?”

He walked down the steps.

I jumped up from the porch swing and leaned over the railing. He was already on the sidewalk, pulling the earbuds out of his pocket.

“Do you want me to drive you there?” I called out to him.

“Isn’t that somewhat irresponsible?” He laughed. “I’ll see ya.”

I watched his body disappear down the sidewalk and into the darkness.

And then I was alone with this thing—whatever it was—that he’d unleashed, after years of being locked away.

And that was it. No one saw or heard from him. Nothing.


CHAPTER TWO

I couldn’t stop thinking about Sebastian, but by the twelfth day, his disappearance was old news. Everyone else moved on. But I had to know where he’d gone, what happened to him. I’d asked around some, but no one knew anything, and I didn’t want my friends to know I was looking that hard. As far as they knew, I’d never even talked to Sebastian until Rebecca’s party.

I replayed our conversation in my head, dreamed about him, about his eyes—eyes that seemed to invite me to tell him everything, eyes that seemed to know me better than I knew myself.

And then, on the thirteenth day, as I was driving to the last day of junior year, my phone buzzed.

REBECCA: Just got the real 411 on Sebastian. He’s @ NWH psych ward. Tried to off hmslf.

I pulled over to the side of the road, my hands shaking so much that I kept missing the right letters and had to start my text over.

ME: How do u know?

REBECCA: His stepdad’s buildng mom’s boss house. Mom just asked if I know him!

I swallowed hard.

REBECCA: Pills? Slit wrists? 4 me bathtub/hairdryer thng. Quick, no pukng. What wud u do?

I couldn’t respond.

REBECCA: U there?

I couldn’t blame her for making jokes about the news—she didn’t know that it wasn’t just gossip to me. I’d never told her how much his disappearance had been plaguing me. If we’d been talking about anyone else, I would’ve answered her: No way. Jump off mntn. Fly. B free!

REBECCA: Macy???

Even though I had thought of the possibility that he was dead, I’d dismissed it. I mean, who dies without anyone knowing? I’d thought about his eyes, which had seemed sad, but also so open. Maybe if I hadn’t been so busy thinking about how quickly he’d seemed to figure me out, I would have paid more attention to what he was feeling. Maybe if I’d listened a little better, I would have known that he was so unhappy. Sebastian read me like an open book that night, so why couldn’t I have done the same for him? I twirled a chunk of hair with my finger, a habit I’d started way back when I gave up thumb sucking. I barely knew Sebastian, but I had to know what had happened.

And then, some other crazier version of me took over. I turned around and drove straight to Northern Westchester Hospital.

My car idled in the parking lot. I couldn’t cut the engine. Not yet. Then I’d have to go in and that would mean I knew what the hell I was doing there.

I put my hands on the steering wheel, willing it to give me a sign.

REBECCA: Where the H r u? Ur skipping last day of school?!

I took a deep breath, powered off my phone, and then cut the engine.

I got out of my ugly-but-all-mine silver Civic and stepped onto the sidewalk leading to the main door. Birds sang their songs. My heart beat the bass line for them.

The automatic door slid open. Inside, the lights were fluorescent, buzzing. The industrial gray carpet seemed softer, more luxurious than it should have been. There were semi-comfortable looking chairs and a piano in the lobby, which struck me as ironic—the Hospital Hotel. But despite its appearance, the smell was undeniably hospital—a mix of citrusy sterilizer and cafeteria hot meals.

I approached the elevator and looked at the sign next to it, which showed the departments and their floors. I couldn’t find anything remotely like Psych Ward or Psychology. I even looked at the Ms for Mental Health. I was about to give up and go back to my car, relieved in a way, when I heard someone say, “Can I help you find something?”

A girl with an official-looking name badge stood next to me.

I cleared my throat.

“Is there a psych ward here?” I asked.

“Behavioral Health.” She pointed at the words on the sign. “Fourth floor. Just see the receptionist when you get up there.” She pressed the elevator button for me and then backed up, but I could tell she was looking at me. She probably wondered whether I was checking myself in.

“Thanks,” I said as the doors opened and I got on. I listened to the beeps as the elevator rose and then I got off on the fourth floor.

The woman behind the reception desk was giant—a linebacker with bright red lipstick and auburn shoulder-length curly hair. When she smiled, I could see red smudges of lipstick on her whitened teeth.

“I’m here to see Sebastian Ruiz,” I said. Suddenly, I hoped she’d say he wasn’t there. Maybe it was just another rumor.

She looked at her computer screen, click-clacked her fingernails on the keyboard.

“And your name?” she asked.

“Macy Lyons.”

“I don’t see you on his list.”

“No, I’m not on it,” I said.

“I’m sorry, love.” She looked up, her eyes sympathetic. “You have to be on his approved visitors list to see him. I hope you didn’t come a long distance.”

“No,” I said. “It’s okay.”

My sanity was returning. I’d had one conversation with Sebastian—one. Unless you counted the one about planets when we were nine. Showing up at the psych ward was enough to put me in the psych ward.

“You can write him a letter,” she said. “Or you can ask his parents to arrange a visit.”

“How long will he be here?” I asked. What I really wanted to ask her was, What happened? Did he really try to kill himself? How? Why?

“I don’t know, sweetheart,” she said, as though she knew she was answering all of my questions.

After lunch, I met up with Chris at his locker. Chris—my set-building, blond, blue-eyed neighbor and friend since before kindergarten. Chris—my boyfriend of six months.

“Hey,” Chris said, playing with the string of my hoodie. “Kinda weird, you know? Last day of junior year. Next year’s gonna be so different.”

“The dreaded application process,” I said. Berkeley was going to be impossible now that I didn’t have the internship at the architecture firm. I had zero experience in anything architecture-related, other than obsessive hours on home-building apps and websites. What would I say in my application? I like seeing how the details of houses make them into homes, and I can picture myself making them someday? I felt my skin prickle with impending failure.

“Come over after school,” Chris said, touching my neck.

I shivered.

“You cold?” He leaned in and kissed me.

I shoved his chest. “Come on,” I said.

His face fell and I immediately felt horrible.

“You know I hate PDA. It’s cruel,” I said. “Some poor freshman innocently walks by and gets an uncontrollable hard-on. He’s got his tent-pole pants and everyone makes fun of him and the next thing you know he goes all Columbine on the school.”

“Why can’t it be a girl wanting me?” he said.

“You, huh?”

“Yeah, me,” he said, smiling. Chris was undeniably cute. Until sophomore year, he’d been thirty pounds heavier and there were many times when I had to defend him from the dirtbags who teased him or the girls who giggled at their own fat jokes. It made me so mad that he wouldn’t stand up for himself and let me do his fighting for him. But when puberty hit late and in his favor, he thinned out, his acne cleared up, he got his braces off, and he turned into a bona fide hot guy.

“Fine,” I said. “A sweet sophomore girl holding a burning torch for you, doodling your name in every notebook—and then gets her eye on this?” I gestured my hand back and forth between our chests. “Can you imagine the devastation? A trauma like that could send her straight to the nunnery, for god’s sake. I can’t be responsible for that, Chris. Can you?”

“I can’t,” he said. “Though nearly impossible, I will refrain for her sake. And for tent-pole-pants-guy. Let’s meet up here after last period.”

And he went off to class.

But Chris hadn’t been enough of a distraction. I couldn’t shake the image of Sebastian’s eyes that night on Rebecca’s porch. He’d been about to say something important. I flip-flopped between desperately wanting to see him and never wanting to see him again, especially since he’d been the one to stir up stuff I didn’t want to think about.

I took my seat in English, Sebastian’s absence next to me so strong, it felt more like a presence in itself. I let the din of phones turning to vibrate mode, textbooks opening, gum snapping wash over me. There was a millisecond of calm and then a sudden epiphany: Because of Sebastian, for the first time in my life, I wanted to know someone else’s deepest darkest thoughts. And I wanted someone to know mine.


CHAPTER THREE

That night when Dad called, I was sitting at the kitchen counter reading blogs on dreadlocks.

Ever since Sebastian had said that I was hiding, covering something up, memories and doubts were seeping into my thoughts all day every day—while I brushed my teeth, hung out with Rebecca or Chris … and forget about sleep. I’d started questioning everything.

Now I was like Pluto, the non-planet. I appeared the same, but I wasn’t the same. Not anymore. Not on the inside. And I didn’t want to look the same anymore either. Dreadlocks were a huge change, not fleeting like dying your hair or piercing your eyebrow. I was going to be the dreadlocked Pluto. I’d bought the hair products, watched the video instructions, gotten Rebecca on board to help, but I didn’t have the courage yet.

While I was watching the video on how to back-comb properly for the twentieth time, the phone rang and Mom picked up.

“Really?” she said. “Another night? You know what tomorrow is, don’t you?”

It only took me a second to realize that it was Dad on the phone, and he was spending yet another night away, which meant no first-day-of-vacation breakfast with him tomorrow.

No matter how busy he was or what state he was in, on our first day of summer vacation, Dad was always home to celebrate with my brother Gavin and me, and Scott before he’d moved to the city. Dad made us chocolate chip waffles with whipped cream and strawberries, played catch or badminton with us, and then headed off to work or to the airport. He’d never missed vacation breakfast before.

I loosened some hair from my ponytail and twirled it around my finger.

Then Mom spoke into the phone in her fake cheerful voice, “Okay, honey. Sounds like you’ve had a long day. You should take an Ambien. Make sure you get some good sleep.”

She hung up and turned to me.

“Dad just got back to the office from San Diego, but he has a client dinner tonight and an early morning meeting, so he’s just going to stay in the city,” she said.

I nodded, not sure how she wanted me to react. Was I supposed to get angry so we could rag on him together? Or did she want me to be all sympathetic that Dad was working so hard? Mom and I didn’t speak the same language. And since Dad was our translator, I was flipping through the Bitch-to-English dictionary as fast as I could in my head. But it was coming up blank.

“What do you want for dinner?” Mom asked.

I shrugged, twirling my hair tighter.

“You know, Macy, would it kill you to just answer a simple question once in a while?” She opened the refrigerator, stood with her back to me, slammed the door shut, and walked out of the kitchen.

A few minutes later, I heard the squeak-squeak of the treadmill in the home gym above the garage. Mom had asked Dad to fix the squeak, but he hadn’t gotten around to it.

It was an unspoken rule in our house that mornings worked best if we all avoided one other. But the next morning, on our first day of summer vacation, Mom broke the rule. And she didn’t just break it—she took out a hammer and bashed it, crumbling its bones into little bits, and then wrung its neck for good measure.

“Guys, I need to tell you about a change in our summer plans,” she announced to Gavin and me, pouring her second cup of coffee. “We can’t go to Nantucket next week.”

My bagel popped up from the toaster. I scorched my finger trying to grab it.

“What?” Gavin said, his mouth open wide in shock.

Poor Gavin had enough to worry about—his skinny geeky self was heading for the big leagues next fall—high school. This kind of “change of plan” was not something Gavin could deal with well. We always rented a house on Nantucket for a month after school ended. Every single summer, every single year of our lives.

Plus, Gavin’s heart had already been broken this morning once he realized that Dad really wasn’t coming home for first-day-of-vacation breakfast.

“You can’t just cancel our trip,” I said, trying to stay calm.

“Scotty has to make up a couple of classes for his degree. We can go when he finishes. Maybe in August,” Mom said. Even though Scott was our cousin, Mom and Dad had been taking care of him since he was a baby, way before I was born. Aunt Judy would drop off Scott with Mom for “just a few hours” and then pick him up three or four days later as though it were nothing. Mom and Dad became his legal guardians when Judy went to live with a freaky cult in Montana.

Maybe because he was abandoned or something, Mom and Dad always gave Scott whatever he wanted. Boarding school when he got kicked out of public school. Backpacking around Europe all summer after boarding school. Dad used connections to get him into Columbia, and now Scott wasn’t even going to graduate with all his credits. And, of course, Mom was making sure the entire universe revolved around him yet again.

“That’s fair?” I yelled. “You’re changing the plans of the entire family because Scott partied too hard to finish his degree?”

“His thesis advisor left midyear,” Mom said. “And he’s been incredibly busy running the nightclub.”

“Mom, he’s like a three percent owner. He’s not running anything.”

“That’s not very supportive, Macy,” she said, shaking her head.

I glared at her. Supportive, my ass. He had all the support he needed from Mom and Dad.

Gavin sank down in his chair at the table and slowly ate his cereal.

“Steven and Tucker won’t be on Nantucket in August,” Gavin said quietly. He hadn’t found his soul mates here like he had there. The summers on Nantucket were Gavin’s time to shine.

I didn’t want to let on to Mom that I was upset too. I’d have to call the T-shirt store on Nantucket to tell them I wasn’t coming at the last minute and then I’d never get a job there again. Why hadn’t Dad warned me about the change of plans? I felt a tug at my heart, like he had betrayed me.

“Come on,” I said to Gavin. “I’m going to Rebecca’s. I’ll drop you off somewhere.”

I ran upstairs to get my dreadlock products.

Gavin and I sat in silence as I drove the few miles to Mount Kisco center.

“We’ll figure something out, Gav,” I said. “Maybe you can go stay with Tucker for a week or something. I bet Mom’ll be cool with that.”

He shrugged. “Yeah, maybe.”

I dropped Gavin and his laptop off at Starbucks and then, fuming at Mom, Scott, and even Dad, I headed to Rebecca’s, hoping she’d be able to entertain me into forgetting.

When I pulled up to her house, she was on the porch, picking up beer bottles.

“You gonna just sit there? Get your butt over here and help!” Rebecca yelled to me.

I started up the porch steps.

“What happened to you last night? You left before Chris,” she said as she dumped a plastic cup full of cigarette butts into the garbage can. Rebecca had hosted the entire junior class for the last day of school blowout the night before. It was the best party of the year, but I’d left early, unable to play fake while images of Sebastian in the psych ward were crowding my brain.

I picked up a bottle, dumped the beer out into the bushes, and then chucked it into the blue bin. While we may not drink responsibly, we do recycle responsibly.

“I was tired,” I said.

She looked at me.

“What?” I asked.

“Something’s going on with you. You’ve been acting all weird lately. You’re not screwing things up with Chris, are you?”

“No. Chris is fine.”

“You’d better be good to him,” she said. “You still owe him for setting us up.”

I hadn’t planned on adding another drama freak to my list of friends. Chris and his set-building was plenty of drama for me, but in ninth grade, Chris introduced me to Rebecca, a card-carrying actress, complete with the booming voice, in-depth knowledge of all things Broadway, and the desire to get up on stage. And she was irresistible. We effortlessly turned into the Rebecca-Macy show, and Chris was demoted to understudy. But even though he’d convinced me to make him leading man six months ago, the Rebecca-Macy show would never end its run.

I pulled the bag of dreadlock products out of my bag.

“Can we do it today?” I asked.

“Really? You’re ready?”

“I think so. I know it’s gonna hurt like hell, but I really want them.”
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